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Abstract 

Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra poses many problems for the c r i  ti c, 

not  the l eas t  o f  which i s  how we are t o  understand the character o f  

Cleopatra. I s  she a whore o r  a queen, o r  both? How are we t o  reac t  t o  her  

re la t ionsh ip  w i t h  Antony? I s  her su ic ide an expression o f  he r  love f o r  

Antony, o f  her  dread o f  the triumph Octavius plans, o r  i s  i t  simply her 

admission t h a t  she i s  powerless t o  manipulate Octavius? Why does she 

delay t h a t  su ic ide? Whi l e  c r i t i c a l  opin ion varies, the greatest  emphasis 

has been upon her degeneracy, her  absolute cont ro l  o f  Antony, and her  

neglect o f  her  sovereign responsi b i  1 i ti es . Most f requent ly,  c r i  t i c s  see 

Cleopatra as the dominant and ma1 i.gn in f luence i n  Antony's l i f e ;  they see 

him as a man t o rn  between two worlds : t ha t  represented by honour, duty and 

empire, and t h a t  represented by h i s  submission t o  h i s  obsessive love f o r  

Cleopatra and h i s  repudiat ion o f  the wor ld o f  power and prest ige.  I t  i s  

my b e l i e f  t ha t  Cleopatra i s  a dedicated and responsible queen, and that ,  

f a r  from being the dest ruct ive  and dominant in f luence i n  Antony's l i f e ,  she 

i s  b - h i s  captive, her  person and her s ta te  he ld  subject  t o  the w i l l  o f  an 

ambitious and headstrong Antony. _- -._ ._-- _ _  
I n  reviewing Cleopatra's l i f e  and death as they are portrayed i n  

Antony and Cleopatra, I have given some a t t en t i on  t o  the h i s t o r i c a l  context 
,' -3 

o f  the play. Antony . was v- the most powerful in f luence i n  Cleopatra's 1 i w  
- - - -_.  . - _ ---- -- * 

Octavius the most powerful  influence i n  her  final hate.  I have, therefore, 

before tu rn ing  t o  a c loser  examination of her re la t ionsh ips w i t h  these two 

men, undertaken a b r i e f  review o f  both o f  t h e i r  characters. Since any 

exami nat ion o'f Cleopatra 's  behavi our--especial l y  o f  her  behaviour i n Act 

V--must be incomplete i f  i t  concentrates predominantly upon her  r o l e  as a 



L 

woman, I have pa id  pa r t i cu la r  a t t en t i on  t o  her r o l e  as a sovereiaq, and 

have assessed her responses t o  the p o l i t i c a l  events depicted i n  the play, 

f o r  these events d i r e c t l y  and t r a g i c a l l y  a f fec t  her  1 i f e  and her re ign.  I 

have included some c r i t i c a l  opinion which, because o f  i t s  almost unanimous 

support o f  a view o f  Cleopatra t h a t  i s  contrary t o  what I bel ieve t o  be 

Shakespeare's po.rtraya1 of her, 'is of value i n  the i n t e r e s t  o f  balance. 

The evidence of the play does not support the general ly accepted view. 
a 

o f  Cleopatra's degeneracy; her reputat ion as a h a r l o t  i s  _o=_&t_.js cay 
, - -- *- K9 

f u l l y  nurtured - .  by the Romans. As we l l ,  the evidence o f  the t e x t  i s  more -.- -- - - 
sugges ti ve o f  a Cleopatra who i s  powerless t o  move Antony t o  any a c t  towards 

which he i s  ndt already favourably disposed and i n  which he does not  see 

h i s  own in te res ts  being served. I do not agree w i t h  those who see 

Cleopatra as the cause o f  Antony ' s  " t r ag i c  fa1 1 "; rather,  because o f  - 
..-.- Antony's f o l l y  and mismanagement, Cleopatra's 1 o n ~ ~ ~ l ~ g l P t n m a i n ~ i t l  her , 

I 

s ta te  against overpoweri n g  odds,, i s  brought t o  i t s  t r ag i c  concl usj on. anbhe I Illy.--- ---- --- --. - 
&7 

&.,~recigi.tated i n b  Oetavim ' power. An unpre jud i  ced readi ng o f  the t e x t  

shows tha t  her death i s  her acknowledgement o f  the close o f  t h a t  struggle, 
,..+ " - - . .--. ,. =*- > 

an assert ion o f  her  n o b i l i t y ,  and a detenninati-on that i f  her l i f e b s  

passed ou t  o f  her cont ro l ,  her death w i l l  not. Further, the delay that 
_, 

precedes her death i s  motivated by her  sense o f  r espons ib i l i t y  t o  Egypt and 

t o  her heirs;  she must, i f  possible, make a final attempt to gain tha t  which, 
a 

from the moment o f  her defeat, has been her one request o f  Octavius: the -- 
crown o f  Egypt f o r  her son. She f a i l s ,  bu t  her  character as a responsible 

queen i s  
b----.-r- 

untarnished. -. 





Good name i n  man and woman, dear my lord,  
I s  the imnediate jewel o f  the i  r souls. 
Who s tea ls  my purse s tea ls  trash; ' t i s  something, nothing; 
'Twas mine, ' t i s  h is ,  and has been slave t o  thousands; 
But he who fi lches f r o m  me my good name 
Robs me o f  tha t  which not enriches him, 
And makes me poor indeed. 

(Othel lo III.iii . l55 - l 6 l )  
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In t roduct ion 

Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra poses many problems f o r  the c r i t i c ,  

not  the l eas t  o f  which i s  how we are t o  understand the character o f  

Cleopatra. I s  she a whore o r  a queen, o r  both? How are we t o  react  t o  

her re la t ionsh ip  w i t h  Antony? I s  her su ic ide an expression o f  her love f o r  

Antony, o f  her dread o f  the tri mph Octavi us plans, o r  i s  i t  simply her 

admission t h a t  she i s  powerless t o  manipulate Octavius? Why does she delay 

her su ic ide? 

"She i s  cunning past man's thought" ( I  .ii .142) Antony declared, and 

l a t e r ,  "T r ip le - tu rn 'd  whore, ' t i s  thou / Hast so ld  me t o  t h i s  novice, and 

hear t  / Makes only wars on thee" (1V.xi i. 13-5) .' His words form the 

basis for  many c r i  t i c s  ' a t t i  tudes towards Cleopatra's character. Coleridge 

found t h a t  "the sense o f  c r i m i n a l i t y  i n  her passion i s  lessened by our 

i ns i gh t  i n t o  i t s  depth and energy . . . . "' J .  Wilson Knight speaks o f  

Cleopatra's " inscrutably ev i  1 callowness. "3 And Bradley's condemnation o f  

her i s  unegui vocal : "She destroys him [ ~ n t o n y l  . "4  Thus the c r i t i c s  accept, 

perpetuate, and add dimensions t o  what i s ,  i n  the play, a Roman creat ion:  

the w t h  o f  Cleopatra, the t ra i torous,  dest ruct ive h a r l o t  who brought r u i n  

t o  Antony. Not only does the myth d i s t o r t  Cleopatra's character as 

Shakespeare portrayed it, bu t  i t  i s  d i r e c t l y  opposed t o  what I w i l l  dernon- 

s t ra te  t o  be the r e a l i t y  o f  her pos i t ion  i n  the play. As I understand the 

play, Cleopatra was Antony's captive, her person and her s ta te  he ld  subject  

t o  h i s  w i l l .  She was nothing as simple as a dest ruct ive har lo t ;  she was a 

composite o f  c o n f l i c t i n g  opposites, f r a i  1, feminine, and vulnerable; strong 

and dominant,*an i n t e l l  i gent and capable s t ra teg i s t ;  a woman enslaved by 



her love for  a man she knew t o  be shallow and inconstant; a queen equal l y  

enslaved by the p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t y .  

Many o f  the misconceptions about Cleopatra may be a t t r i b u t e d  d i r e c t l y  

t o  a tendency t o  emphasize the personal a t  the expense o f  the sovereign 

aspects o f  her  dual r o l e  as a woman and a queen. MacCallum speaks o f  

Cleopatra as "the incarnate poetry o f  l i f e  wi thout duty, g l o r i f i e d  by 

beauty and grace; o f  impulse w i  thout p r inc ip le ,  ennobled by cu l t u re  and 

i n t e l ~ e c t . " ~  Champion f inds tha t  the spectators o f  the play never have 

"even the s l i g h t e s t  sense of the queen's concern f o r  her kingdom and f o r  

the welfare o f  her subjects. "6 This, too, i s  p a r t  o f  the rqyth o f  Cleopatra. 

Shakespeare's s e t t i n g  and h i s  characters represented the Medi terranean 

world: the Roman Empi re,  Egypt, Parthia , Pompey and h i s  sea pirates,  and 

an impressive l i s t  o f  states and kings t ha t  supported Antony i n  h i s  con- 

f l i c t  w i t h  Octavius. By land and by sea, i t  was a wor ld o f  corruption, 

aggression, and betrayal .  It i s  simply un rea l i s t i c  t o  bel ieve t ha t  

Cleopatra ex is ted i n  bu t  apart  from, and untouched by, t h a t  world. The 

h i s t o r i c a l  Cleopatra ru led  her kingdom f o r  a number o f  years before Antony 

came t o  Egypt; she could not, w i th  impunity, have been negligent o f  o r  

i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  her sovereign dut ies.  Her p o l i t i c a l  pos i t ion  i s  an i m p l i c i t  

ra ther  than an e x p l i c i t  component o f  the play; i t  i s  cent ra l  t o  our under- 

standing o f  the magni tude o f  her struggle agai ns t overpowering odds, o f  

the greatness o f  her character and her tragedy. 

I n  Shakespeare's play, the myth o f  Cleopatra, which the Romans so 

i n s i s t e n t l y  r e i t e ra te ,  sets up a f a l se  standard by which t o  judge her; i t  

can only fa i l ,  us when, i n  Act V, we seek an explanation f o r  her suic ide 

and f o r  the delay t h a t  preceded it. I n  t r y i n g  t o  resolve t h i s  vexing 



problem, c r i t i c s  who are convinced t ha t  the myth i s  the r e a l i t y  and who 

emphasize the woman a t  the expense o f  the sovereign o f f e r  such di'sparate 

views as those o f  Battenhouse and Ribner. Battenhouse i s  convinced t ha t  

she remained a h a r l o t  t o  the end and, unsuccessful i n  her  attempt to  have 

Octavius " force" her  t o  be h i s  mistress, sought i n  death a "martyrdom tha t  

was marred by vainglory."7 I n  Ribner's view, the f i n a l  ac t  port rays 

Cleopatra's "awareness o f  s i n f u l  l u s t ,  her cast ing i t  o f f ,  and her  dedica- 

t i o n  o f  he rse l f  instead t o  a love t o  which her  death i s  a s a c r i f i c e  i n  

exp ia t ion o f  former sin." '  I f i n d  nothing i n  the play t o  support e i t h e r  

view. As I read the play, Cleopatra's death was her acknowledgement o f  

the close o f  her  long s t rugg le  t o  mi n ta i n  her  s ta te ,  an asser t ion o f  her 

n o b i l i t y ,  and a determination t ha t  i f  her  l i f e  had passed ou t  o f  her con- 

t r o l  , her  death would not .  While her resolve t o  d i e  was f i rm,  Cleopatra 

was a queen w i t h  a compel 1 i n g  reason f o r  delay: she must, i f  possible, 

make a f i n a l  attempt t o  negot iate w i t h  Octavius f o r  t ha t  which, from the 

moment o f  her  defeat, had been her one request o f  Octavius: the crown o f  

Egypt f o r  her  son. 

Antony was the most powerful in f luence i n  Cleopatra's l i f e ,  Octavius 

the most powerful i nfluence i n  her  f i n a l  hours. We cannot unders tand o r  

judge her  act ions w i  thout  f i r s  t unders tandi ng what s o r t  o f  men Antony and 

Octavius were. I have, therefore,  before tu rn ing  t o  a c loser  examination 

o f  Cleopatra's re la t ionsh ips  w i t h  these two men, undertaken a b r i e f  review 

o f  t h e i r  characters. I then examine the three periods i n  Cleopatra's l i f e :  

before Antony, w i t h  Antony, and f i n a l l y ,  a f t e r  Antony's death or, i f  we 

prefer ,  the p f r i od  o f  her confrontat ion w i t h  Octavius. t ier time w i t h  

Antony may be f u r t h e r  defined: before Antony l e f t  f o r  Rome, we have a 



f ie ry ,  outspoken Cleopatra who stood up to, even challenged Antony; a f t e r  

Antony's return t o  her, there was a pronounced change i n  Cleopatra's be- 

haviour: she was subdued and submissive. The determined and i n t e l l i g e n t  

Cleopatra we had f i r s t  known was gone; she was present b r i e f l y  a t  the 

beginning of the play, then disappeared, t o  return only a f t e r  Antony had 

died. A1 though the reverse i s  generally accepted, a close reading o f  the 

play has led  me t o  believe tha t  Antony commanded, Cleopatra followed. 
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Chapter One: Antony 

Antony was the most powerful inf luence i n  Cleopatra's l i f e .  We cannot 

understand o r  judge her actions unless we understand what s o r t  o f  man Antony 

was. I n  general, the response t o  Antony has been t o  see him as a great 

leader and warrior-general destroyed by h i s  emotional involvement w i t h  a 

se l f - indu lgent  Cleopatra. I cannot accept t h i s  po in t  o f  view. As I w i  11 

demonstrate, Antony was not  a great man ruined by love, bu t  a great r u i n  o f  

a man incapable o f  love. Outside forces reacted t o  Antony more of ten  than 

they acted against him; they acted more o f ten  t o  appease than t o  oppose him. 

Antony, not  Cleopatra, not  Octavius, was the instrument o f  h i s  own destruc- 

t i o n  and, given h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  character, t ha t  sel f -destruct ion was inev i -  

table.  Through f o l l y  and b l i n d  arrogance, Antony brought r u i n  t o  himsel f  

and t o  Cleopatra; through Antony, Cleopatra's kingdom was l o s t  t o  her and 

she was p rec ip i ta ted  i n t o  Octavius' power. I n  reviewing Antony's l i f e ,  I 

w i  11 concentrate upon Antony the Triumvir, the warrior-general , the lover, 

and Antony the defeated i n  order t o  i d e n t i f y  those t r a i t s  t h a t  cons t i tu te  a 

consistent pat tern i n  a l l  h i s  personal re lat ionships,  and t o  determine what 

code o f  conduct Antony imposed upon himself.  I n  estab l ish ing a standard o f  

behavi our t h a t  we could reasonably expect o f  a man i n  Antony's pos i t ion,  I 

w i  11 use the c r i t e r i a  which Reese determined were those Shakespeare demanded 

o f  a good r u l e r :  a j u s t  ambition, patr iot ism, dedication, and humanity. 

That i s ,  a man should be "nei ther greedy f o r  power, nor f r ightened o f  it"; 

\ 
he should have an i n s t i n c t i v e  love for  h i s  country; he should recognize tha t  

power i s  a p r i v i l e g e  and a t r us t ,  and t ha t  a concomitant o f  p w e r  i s  service; 

9 



he should have courage, humi 1 i t y  , self-awareness , and self-mastery .' For 

Antony the lover, I w i l l  use Sonnet 116 t o  which Shakespeare makes s p e c i f i c  

reference i n  t h i s  play, and i n  which he defines t rue  love as a love t ha t  i s  

immutable, constant-fi xed--independent o f  mutual i ty ,  and unshaken by the 

tempests o f  l i f e . '  To i n s i s t  t h a t  a l l  these q u a l i t i e s  be embodied w i t h i n  

one man would be t o  demand perfection, t o  f a i l  t o  r ea l i ze  t h a t  human 

f r a i l  t i e s  are not  cast  aside when a man assumes o f f i c e ,  leads an arqy, o r  

becomes a lover .  I t  i s ,  then, not so much a matter o f  whether Antony f u l -  

f i l l s  a l l  our expectations, but  o f  whether he f u l f i l l s  any o f  them. 

The play opens upon an Antony who has, Phi lo  and Demetrius claim, 

repudiated h i s  war r io r  occupation and y ie lded himsel f  t o  the w i  les o f  a 

l u s t f u l  Cleopatra. I n  what imnediately fo1 lows, many c r i t i c s  have found 

ample support f o r  such a judgement. To Cleopatra's "If i t  be love indeed, 

t e l l  me how much," Antony's response, "There's beggary i n  the love tha t  can 

be reckon'd" ( I  .i .14-5), impresses us by i t s  eloquence. Antony seems so 

captivated by h i s  a f f a i r  o f  the heart  tha t  the a f f a i r s  o f  s ta te  are o f  minor 

importance. The news from Rome may be summarized f o r  him by an attendant: 

"Grates me, the sum" (I .i . l g ) .  I n  Cleopatra's repeated urgings t ha t  he 

hear the messengers there i s ,  i n  addi t ion t o  an edge o f  jealousy and 

insecur i ty,  more than a suggestion t h a t  h i s  present unwill ingness t o  hear 

the ambassadors stems from h i s  past neglect o f  Rome, which has a1 lowed 

Octavi us t o  become the dominant and comnanding partner: 

Fu lv ia  perchance i s  angry; o r  who knows 
I f  the scarce-bearded Caesar have not sent 
His powerful mandate t o  you, "Do th i s ,  o r  t h i s  ; 
Take i n  t h a t  kingdom, and enfranchise that ;  
Pe,rfornlt, o r  e lse  we damn thee." ( I . i .20-4) 



Antony seems determined t o  remain unmoved by her demands; he declaims h is  

phi losophy : 

Let  Rome i n  Tiber melt, and the wide arch 
O f  the rang'd empire f a l l !  Here i s  qy space, 
Kingdoms are clay . . . . (I.i.33-5) 

Cleopatra's evaluation o f  a1 1 t h i s  as "Excellent falsehood!" and her query, 

"Why d id  he marry Fulvia, and not love her?" ( I . i .40- I ) ,  i r r i t a t e  him; he 

reminds her tha t  he can be " s t i r r ' d , "  suggests that  time should be f i l l e d  

wi th  pleasure, not harsh "conference," moves quickly t o  a new subject: "What 

sport tonight?" ( I. i .48). But Cleopatra's ins is ten t  "Hear the ambassadors" 

(1 . i  .48) moves him f i rs t  t o  accusation, "wrangling queen," then t o  f l a t t e r y ,  

"Whom everything becomes," and f i n a l l y ,  t o  soothe and quiet  her, he of fers  

what he had denied her the previous evening: 

. . . a l l  alone, 
To-ni ght we ' 11 wander through the streets, and note 
The qua1 i t i e s  o f  people. Come, my queen, 
Last n igh t  you d id  desire it. (I. i .52-5) 

I n  th i s  b r i e f  exchange we see Antony, on two occasions, strongly r e s i s t  any 

suggestion tha t  does not or ig inate w i th  him. Eventually he does attend to  

the business o f  the ambassadors, j us t  as i n  t i m e  he of fers  the night o f  

pleasure he had previously refused her. But Antony, i t  seems, w i  11 attend 

t o  matters only i n  h i s  own good t i m e .  

It i s ,  then, d i f f i c u l t  t o  see i n  th i s  scene what Traversi sees there: 

Antony's surrender t o  a Cleopatra who "has enslaved him" and a s i tua t ion  

that  i s  "per i lously false" i n  tha t  Antony's "gesture o f  triumphant love" 

may be seen " i n  i t s  double nature o f  splendid y e t  f i n a l l y  mean, a product 

o f  personal degradation. "3  But Antony 's "gesture o f  triumphant love" i s  
* 

jus t  that--a gesture. Antony i s  evasive, h is  words hollow; both Cleopatra 



and he know t h a t  the wor ld and i t s  events cannot be pushed aside. Stampfer 

f inds i n  Antony's "Let Rome i n  Tiber mel t "  evidence o f  Antony's s i nce r i t y :  

"With language clothed i n  absolute value and sanc t i t y ,  he reduces man and 

beast t o  'dungy earth. ' . . . These are not  raw outpourings o f  passion, 

but  noumenous i t e r a t i o n s  o f  value. "4 The evidence o f  the play, however, i s  

not  o f  a man i n  love, but  o f  a man avoiding a comnitment t o  love o r  t o  any- 

th ing  else. As Lloyd comnents: "It i s  f o l l y  t o  attempt, as Cleopatra does, 

t o  force on Antony's pleasure an i n te rp re ta t i on  o f  love. "5 Antony i s  not  

"enslaved" by Cleopatra; qu i t e  the contrary:  he i s  a man stubbornly imper- 

vious t o  outside demands and opinions, completely immovable once he has made 

up h i s  mind. I agree w i t h  Schwartz who f inds t h a t  Antony's "exp lo i ta t ion  o f  

Cleopatra and h i s  imper ia l  ambitions do no t  fundamental l y  c o n f l i c t  w i th  each 

other; both stem from the e g o t i s t i c  d r i ve  toward possession and dominance. 116 

Only a short  time a f t e r  h i s  sweeping assert ions o f  h i s  "love," Antony 

repudiates everything he has t o l d  her. His i n v i t a t i o n  t o  the messenger i s  

gross, ignoble: "Name Cleopatra as she i s  c a l l ' d  i n  Rome. / Ra i l  thou i n  

Fu lv ia 's  phrase, and taunt my f au l t s  / With such f u l l  l i cense as both t r u t h  

and malice / Have power t o  u t t e r "  ( I . i i  .103-6). Antony's outrage a t  Thidias '  

f a m i l i a r i t y  w i t h  Cleopatra's hand ( 1 I I . x i i i )  w i l l  be somewhat q u a l i f i e d  i n  

our minds when we r e c a l l  t h i s  crudely outrageous encouragement o f  an unnamed 

messenger t o  assume such f a m i l i a r i t y  w i t h  Cleopatra's name. And whi le Antony 

seems t o  be i n  a mood o f  se l f -cas t iga t ion ,  accuses himsel f  and seems t o  

i n v i t e  reproaches, " taunt my f a u l t s "  ( I  .ii . l04) ,  i t  i s  a l i b e r t y  no cautious 

messenger w i l l  dare t o  presume upon; such a stooping "confession" o f  h i s  

faul  t s  t o  an {n fer ior  hardly r e f l e c t s  t o  h i s  cred i  t--especial l y  when we w i  11 



see him, l a t e r  i n  Rome, unable t o  b r ing  himself  t o  admit responsib i l i ty  f o r  

h is  f a i  lures t o  Octavi us, h i s  equal . But Antony has drawn at tent ion t o  the 

fau l ts  o f  others: to  Fulv ia 's  b i t t e r  tongue which he f l e d  and to  the 

al legedly "easy morals" o f  the woman t o  whom he f led, thus making the subtle 

point  tha t  he i s  a man caught between two women equally bad f o r  him. His 

remark about Fulvia, "what our contempts doth of ten hu r l  f r o m  us, / We wish 

i t  ours again" ( I . i i  .lEO), re f l ec ts  Antony's emotional i n s t a b i l i t y  and h is  

tendency to  value something o r  someone only a f t e r  i t  has been i r re t r i evab ly  

l o s t  t o  him. Fulvia i s  "good, being gone, / The hand could pluck her back 

that  shov'd her on" ( I . i i  ,123-4). 

Antony's meeting wi th  Enobarbus, ostensibly t o  set  i n  motion the 

mobil ization o f  h i s  forces, o f fe rs  a male view o f  women which, while i t  

seems opposed t o  what Shakespeare presented i n  the f i r s t  scene, actual ly  

confirms a1 1 that  Antony's behaviour has a1 ready intimated. Enobarbus draws 

a d i s t i nc t i on  between business (war) and pleasure (women): "under a compel- 

l i n g  occasion l e t  women die: i t  were p i t y  t o  cast them away f o r  nothing, 

though between them and a great cause, they should be esteemed nothing" 

( I . i i .  134-7). As f o r  Cleopatra, t o  Antony's vehement "Would I had never 

seen her!" ( I  .ii .150), Enobarbus' denial reduces her t o  a point  o f  in te res t  

on a journey: she i s  a "wonderful piece o f  work, which not t o  have been 

b les t  wi thal  , would have discredi ted your t ravel  " ( I .  i i .I51 -3). Antony 's 

"She i s  cunning past man's thought" ( I . i i .143)  i s  i r o n i c  indeed, coming as 

i t  does f r o m  the man who so recently out-manoeuvered her "cunning" and who 

w i  11 shor t ly  out-manoeuver her again ( I .  ii i ) ; but t h i s  seems t o  be a par t  

o f  Antony's po;e o f  helplessness and v ic t imizat ion a t  the hands o f  women. 7 



Enobarbus' sarcast ic  comnent on Fulv ia 's  death, "Why, s i r ,  give the gods a 

thankful sacr i  f i ce" ( I. i i .159), makes the po in t  i n another way: Ful v ia  's  

death o f fe rs  Antony release f o r  which he should be gratefu l .  Antony seems 

not t o  take offense t h a t  a " so ld ie r  only" should speak so o f  h i s  dead wife. 

And, a t r a i t  we note l a t e r  w i t h  Octavius, Antony's b r i e f  t r i bu te  t o  Fulvia-- 

h is  mourning, i f we p re fe r - - i s  no t  pemi  t t e d  t o  i n te r fe re  w i th  the 

"business" a t  hand. Antony i s  the cool commander as he issues orders t o  

Enobarbus and, whi l e  there i s  a sense o f  urgency, "Our quick remove from 

hence" ( I .  ii .193), Antony seems not  t o  be desperately worried tha t  a f f a i r s  

are out o f  contro l  : "Much i s  breeding, / Which l i k e  the courser's ha i r ,  hath 

y e t  but l i f e ,  / And no t  a serpent 's poison . . . " ( I . i i .189-92).  

Everything Antony has sa id  o f  Cleopatra since he parted from her has 

indicated h i s  eagerness t o  be away from her and h i s  re jec t ion  o f  t h e i r  

"love." I am a t  a loss  then t o  understand why Dickey should conclude that  

Antony suf fers  anguish i n  h i s  attempts t o  leave her.8 As Schwartr points 

out, "When Antony's p o l i t i c a l  s tatus i s  threatened, he . . . scarcely hesi- 

tates; leaving Cleopatra gives him as l i t t l e  pain as d id  the loss o f  

~ u l v i a . " '  Cer ta in ly  the same cannot be said o f  Cleopatra who, her fears 

and i nsecuri t i e s  aroused the moment she sees him, in terprets  h i s  departure 

as a return t o  Fulv i  a, a betrayal  o f  t h e i r  love and o f  h i s  vows t o  her. 

Only af ter  Cleopatra has compromised a1 1 good fee l ing  between them does he 

explain h i s  departure and o f f e r  her reassurances : "And tha t  which most wi th  

you should safe going, / I s  Fu lv ia 's  death" ( I . i i i  .55-6). But t h i s  

serves only t o  upset her  fu r ther ,  f o r  she sees i n  Fulvia her own example, 

and i s  appalleQ by h i s  callousness: "Where be the sacred v ia ls  thou 



shoulds' t  f i l l  / With sorrowful water?" ( 1 . i i i  .63-4). By the time Cleopatra 

has calmed enough t o  wish him wel l ,  "And a l l  the gods go w i t h  you!" 

( I .  i i i .99), the damage has been done. Feelings are stra ined, and despite 

h i s  protests t ha t  they w i l l  no t  r e a l l y  be parted, h i s  departure i s  co ld ly  

formal and abrupt. As Granvi 1 le-Barker notes, "it i s  hardly, one would say, 

a very f a t a l  passion t h a t  shows i n  h i s  farewel l .  "lo It i s  hard t o  understand 

how t h i s  farewel l  could have been botched so--especial ly by a man who has 

shown h imsel f  so s k i  1 l e d  a t  sidestepping the unpleasant and manipulating 

events f o r  h i s  own ends. But perhaps t h i s  i s  exact ly what Antony has done: 

h i s  submission t o  the hys te r i ca l  outburst  o f  a jealous woman w i  11 have been 

t o  good e f f e c t  i f  Antony's "pleasure" takes him elsewhere. Then Cleopatra 

can only blame h e r s e l f  f o r  her  emotional and unreasonably s e l f i s h  attempts 

t o  ho ld  him from the c a l l  o f  "honour" ( I  .iii .97) and from the world o f  men 

and busi ness . 
It i s  i n  the wor ld  o f  "business" tha t  Antony has won praise. Granvi l le-  

Barker speaks o f  Antony "confront ing Caesar and outtoppi ng him, "' ' and 

Farnham claims tha t  "Antony . . . i s  a t  h i s  best as a statesman-li ke conten- 

der f o r  wor ld power when he deals w i t h  Octavius i n  Rome. '11* S ign i f i can t l y ,  

bot3 views o f  Antony, "confronting," and as a "contender f o r  world poweru-- 

which he already has--see him as an opponent ra ther  than as a partner o f  

Octavi us. Cer ta in ly  Antony's opening remarks t o  Octavius (11. i i .29-3O) are 

o f fens ive ly  be l l i ge ren t ,  l i k e  Mars ( I I . i i  .6), but  w i t h i n  a shor t  time, con- 

f ronted by Octavius' cool sumnary o f  what Antony i s  indeed doing, "You 

praise yourse l f  / By l ay ing  defects o f  judgment t o  me" ( I 1  .ii .54-5),  Antony 

re t reats :  "Not,so, not  so; / I know you could not  lack, I am ce r ta i n  o n ' t "  



( I I . i i . 56 -7 ) .  To Octavius' suspicions, " i f  you . . . / Did pract ise on qy 

state"  ( I 1  .ii .38-9), Antony's response, as Ridley points out, "deals a t  

once and so le l y  w i t h  the p roo f  o f  pract ice . . . wi thout  t roub l ing  t o  deny 

the charge of p rac t i ce  . . . As f o r  Fu lv ia  who, "To have me out o f  

Egypt, made wars here" ( I 1  .ii .95), Antony claims t h a t  she was "incurable" 

and he "could not  he lp  it," a weak and questionable admission, bu t  one t ha t  

makes i t  c lear  t h a t  f o r  Antony publ ic  good must y i e l d  t o  personal good, t ha t  

i s ,  t o  Antony's desire t o  remain i n  Egypt. The main t h rus t  o f  Octavi us' 

complaint, "You have broken / The a r t i c l e  o f  your oath" (11. i i .81-2), 

offends Antony who, despite the f a c t  t ha t  h i s  sophistry has reduced tha t  

"honour" t o  shreds, moves t o  a sel f - r ighteous stand: "The honour i s  sacred 

t h a t  he ta lks  on now" ( I I . i i . 8 5 ) ;  but  the accusation o f  h i s  f a i l u re ,  "To 

lend me arms and a i d  when I requ i r ' d  them, / The which you both denied" 

( I 1  .ii .88-9), Antony merely brushes aside: "Neglected, rather;  / And then 

when poisoned hours had bound me up / From mine own knowledge" (11. ii .89-91). 

And here, i t  seems, we are t o  blame Cleopatra. Antony has used two women 

t o  excuse h i s  negl i gence . 
Clearly, Antony i s  determined t o  take umbrage a t  the l e a s t  suggestion 

t h a t  he should be he ld  accountable f o r  h i s  act ions, and equal ly determined 

t o  avoid any frank discussion o f  h i s  d i f ferences with Octavius. His 

"honour" now y ie l ds  eas i l y  as Octavius moves t o  es tab l i sh  a f i rmer  re la t ion -  

sh ip  w i t h  him. Whatever o ther  v a l i d  reasons Antony could o f f e r  f o r  h i s  

sw i f t  departure from Egypt, the unavoidable f a c t  i s  that ,  free t o  marry 

Cleopatra, he - - f l e d  her. And as he urges Agri ppa t o  speak the words from 

which he knows there can be no r e t r e a t  wi thout g iv ing  serious personal 



offense t o  Octavius, "Let me hear / Agrippa f u r t he r  speak" ( I I . i i  .127-8), 

Antony has dismissed completely h i s  pledge t o  Cleopatra : "Our separation 

so abides and f l i e s ,  / That thou res i d i ng  here, goes y e t  w i t h  me; / And I, 

hence f l ee t i ng ,  here remain w i t h  thee" ( 1 . i i i .  102-4). There seems t o  be 

considerable d i f ference between what Antony says and what he means. I agree 

w i t h  Lloyd: "When Antony l e f t  Cleopatra, he fo rgo t  her. "I4 His sense o f  

personal worth, desi rab i  1 i ty,  and good hunour now restored by the o f f e r  o f  

Octavia, he eagerly embraces the proposal : "May I never / To t h i s  good 

purpose, t ha t  so f a i r l y  shows, / Dream o f  impediment" ( I I . i i  .144-6). I t  i s  

not  a question o f  love; Antony speaks o f  "the business" ( I I . i i . 1 6 6 ) .  His 

promise t o  Octavia t ha t  i n  t h e i r  fu tu re  a l l  w i  11 be "done by the ru l e "  

( I 1 . i i i  .7) i s  forgot ten w i t h  s i m i l a r  ease when h i s  meeting w i t h  the sooth- 

sayer convinces him, not  t h a t  Octavius i s  bad f o r  Rome, bu t  t h a t  he i s  bad 

f o r  Antony's personal i n te res ts  , and he determines t o  r e tu rn  t o  Egypt: 

"though I make t h i s  marriage f o r  my peace, / I' the east my pleasure l i e s "  

(I I .i i i .38-9). As he and Octavia prepare t o  leave f o r  Athens, h i s  words t o  

Octavius are unconvincing: "I'll wrest le  w i t h  you i n  my strength o f  love" 

( I I I . i i i . 6 2 ) ;  Antony seems c r u e l l y  i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  the i n j u r y  he w i l l  g i ve  

the du t i  f u l  Octavi a. 

Antony a1 ternates between stubborn immovabil i ty and sudden submission 

t o  impulse, a response t o  the emotion dominant a t  a given moment o r  the 

route t ha t  promises the eas iest  escape from whatever d i  f f i c u l  t y  presses upon 

him. We cannot c la im t h a t  marriage t o  Octavia i s  necessary i f  Antony i s  t o  

maintain power; Octavi us ' need o f  Antony and Antony's forces placed Antony 

i n  an idea l  p o ~ i  t i o n  t o  negot iate w i t h  Octavius, and h i s  own pr ide,  



obstinacy, and aggressiveness created the atmosphere o f  hos t i  1 i t y  t ha t  t h i s  

new a l l i ance  i s  supposed--magically--to eradicate. 

Antony seems t o  r e l y  on "at tack" t o  prove h i s  greatness, strength, and 

fearlessness, and the approach he took w i t h  Octavius i s  again i n  evidence 

when he meets Pompey. Unmindful o f  the debt he has acknowledged as h i s  

f i r s t  ob l i ga t i on  i n  deal ing w i t h  Pompey, Antony moves t o  assert  the 

supe r i o r i t y  o f  the Triumvirs ' strength: "Thou canst no t  fear us, Pompey, 

w i t h  thy  sa i l s ,  / We'l l  speak w i t h  thee a t  sea. A t  land thou knowst / How 

much we do o'er-count thee" (11. v i  .23-6). By h i s  lack o f  diplomacy and 

h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  express h i s  thanks t o  Pompey--a matter o f  honour--he en- 

dangers a1 1 the carefu l  p lanning t ha t  had preceded the meeting, f o r  as 

Pompey says: "I came before you here a man prepar 'd / t o  take t h i s  o f f e r .  

But Mark Antony / Put me i n  some impatience . . . " ( I I . v i .40 -3 ) .  Antony's 

threats seem t o  antagonize ra the r  than s t r i k e  fear, and d i f f i c u l t i e s  are 

resolved i n  s p i t e  o f ,  ra ther  than because o f ,  Antony. 

Antony has not d is t ingu ished himsel f  i n  these meetings w i t h  Octavi us 

and Pompey, and he gains no pra ise f o r  the inc ident  w i t h  Lepidus dur ing the 

celebrat ion aboard Pompey ' s  gal ley .  Here he draws a d i s t i n c t i o n  between 

Lepi dus and Octavi us, and what c r i t i c s  have var iously described as Antony 's  

"parody o f  reason," h i s  "ba i t ing"  o r  "teasing" o f  the inebr ia ted Lepidus, 

r e f l e c t s  t o  h i s  d i  scredi t. His nonsensical response t o  Lepidus ' question 

about the crocodi le  stands i n  cont rast  t o  h i s  courteous and deta i led explana- 

t i o n  i n  response t o  Octavius' question about the N i le .  Antony seem t o  f o r -  

get t h a t  a v i c to r y  i s  only as great as the opponent, and a Lepidus too 

drunk t o  appreciate the humour--and i f  such was intended, i t  i s  the only 



obvious s ign o f  Antony's humour throughout the play--or t o  resent the i n s u l t  

i s  r e a l l y  not  much of a challenge. I t  i s  a break w i t h  decorun, a tawdry and 

mean mockery of Lepidus before servants who a1 ready ho ld  him o f  l i t t l e  

account; and i t  diminishes Antony--especially when we remember Lepidus' 

defense of Antony, perhaps too en thus ias t i ca l l y  and ind isc ree t l y  o f fered t o  

an i ra te  Octavi us. 

Lepidus i s  not  alone i n  h i s  praise o f  Antony; ~ l e o p a t r a  speaks o f  him 

as "the greatest so ld i e r  o f  the world" ( I . i i i . 3 8 ) ,  and Pompey o f  Antony's 

"soldiership" as "twice the other twain" ( I 1  .i .34-5). But a l l  the praise 

i s  not  so unqual i f ied:  Ph i lo  and Demetrius, who f i r s t  es tab l ish the Mars 

association, speak o f  the past, as does Octavi us, whose t r i b u t e  t o  Antony 

centres, not  on a victory--such as Phi l  i p p i  where they both fought--but on 

a f l i g h t ;  he praises the stamina and fo r t i tude ,  "so l i k e  a so ld ie r "  

( I  . iv.70), w i t h  which Antony met the pr ivat ions o f  the d i f f i c u l t  journey 

from Modena . 
, The Ventidius scene ( I I 1 . i )  i s  o f  i n t e r e s t  i n  what i t  reveals o f  

Antony's character and h i s  method o f  command, and because i t  presents a view 

o f  an Antony who i s  less than praiseworthy. Antony, jealous o f  h i s  

author i  t y  and o f  h i s  superior war r io r  reputation, has severely 1 i m i  ted 

Ventidius i n  the e f f e c t i v e  discharge o f  h i s  command: Ventidius, the man i n  

the f i e l d ,  i s  not  permit ted t o  exercise h i s  judgement o r  h i s  i n i t i a t i v e ,  

for  he works w i  t h  Antony leaning over h i s  shoulder, so t o  speak. Clearly, 

the good of Rome ( i f  Ventidius enlarged the v i c to r y )  i s  y i e l d i n g  t o  the 

good o f  Antony i n  t h a t  Antony's reputat ion must not  su f f e r  by the greater 

vf c to r ies  o f  h i s  l ieutenant;  and t h a t  reputat ion i s  being enlarged and * 



g l o r i f i e d ,  not  through h i s  own e f f o r t s ,  bu t  through those o f  Ventidi us. 

Ventidi us' c la im tha t  "Caesar and Antony have ever won / More i n  t h e i r  

o f f i c e r  than person" ( I I I . i . 16 -7 )  i s  an unexpected devaluation o f  Antony's 

abi 1 i t i e s  t h a t  i s  even more ef fec t ive because o f  Venti d i  us ' detachment from 

animosity o r  envy. It i s  i r o n i c  t h a t  these are almost the same words tha t  

Antony w i l l  l a t e r  use t o  convey h i s  absolute contempt o f  Octavius: "he 

alone / Dealt i n  1 ieutenancy, and no pract ice had / I n  the brave squares o f  

war" ( I 11  .x i  .38-40). 

Agri ppa and Enobarbus use extravagant 1 anguage t o  describe Antony : 

"0 thou Arabian b i r d ! "  ( 1 I I . i i  . l 2 ) ,  but  they are mocking Lepidus' seeming 

i do la t r y ,  not  expressing t h e i r  own views. And f o r  a l l  h i s  admiration o f  

Antony , there are moments o f  frankness when Enobarbus i s  less than f l a t t e r -  

ing, f o r  he speaks o f  Antony's i ns i nce r i t y :  o f  the tears Antony shed f o r  

Jul  i us Caesar and Brutus as a "rheum. " Clear ly he recogni zes Antony 's 

marriage f o r  the arrangement o f  convenience t h a t  i t  i s  : "He married but  h i s  

occasion here" (1 I .v i  .128). Octavius speaks o f  h imsel f  and Antony as 

having disposi t ions "So d i f f e r i n g  i n  t h e i r  acts" ( I  I. ii -1 l 4 ) ,  bu t  Enobarbus 

speaks o f  them both as men dr iven by ambition and a desire f o r  personal 

power: "Then world, thou hast a p a i r  o f  chaps, no mow, / And throw between 

a l l  the food thou hast, / They' 11 g r ind  the one the other  . . . " ( I  I I .v. 

114-5). Enobarbus obviously views the power struggle as dest ruct ive and 

ugly. Given t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  characters and the f r a g i l i t y  o f  the bond 

tha t  uni tes them, open hos t i  1 i t i e s  between the two seem inev i tab le .  But 

exact ly who--Antony o r  Octavi us--bears the greater responsi b i  1 i t y  f o r  the i  r 

f ina l ,  v i o l en t  confrontat ion i s  unclear. 
+ 



I n  Athens w i t h  Octavia, Antony has achieved bu t  the f i r s t  step i n  h i s  

f l i g h t  from Octavi us, and c l e a r l y  1 i f e  w i t h  a discontented Antony i s  ne i the r  

l ov i ng  nor easy. Having expressed h i s  i n t e n t i o n  t o  r e tu rn  t o  Egypt, Antony 

seeks a "colour f o r  h i s  going" ( I . i i i  . N ) ,  and Octavius' a l leged a c t i v i t i e s  

i n  Rome lend t h a t  "colour." Octavia's r o l e  as reconc i le r  i s  hopeless, and 

her  p lea t h a t  Antony "bel ieve not  a l l "  ( I I I . i v . 11 )  f a l l s  on deaf ears. 

Antony, a man posed f o r  f l i g h t ,  wants escape, not  appeasement, and he con- 

centrates upon h i s  grievances : apparently Octavius, less than generous i n  

h i s  praise,  has gone so f a r  as t o  express i n  pub l ic ,  not  j u s t  ant ipathy,  

but  animosity toward Antony . Octavia i s  Antony ' s  envoy t o  Octavi us, not  

because he urges it, but  because, "as you requested, / Yourself  sha l l  go 

between's" ( I I I . i v .24 -5 ) ,  and surely we do not  misjudge Antony i f  we fee l  

t ha t  any i n t e r e s t  he has i n  her mission i s  1 i m i  ted t o  the new freedom he 

ant ic ipates once she i s  gone. The threatening note on which he terminates 

t h e i r  re la t ionsh ip ,  "I'll ra ise  the preparation o f  a war / Shal l  s t a i n  your 

brother"  ( I 11  .iv.Z6), i s  about as close as he can come t o  qua r re l l i ng  w i t h  

the submissive Octavia and i s ,  as usual , the not ice o f  intended aggression 

t ha t  has seeined t o  serve him wel l  i n  the past. 

I n  the past, obfuscation, b lus ter ,  and threats have been useful t o  

Antony ; he has acted w i t h  impunity, indeed has been rewarded f o r  undiplo- 

matic, even of fensive,  behaviour. Having issued a th rea t  t o  t h i s  opponent 

whose wa r r i o r  s k i l l s  he holds i n  contempt, Antony seem t o  have he ld  

Octavi us o f  so I i t t l e  account t ha t  the actual planning and organizat ion o f  

the war are l i m i t e d  l a rge l y  t o  a spur-of-the moment a f fa i r .  Yet Actium i s ,  

i n  a very rea l  ,sense, the supreme t e s t  o f  Antony's a b i l i t i e s  as a great 



war r io r  and outstanding leader; i t  i s  a t e s t  he f a i l s  miserably. Most 

c r i t i c s  accept the f a c t  t h a t  Shakespeare makes i t  c lea r  t h a t  Antony, and 

Antony alone, i s  responsible f o r  the decision t o  f i g h t  by sea. Even Ribner, 

who sees Cleopatra as "the source o f  [Antony's] sin," exonerates her-- 

a1 though w i t h  reservations--when he admits t h a t  she "seconds h i s  decis ion 

t o  f i g h t  by sea. "I5 But Bradley, among others, i n s i s t s  # a t  " ~ n b n ~  f i gh t s  

by sea simply and so le l y  because she [Cleopatra] wishes i t."16 Such a view 

i s  t yp ica l  o f  c r i  ti cs who tend t o  1 ink  Cleopatra, i n  one way o r  another, t o  

a l l  of Antony's f a i  lu res i n  a s o r t  o f  cause and e f f e c t  re la t ionsh ip  t h a t  

Shakespeare's play does not  support. The Act i  um f iasco i s  pure Antony; h i s  

decision t o  f i g h t  i n  heavy ships, poorly manned by inexperienced landsmen, 

because Octavi us "dares us t o '  t" ( I I I. v i  i . 29), i s  foo l  hardy and ch i  1 dish. 

He i s  deaf t o  the good advice o f  Candidius and Enobarbus, and dismisses h i s  

own experience and t h e i r  protests w i t h  a casual "But i f we f a i  1 , / We then 

can d o l t  a t  landN ( I 1 1  . v i i  .52-3). Antony i s  stubbornly i n s i s t e n t  on having 

h i s  own way: "By sea, by sea" and "I'll f i g h t  a t  sea" ( I I I . v i i . 40 ,  48). 

The "boy" Octavius, i n  re fus ing Antony's challenge t o  "s ing le  f i g h t "  and 

h i s  proposal t o  wage " t h i s  b a t t l e  a t  Pharsalia," shows more matur i ty  and 

judgement. Antony has been negl igent:  "Trust not  t o  r o t t e n  planksn 

( 1 I I . v i i  .62) may express nothing more than a land so ld i e r ' s  fear o f  ships, 

but  i t  gives us pause; h i s  so l  d i e m  are c l ea r l y  the product o f  a press gang, 

"Ingross'd by s w i f t  impress" ( I 11  . v i i  .36), and h i s  strategy i s  makeshift. 

Further, Antony a1 lows i n t o  the b a t t l e  an inexperienced woman who, i n  sp i t e  

of her protests, has no business there; and the Egyptians who are expected 

t o  bear t h e i r  share o f  the b a t t l e  seem e i t h e r  not  t o  have been admitted t o  
+ 

t h i s  important conference--a1 though a Roman so ld i e r  l a t e r  i s - -o r  t o  have 

dissociated themselves from Antony ' s  leadership. 



His f l i g h t  a t  Act iun i s  bu t  a more eas i l y  i d e n t i f i e d  example o f  

impulse usurpi ng a1 1 sense o f  responsi b i  1 i t y  . Scarus, i n  shocked anger 

a t  the i  r havi ng "k iss ' d  away / K i  ngdoms and provinces" ( I I I .x. 7-8), lays 

the f a u l t ,  i n  most derogatory terms, upon Cleopatra. O f  Antony's f l i g h t  

he says : "I never saw an act ion o f  such shame; / Experience, manhood, 

honour, ne 'er  before / Did v i o l a te  so i t s e l f "  (111 .x.22-4). Antony's 

imnediate feel ings o f  shame and anguish are expressed i n  "I have f l e d  

myself" and "I have l o s t  command" ( 1 I I . x i  .7, 23). His col lapse i s  t o ta l ;  

having thrown away a1 1 chance o f  success by sea, he has not  the res i l i ence  

o f  s p i r i t  t o  seize upon h i s  a l ternat ive:  there i s  no e f f o r t ,  no thought 

even t o  h i s  plan t o  " d o l t  a t  land" ( 1 I I . v i i  .53). He dismisses h i s  captains 

and makes obl ique references t o  suic ide:  "I have myself reso l  v ' d  upon a 

course, / Which has no need o f  you" (111 .x i  .%lo) .  

But t h i s  mood o f  se l f - rec r im ina t ion  does not l as t ,  and when he faces 

Cleopatra, he accuses: "0 whi ther hast  thou l e d  me, Egypt?" ( I 1  I .x i .  51). 

To her plea f o r  forgiveness, "Forgive my fea r fu l  s a i l s !  I l i t t l e  thought / 

You would have f o l  low'd" (1 11. x i  .55-6), Antony o f f e r s  a f a c i l e  explanation 

tha t  t ransfers t o  Cleopatra a l l  r espons ib i l i t y  f o r  what has happened: 

Egypt, thou knew'st too we l l  , 
My hear t  was t o  thy rudder t i e d  by the s t r i ngs  , 
And thou shouldst tow me a f t e r .  O'er my s p i r i t  
Thy f u l l  supremacy thou knew'st, and t ha t  
Thy beck might from the bidding o f  the gods 
Command me. ( I I I . x i  .55-61) 

According t o  Antony, Cleopatra's domination i s  complete. His forgiveness, 

when i t  i s  f i n a l l y  granted, seems a magni f icent ly generous gesture: "Fa1 1 

not a tear, I say, one o f  them rates / A l l  t ha t  i s  won and l o s t :  Give me a 

kiss, / Even t t t i s  repays me . . . " (111 . x i  .69-71). Nevo speaks f o r  many 



c r i t i c s  when she claims, "Thus what Antony expresses and confirms, despite 

the abor t ive sea f i g h t ,  i s  the supremacy o f  love,  cost  what i t  may. 111 7 

But "love, cost what i t  may" i s  r e a l l y  not  f o r  Antony alone t o  decide: 

what Antony ignores , and c r i  t i c s  seem equal l y  re1 uctant  t o  admi t, i s  the 

tremendous loss Cleopatra, as we l l  as Antony, has suf fered by t h i s  defeat. 

Antony i s  conspicuously s i l e n t  on a f a i l u r e  t h a t  i s  h i s  and h i s  alone: h i s  

f a i l u re ,  a f t e r  Ac t im ,  t o  r a l l y  and i n s p i r e  h i s  forces, i f  not t o  v ic tory ,  

a t  l e a s t  t o  a va l i an t  attempt t o  recover what has been l o s t  t o  them. 

Antony o f fe rs ,  not  a paean t o  love, bu t  a lament f o r  h i s  l o s t  power, and 

i n  so doing defines f o r  us h i s  concept o f  leadership: 

Now I must 
To the young man send hunble t r ea t i es ,  dodge 
And p a l t e r  i n  the s h i f t s  o f  lowness, who 
With h a l f  the bulk o '  the world p l a y e d  as I pleas'd, 
Making and marring fortunes. ( I  I I. x i  .61-5) 

This i s  the rea l  Antony, by h i s  own evaluat ion no t  a nature and wise states- 

man, but  a careless c h i l d  who he ld  men and kingdoms as playthings, a mis- 

chievous 1 i t t l e  god t ha t  rewarded and punished as the whim o f  the moment 

moved him. 

The t r u t h  i s  Antony does no t  bear defeat nobly, and that ,  ra ther  than 

the defeat i t s e l f ,  i s  what the admi r i n g  Enobarbus f inds so p a i n f u l l y  d is-  

turbing. Antony's i n s t a b i l i t y  i s  r e f l ec ted  i n  h i s  s w i f t  s h i f t s  o f  mood: 

self-reproach leads t o  reproaches o f  Cleopatra, o f  the troops t ha t  desert 

t o  Octavius ( I 1  I .x i  ii .22), o f  Octavius' f a i l u r e  t o  remember him as he was 

ra ther  than as he i s  now ( I I I . x i i i . 1 4 2 ) ;  he stoops t o  plead t o  l i v e ,  i n  

Egypt o r  i n  Athens, and b l inds himself t o  the f a c t  t h a t  Octavius cannot and 

w i l l  no t  l e t  him l i v e ;  he issues a challenge t o  Octavius and seems not t o  



understand why Octavi us, who re jec ted  h i s  chal lenge before the b a t t l e ,  would 

now, i n  the f l ush  o f  h i s  v ic tory ,  r e j e c t  i t  again; he searches f o r  an iden- 

t i t y  t ha t  seems t o  be f a s t  s l i p p i n g  away from him ( I I I . x i i i . 9 3 ) .  To say 

the least ,  Antony i s  d ist raught,  a man completely absorbed i n  h i s  own 

misfortunes and i n  Cleopatra on ly  i nso fa r  as she i s  a convenient reposi tory 

f o r  h i s  own fa i l u res .  There i s  no noble gesture o f  l ov i ng  se l f - sac r i f i ce ,  

no move t o  save her  by absolving he r  of compl ic i ty  i n  the conf l ic t - -such as 

might be forthcoming from a man who i s ,  most c r i t i c s  claim, deeply and 

t o t a l l y  comni t t e d  t o  her. I t would have been i n  vain, o f  course; neverthe- 

less, i t  would have been an endearing gesture we could admire i n  him. 

Instead, she merely a f fords him r e l i e f  from the tensions and f rus t ra t ions  

t ha t  f i n a l l y  erupt  i n  violence as he orders the whipping o f  Thidias and 

subjects Cleopatra t o  a v i c ious ly  crue l  tongue-lashing. Only a f t e r  she has 

f i r s t  submitted t o  him completely and s i l e n t l y ,  and then declared her  love 

f o r  him, does Antony experience a sense o f  res tored power and self-esteem, 

and h i s  s p i r i t s  are so buoyed up t h a t  he decides t o  be "treble-sinewed, 

hearted, breath'd, / And f i g h t  mal ic ious ly"  ( 1 I I . x i i i  . l78-9). Antony under- 

stands what - has happened t o  him; he does no t  understand why i t has happened. 

Ba r ro l l  i s  co r rec t  when he says t ha t  Iago- l i  ke, Antony has only contempt 

f o r  theor i s ts  l i k e  Octavius; Antony insu la tes h imsel f  f r o m  any r e a l i t y  t ha t  

threatens h i s  concept o f  s e l f ,  and takes as h i s  u l t ima te  c r i t e r i o n  f o r  

m i l i t a r y  supe r i o r i t y  the mere i n t e n s i t y  o f  h i s  m i l i t a r y  drives.18 This 

seems t o  be what i s  happening here. Planning the strategy o f  war and 

ba t t l es  i s  not  f o r  Antony; he places a l l  h i s  f a i t h  i n  "sinew" and "heart." 

Having accused, Cleopatra of intemperance, Antony seem no t  t o  f i n d  the l e a s t  



inconsistency i n  h 

t o  me / A l l  my sad 

i s  own resolve: "Le t ' s  have one other gaudy n igh t :  ca 

captains, f i l l  our bowls once more; / Let 's  mock the 

midnight b e l l "  ( 1 I I . x i i i  .183-5). 

The "gaudy n igh t "  deter iorates,  inso fa r  as we witness i t, i n t o  a 

maudlin a f f a i r  t h a t  i s ,  a t  l eas t  i n  my view, both pathet ic  and of fensive.  

M i  ddleton Murry , however, views the scene qui  t e  d i  f f e r e n t l y  . He sees 

Antony as a Chr ist-1 i ke f igu re ,  royal ,  "one f o r  whom the f i n a l  s a c r i f i c e  

o f  Enobarbus and Eros i s  a natural  duty paid, which he receives by 'sover- 

e ignty  o f  nature, "I and on t h i s  basis Murry transforms the event i n t o  some- 

th ing  holy: "It i s ,  i f  I may dare t o  put i t  thus, the Last Supper o f  Antony, 

sacramental , simple, and strange. "19 I f f  nd Murry's i n te rp re ta t i on  too 

extreme, too worshipful , too much a g l o r i f i c a t i o n  o f  an Antony who has i n  

him nothing o f  a Christ-1 i k e  asceticism; who i s  g u i l e f u l  , irresponsible,  

and ambi t ious-- the establishment o f  an empi r e  separate from Rome i s  an 

ambitious and unpa t r i o t i c  repudiat ion o f  h i s  homeland; who, f i rst  i n  accept- 

i n g  and then i n  f l ee ing  Act i  um, showed a careless disregard f o r  the li ves 

o f  the men entrusted t o  him; whose se l f - love  precludes "brother ly love. 'I 20 

Antony i s  not  a Ch r i s t - l i ke  f igure.  And we have no textua l  evidence t o  

support Murry's view tha t  i t  i s  "the roya l t y  o f  i t  t h a t  s t r i kes  Enobarbus 

t o  the hear t  . . . . '121 On the contrary, Enobarbus responds t o  Antony's 

speech t o  h i s  servants, "Tend me ton i  ght ; / May be i t i s  the per iod o f  your 

duty, / Haply you sha l l  not  see me more, o r  i f , / A mangled shadow . . . " 

( IV. i i i .25-8) ,  by reproaching him: 

What mean you, s i r ,  
To give them t h i s  discomfort? Look, they weep, 
And &, an ass, am onion ey'd: f o r  shame, 
Transform us not  t o  women. ( IV . i i i . 33 -6 )  



Bar ro l l  c a l l s  Antony's speech a "naked and unreasoning appeal f o r  loven2* 

and i t  i s  ; but  most o f  a l l ,  i t  i s  an of fens ive ly  de l iberate  and over t  b i d  

for sympathy t ha t  d is turbs Enobarbus . Antony i s  stooping, pleading f o r  

service f o r  a "gau4y n igh t  ," and roya l ty  would no t  have stooped. Perhaps 

t h i s  i s  what Enobarbus senses, i n  addi ti on t o  the repugnance he fee ls  f o r  

womanly tears. I t  i s  the plea t ha t  Antony, a warrior-general , should have 

made, not  i n  morbid contemplation o f  h i s  death, but  using words o f  insp i ra-  

t i o n  and strong, v ibrant  tones--not t o  h i s  serving men, not  t o  h i s  fol lowers 

i n  a banquet ha l l - -bu t  t o  h i s  so ld iers  on the b a t t l e f i e l d ,  t o  s t i r  them t o  

great deeds. Antony i s  out  o f  time and place: he transforms men i n t o  women; 

he should, a f t e r  Actiwn, have transformed h i s  demoralized so ld iers  i n t o  

brave and fear less warr iors.  Clearly, Antony i s  no Henry V: "Once more 

onto the breach, dear f r iends,  once more" (H - - 5 V.  i . 1 ) ; nor even a Richard 

I11  who had h i s  moment o f  insp i ra t ion :  "Let 's  whip these stragglers o ' e r  

the seas again" (R - - 3 I I I . i i i . 3 2 7 ) .  

Cantor views the scene as another example o f  Antony's a b i l i t y  t o  

"snatch v i c to r y  not  - from defeat but  fi defeat'lZ3 and claims t h a t  Enobarbus ' 

f a te  bears out  Antony's b e l i e f  t ha t  h i s  words have so impressed them tha t  

anyone who deserts him " w i  11 not  do so w i t h  peace o f  mind. "24 But Antony 

does s u f f e r  massive desertions and w i l l  su f f e r  a b ru ta l  r e j ec t i on  as he l i e s  

dying (IV.xi v. 105-1 3). Enobarbus' s i t u a t i o n  was unusual, and dependent on 

the special and close re la t ionsh ip  he had w i t h  Antony. I agree w i th  

Bar ro l l  : "Anthony [ s i  c ]  never understood Enobarbus ' desert ion as disgust . 11 25 

Ba r ro l l  suggests t ha t  Antony "seems t o  recompense Enobarbus f o r  being de- 

p r i  ved o f  an,ideal worthy o f  f i d e l i  ty."26 Actual ly, Antony claims: "0, 



qy fortunes have / Corrupted honest menl" (IV.v.16-7), which i s  not  s t r i c t l y  

true. Enobarbus was, as I have said, more disturbed by Antony's reactions 

t o  defeat than by the defeat i t s e l f .  Enobarbus i s  undone by Antony's 

"gentle adieus and greetings ," f o r  he convinces h imsel f  t h a t  Antony's 

"bounty overplus" i s  a concrete symbol o f  Antony's love f o r  him. But 

Antony , having sent along Enobarbus ' treasure (recompense), dismi sses 

Enobarbus, "one ever near [him]" (IV.v.7), completely from h i s  l i f e .  

If, as Cantor suggests, Antony snatches "v ic to ry  . . . - i n  defeat ," i t  

i s ,  then, i r o n i c  t ha t  defeat w i l l  snatch away h i s  few, b r i e f  moments o f  

v i c to ry .  Only i n  the scenes of Antony preparing f o r ,  i n ,  and a f t e r  the 

b a t t l e  ( 1 V . i ~ ;  v; v i i  ; v i i i  ) do we experience the l eas t  sense o f  the charm 

t h a t  could draw men t o  him. Perhaps i t  i s  Antony's misfortune t h a t  i n  l i f e  

a l l  h i s  ba t t l es  were not waged on the f ie ld ,  f o r  i t  i s  obvious t h a t  Antony 

excels and g lo r ies  i n  the physical : "0 love, / That thou couldst see iqy 

wars today, and knew'st / The royal  occupation, thou shouldst see / A 

workman i n ' t "  (IV.iv.15-8). Successful physical encounters i n  b a t t l e  l i f t  

him t o  a mood o f  exu l ta t ion,  f i l l  him w i t h  confidence: " to-morrw / Before 

the sun sha l l  see's, w e ' l l  s p i l l  the blood / That has to-day escap'd" 

(1V.v i i i  .2-4). He generously praises Scarus (1V.vi i  i .24-6), speaks o f  

Cleopatra as "0 thou day o f  the world" and "my night inga le"  (1V.v i i i .  13, 18); 

h i s  exuberance flows over onto everyone around him, and h i s  men are "a1 1 

Hectors." We rea l i ze  tha t  i n  t yp ica l  Antony fashion he draws t o  himsel f  

a t ten t ion  and adulat ion e n t i  r e l y  disproport ionate t o  the importance the 2 
b a t t l e  holds i n  the context of the war w i t h  Octavius: "Trumpeters, / With 

brazen d in  bias$ you the c i t y ' s  ear" ( I V .  v i i  i .35-9); nevertheless, he i s  



l a v i sh  i n  h i s  pra ise o f  h i s  followers, and makes them fee l  t h a t  there i s  a 

greatness i n  the i  r deeds. I t  i s  , however, a generosity o f  spi  ri t which , 

Shakespeare has shown, occurs only before and i n  the heat o f  ba t t l e ,  and 

i n  the f l ush  o f  v i c t o r y .  

Antony senses t h a t  he has allowed matters t o  s l i p  away from h i s  con- 

t r o l ,  f o r  on the day of h i s  f i n a l  defeat he i s  " va l i an t  and dejected" and 

t o rn  by "hope and fear"  ( I V .  x i  i .7-9). The desert ion o f  the navy oddly 

pa ra l l e l s  h i s  own desert ion a t  Actium, and br ings f u l l  c i r c l e  the destruc- 

ti ve conclusion t o  Antony's hopes when they are entrusted t o  sea strength.  

I n  d i r e c t  contrast  t o  h i s  fo l lowers '  "Fly, no t  we" ( I I I . x i . 6 )  when, fo l low-  

i n g  Actium, he urged t h e i r  f l i g h t ,  i s  the Egyptian navy's exuberance; 

Antony i s  shocked: "They cast  t h e i r  caps up, and carouse together / L ike 

f r iends long l o s t "  ( IV.x i i .12).  There i s  nothing i n  t h i s  image t o  suggest 

coercion, everything i n  i t  t o  suggest a w i l l i n g  a l l i ance .  S ign i f i can t l y ,  

Antony does no t  seek w i t h i n  himself for  a cause o f  t h i s  d isaster ,  bu t  turns 

h i s  rage against Cleopatra: "This foul Egyptian hath betrayed me" 

( I V x i i  0 ) .  His "A1 1 come t o  t h i s ?  The hearts / That spaniel ' d  me a t  

heel , t o  whom I gave / Thei r wishes, do discandy , me1 t the i  r sweets / On 

blossoming Caesar" ( IV.x i  i .21-3) i s  - a b i t t e r  comnent upon man's inconstancy, 

bu t  h i s  "spaniel Id"  i s  espec ia l ly  ugly i n  what i t  suggests were Antony's 

expectations of the men who served under him, and o f  the contempt i n  which 

he he ld  and holds them. His accusation against Cleopatra, "Whose eye beck'd 

f o r t h  nly wars and c a l l  ' d them home" ( IV.xi i .26), may serve t o  comfort and 

excuse him t o  h i m e l  f, bu t  the evidence o f  the progression o f  events i s  t o  

the contrary, and c e r t a i n l y  Enobarbus had no doubt t h a t  Antony was "the 

mered question" (111.x i i i .10).  



Nevertheless, Antony's c l  aim has found support. R i  bner speaks o f  

Antony's "se l f -dest ruct ion through dedication t o  a s i n  which i s  heroic and 

magni f i c e n t  ," and o f  the wor ld Antony "abandons" f o r  love o f  Cleopatra. 27 

But as Antony's ingather ing o f  supporters made clear,  he meant t o  hold t ha t  

world, not  abandon it; as Ba r ro l l  says, Antony "may indeed have renounced 

Caesar, bu t  he never 'renounced' the world; i t  has been taken from him. ,128 

Bradley speaks o f  Antony ' s "magnanimi t y  and gent1 eness which shi  ne through 

h i s  desperation" and o f  h i s  love, "how pathet ic  and even sublime the com- 

pleteness of h i s  love f o r  Cleopatra . . . . He i s  more than love's p i lgr im,  

he i s  love 's  martyr. "29 But a review o f  Antony's treatment o f  women makes 

suspect even h i s  image as a lover.  

E ro t i c  passion and sexual g r a t i f i c a t i o n  Antony ce r ta i n l y  experiences, 

but  love as we f i n d  i t  i n  the Shakespearean sonnet t o  which Antony draws 

our a t tent ion,  "May I never . . . dream o f  impediment" ( 1 I . i i .  144-6), i s  

not Antony's k i nd  o f  love. There i s  w i t h i n  him ne i ther  f i d e l i t y  nor con- 

stancy: Fulvia, Cleopatra, Octavia, each i n  her tu rn  i s  deserted by Antony. 

He lacks humi l i t y  and, surrendering nothing o f  himself,  has only disdain 

f o r  what others o f f e r  him; Fulv ia was one h i s  "contempts" hur led f r o m  him, 

and h i s  "There's a great s p i r i t  gone!" i s  o f f s e t  by h i s  admission, "Thus 

d i d  I desire i t" ( I  .ii .l19).  Having Octavia, he t reated her dishonourably 

but, 1 i ke Fulv i  a, Octavi a gone becomes Octavi a good and, as he t rans fo rm 

h i s  desert ion o f  her i n t o  a s a c r i f i c e  he made f o r  Cleopatra, Octavia i s  

"a gem o f  women" ( I I 1  .x i  i i .lO6-9). As ear l y  as the messenger scene ( I. i i ) 

and ce r ta i n l y  i n  the farewell  scene ( I  .i ii ) h i s  scathing remarks t o  

Cleopatra convey. h i s  contempt f o r  her: "But t h a t  your royal t y  / Holds 



idleness your subject, I should take you / For idleness i t s e l f "  ( I . i i i  .91-3). 

The Thidias inc ident  c a l l s  f o r t h  a t i rade, and i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d  

e i t h e r  "magnanimity" o r  "gentleness" i n  the s c u r r i l i t y  Antony pours upon 

C l  eopa t r a  : 

I found you as a morsel , cold  upon 
Dead Caesar's trencher: nay, you were a fragment 
O f  Gnaeus Pompey Is, besides what h o t t e r  hours, 
Unregis t e r ' d  i n  vulgar fame, you have 
Luxuriously p i c k ' d o u t  . . . . ( I I I . x i i i . 116 -22 )  

It i s  equal ly d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d  tha t  love "sublime" which Antony himsel f  

speaks o f  as " f i l t h "  ( I I I . x i i i . 113 -4 ) .  

That h i s  empire has been l o s t  through h i s  own neglect, b l i n d  f o l l y ,  

and poor judgement i s  a r e a l i t y  t ha t  Antony w i l l  not  face. He turns h i s  

wrath upon Cleopatra; l e t  Octavius show her "monster-1 i ke "  i n  Rome ( IV.  x i  i i . -A 

33-6). His rage swells t o  a threatening crescendo: "The s h i r t  o f  Nessus 

i s  upon me" and "The wi tch sha l l  d ie"  (1V.x i i i  .43-7). But here Antony goes 

too fa r .  Our understanding o f  and sympathy f o r  him, already s t ra ined when 

we cont rast  h i s  rant ings w i t h  Cleopatra's qu ie t  acceptance o f  h i s  abuse and 

o f  a loss t ha t  i s  as catastrophic f o r  her as i t  i s  f o r  him, rebel a t  t h i s  

self-dramatization, t h i s  de l iberate  associat ion o f  h imsel f  w i t h  a great 

f i gu re  who was betrayed by a woman. But the ebb, Antony's experience i n  

the cloud scene when he asks, "Eros, thou y e t  beholds' t  me?" ( IV .x iv . l ) ,  

t h i s  i s  an Antony s t r ipped o f  a l l  posturing and bravado. As he watches 

clouds gather, shape, and dis l imn to  become as " i n d i s t i n c t  as water i s  i n  

water," Antony experiences a t e r r i f y i n g  d is in tegra t ion  and f inds himsel f  

"Even as such a body: here I am Antony, / Yet cannot hold t h i s  v i s i b l e  

shape, my knave: (IV.xiv.13-4). I n  h i s  extremity Antony seeks i n  another's 



eyes conf innat ion even of h i s  physical being. These are, wi thout doubt, 

the most moving moments i n  the play, sustained t o  per fec t  length; f o r  

Antony, being Antony, cannot bear long such a confrontat ion w i t h  the naked 

t r u th .  No more can we, who have watched a1 1 o f  Antony ' s  i d e n t i  t i e s  d is in -  

tegrate as the p lay progressed: the Triumvir who was, not  a statesman, but  

merely an evasive, bul l y i n g  p o l i t i c i a n ,  negl igent o f  h i s  respons ib i l i t i es ,  

ambitious, and abusive o f  h i s  power; a man, reputedly a great general and 

leader of men, who was, when not i n  act ive service upon the b a t t l e f i e l d ,  

an incompet rover who was incapable o f  g i  v i  ng love. 

I do n G .  . d i t h  Champion t h a t  Antony gradually becomes accountable 

f o r  h i s  act ions. Even as the cloud scene fades, he i s  s t i  11 i n s i s t i n g  

t ha t  he made the wars f o r  Egypt and f o r  Cleopatra, s t i  11 accusing: "She - 

hath be t ray 'd  me, and sha l l  d ie  the death" (IV.xiv.16, 26) .  But hearing 

t h a t  she i s  dead, which i s  what he had wanted ( 1 I I . x i i  . l6 ,  48; IV .x i i i . 36 ) ,  

he launches i n t o  a t r i b u t e  t o  her courage and n o b i l i t y  and, i n s i s t i n g  t ha t  

he cannot l i v e  wi thout her, c a l l s  upon Eros t o  k i l l  him. L ike Fulv ia and 

Octavia before her, Cleopatra gone has become Cleopatra good. 

C r i t i c s  have pointed t o  t h i s  fa lse repor t  o f  her death as the cause o f  

Antony's death: Ribner claims tha t  "Antony dies, s t i l l  the 'strumpet's f oo l '  

he had been a t  the beginning o f  the play. "31 And Goddard claims tha t  "by 

her l i e  she has t h rus t  a sword i n t o  the man she loves . . . as ce r ta i n l y  as 

i f  she had done i t  w i t h  her own hand. "32 But according t o  Enobarbus, 

Cleopatra's "death" was a frequent occurrence: "I have seen her d ie  twenty 

times upon f a r  poorer moment" (I .i i. 138-9). There i s  no reason then f o r  

Antony t o  a t tacb credence t o  t h i s  pa r t i cu la r  repor t .  Basic t o  both Ribner's 

I 



and Goddard's reasoning-- t ha t  Antony dies because Cleopatra has d ied- - i  s  

the idea t h a t  Antony dies f o r  love, and t h i s  simply i s  no t  so. Cleopatra, 

a l i v e  o r  dead, i s  r e a l l y  extraneous t o  Antony's choice, which i s  not  whether 

k w i l l  l i v e  o r  die, bu t  i s  whether he w i l l  d i e  by h i s  own hand ( o r  Eros') 

o r  by the hand o f  one o f  Octavius' fo l lowers.  Antony's sununary o f  h i s  

prospects i s  succinct :  "the i nev i t ab le  prosecution o f  / Disgrace and horror "  
I 

( I V .  x i  v  .65-6). It more noble t o  do the deed than t o  submi t t o  an execu- 

t i o n  t ha t  would be ignominious whether i t  were pub l i c l y  o r  su r rep t i t i ous l y  

performed. Even so, Antony approaches Deatb 'q l a s t  f l i g h t ,  w i t h  re luc-  

tance. He has t o  prime h imsel f  t o  a c t i o ~  1s upon the courage and i 

n o b i l i t y  o f  Cleopatra and Eros, and rornant the event by env is i  oni ng 

an a f t e r l i f e  i n  which he and Cleopatra w i l l  nke the ghosts gaze" 

( IV.x i i .52) ,  and by l i ken ing  death t o  a  " lover 's  bedN ( IV.x i i .101).  Antony 

does no t  d i e  a  "s t runpet 's  foo l  "; he has never been one. Antony i s  Antony's 

foo l ,  vain and se l f -dece iv ing t o  the end. He "defeats Caesar," bu t  t h i s  

i s  exact ly  what Octavi us wants. 

Shakespeare has no t  granted Antony a  wa r r i o r ' s  death o r  a clean death. 

He i s  separated from h i s  armour, the outward mani festat ion o f  h i s  " n o b i l i t y "  

and h i s  "royal occupation," and a  s e l f - i n f l i c t e d  wound, as i n e p t l y  struck 

as were so many o f  Antony's o ther  undertakings, imposes a  l i nge r i ng  death. 

blurry says: "We have watched him d i e  roya l ly . "33 But f o r  the most par t ,  what 

we observe borders upon the pathet ic  and the grotesque. There are the 

guards' hum i l i a t i ng l y  b ru ta l  r e j ec t i on  o f  h i s  plea, "Let him tha t  loves 

me s t r i k e  me &ad" ( IV.x iv. l07),  and Decretas' c r u e l l y  co ld  sumnary o f  

t h e i r  esteem and af fec t ion:  "Thy death and fortunes b i d  thy  fo l lowers f l y "  



(IV.xiv.111). It i s  h i s  personal guard and Diomedes who l i f t  him from t h i s  

f a l l e n  and forsaken s ta te  and car ry  him t o  Cleopatra. A t  and i n  the monu- 

ment he i s  something precious. Cleopatra's response i s  imnediate and . 
agonized: "0 Antony, / Antony, Antony! . . . l e t ' s  draw him h i t h e r "  

(IV.xv.11-2). Charney notes t h a t  i n  the monument "Antony's place i s  an 

elevated one (both l i t e r a l l y  and f i g u r a t i v e l y )  and i n  i t s  own way def ies 

the temporal he ight  o f  Caesar. "34 I t  i s  i r o n i c  then t h a t  Antony owes t h a t  

"elevated place" t o  a Cleopatra Charney sees as having played Antony " fa lse"  

on every occasion; for, s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  the physical task o f  l i f t i n g  Antony 

t o  the monument res ts  w i t h  ~ l e o ~ a t r a . ~ ~  And, on ly  through Cleopatra does 
---- 

Antony's death receive the royal touch. She enfolds him and impresses upon 
- - 

him the desolat ion she feels a t  h i s  loss.  I t  i s  she who would s e t  him 

beside Jove, she who c a l l s  upon the sun t o  "Burn the great  sphere thou 

mov'st i n ,  da rk l ing  stand / The varying shore o '  the world" (1V.x~ .  10-1). 

I n  her  presence Antony i s  restored t o  a1 1 the former g lo ry  he had assumed: 

he i s  f i t  cohort f o r  the greatest of the gods. 

C r i t i c s  have been tremendously impressed by what they see as f ? I 

1 ovi  ng and generous "forgiveness" o f  Cleopatra's deception. MacCall um i s  

bu t  one who speaks o f  Antony's "complete self-abnegation," h i s  concern f o r  

her "honour" and her  "safety," and h i s  so l i c i t ous  counsel : "None about 

Caesar t r u s t  bu t  Proculei us" (IV.XV . 4 7 )  .36 I n  exami n ing Antony 's  moti ve 

f o r  such a recomnendation , Bar ro l l  concludes t h a t  Antony t r us t s  Proculei us 

because he i s  a so ld ie r .  But the two have d i f f e r i n g  concepts o f  so ld ie r -  

ship, and Proculeius, who considers l o y a l t y  t o  h i  s l o r d  a p a r t  o f  h i s  

so ld i e r ' s  oath, i s  not  prepared t o  betray Octavius i n  order t o  p ro tec t  



Cleopatra. Antony was gui 1 t y  o f  poor judgement .37 But given the v i v i d  and 

e x p l i c i t  descr ip t ion of the triumph Antony wished upon Cleopatra (IV. x i  i . 
33-9), which r e f l e c t s  the r e a l i t y  as Antony knows and expects it, "disgrace 

and horror," and indeed as Octavius plans it, I f i n d  the two extremes, a 

triumph and " O f  Caesar seek your honour, w i t h  your safe ty"  (IV.xv.46), 

i rreconci lable--especial l y  when t h a t  "honour" and "safety" r e s t  upon a 

powerless so ld i e r  and a ruthless Octavius. Surely we cannot c r e d i t  Antony 
.. 

w i th  t h a t  much nai vete nor charge him w i t h  t h a t  much g u l l  i b i  li t y  . I cannot 

bel ieve tha t  by t h i s  time Antony does not understand the i n t e n s i t y  o f  

Octavi us' d r i ve  for  supreme power and prestige. And "sel f-abnegation" i s  

hardly an accurate r e f l e c t i o n  o f  the sel f -praise,  "the greatest pr ince o '  

the world" (IV.xv.54), w i t h  which he comforts h imsel f  and shuts out  h i s  

present r e a l i t y .  I t  i s  i r o n i c  t ha t  Cleopatra, the ob ject  of h i s  contempt, 

abuse, and base accusations, i s  h i s  f i n a l  solace. She a f f i rms  a1 1 t ha t  he 
-- 

claims he was and i s ,  and comforts him w i th  a v i s i on  o f  a wor ld t ha t  w i l l  

be a mere "s ty"  wi thout him, the "noblest o f  men." Antony dies secure i n  
-- - 

h i s  sense o f  personal greatness and nobi li ty. . 
But placed agai ns t Reese 's c r i  t e r i  a, Antony ' s greatness and nobi 1 i ty 

are more i l l u s o r y  than rea l .  Shakespeare's Antony aspired t o  and at ta ined 
--+-- 

posi t ions o f  power t o  which he brought ne i ther  dedicat ion nor a b i l i t y .  He 

accepted the p r i  v i  leges o f  power, re jected i t s  responsi b i  1 i t i e s  , and abused 

i t  outrageously: "With ha l f  the bulk o '  the wor ld p lay 'd  as I pleas'd, / 

Making and marring fortunes" ( I I I. x i  .64-5).  He gave ne i ther  loya l  t y  nor 

love t o  h i s  homeland; as h i s  ambitious acqu is i t i on  of subject  nations 

demonstrates, .Antonyls "service" was t o  Antony, not  t o  Rome. He a1 ienated 



h i s  character from h i s  reputation, destroying the one i n  h i s  concern t o  

enhance the other: he reconci l e d  h i s  "honour" t o  whatever s e l f - g r a t i  f i c a t i o n  

and personal aggrandi zement demanded of i t, and rendered h i s  "oath" worth- 

less by h i s  d u p l i c i t y  and inconstancy. I n  h i s  ru th less pursu i t  o f  l i m i t l e s s  

pol i ti ca l  power, Antony sacr i  fi ced every ennobling qua1 i t y  . Arrogantly 

hol d i  ng himsel f above a1 1 o ther  men, he deemed h imsel f  accountable t o  no 

one. Antony's courage and " s p i r i t "  were l i m i  ted t o  the physical.  Respon- 

s i  b i  li t y  f o r  h i s  f a i l u res  he transferred t o  others, f o r  he lacked the 

courage, wisdom and self-awareness t o  confront, examine, and d i s c i p l i n e  h i s  

own weaknesses. Ruled by se l f - i n te res t ,  Antony's decisions and actions 

were a response t o  the emotion o f  the moment, h i s  c o m i  tments thoughtlessly 

undertaken and l i g h t l y  dismissed. Firm i n  h i s  b e l i e f  i n  h i s  own inestimable 

worth, Antony valued others-- thei  r love and t h e i r  commi tment t o  him--only 

insofar  as they served h i s  needs and h i s  desires ; they were a means t o  an 

end. He used women f o r  "pleasure," and personal advantage: marriage t o  

Octavia ex t r i ca ted  him from an embarrassing p o l i t i c a l  pos i t ion  and repre- 

sented a "social coup" i n  Rome; Cleopatra o f fe red  love and a country wel l  

removed from Octavi us. Proudly d isda in fu l  o f  t h e i r  love, Antony t reated 

them despicably. He was "changeable . . . proud, fan tas t i ca l ,  apish, 

shallow, inconstant . . . f o r  every passion something, and f o r  no passion 

t r u l y  any th ing  . . . " (A - - - -  Y L I I I I . i i . 411 -4 ) .  We could not  say o f  

Antony's love t h a t  i t  " look[edl  on tempests and [was] never shaken" (Sonnet 

116,1.6). Having made no commitment o f  s e l f  t o  Cleopatra, he judged her  

love for  him by the mean and t ra i to rous  th ing  t ha t  passed f o r  love w i t h  

him. Antony never came t o  terms w i t h  h i s  own weaknesses o r  w i t h  other men's 



strengths, and so was defeated by them both. Nor d id  he ever understand 

a basic t ru th :  t o  diminish others i s  t o  diminish s e l f .  By reducing Octavius 

t o  a "boy," Antony ca l led i n t o  question h is  own stature, for i t  took only 

a "boy" t o  defeat Antony. By reducing Cleopatra t o  a "whore," Antony 

reduced himsel f: i f he saw himself as her warr ior,  her "man o f  s teel  ," and 

her protector, "I made these wars fo r  Egypt, and the queen" ( IV.xiv. l5),  he 

was, then, merely the protector o f  a "whore." Antony could have been the 

warr ior o f  a Queen. 
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Chapter Two : Octavi us 

Victory gave Octavius control  of Cleopatra, o f  her  kingdom, and of a1 1 

t h a t  was i n  it; w i t h i n  a shor t  time she had taken her  own l i f e .  This has 

posed a problem t h a t  c r i t i c s  have found p a r t i c u l a r l y  vexing: was i t  the 

threatened Roman triumph, her love f o r  Antony, o r  her  f a i l u r e  t o  charm 

Octavi us t h a t  drove her  t o  su ic ide? Why d i d  she delay her  su ic ide unless 

she thought t h a t  Octavi us could be manipulated? I t  i s  my view t h a t  

Cleopatra would never have so misjudged Octavius' character and the p o l i t i -  

cal r e a l i t y  e i t h e r  t o  have enterta ined a hope o f  an a1 l i ance  w i t h  him o r  t o  

have wanted him as a subs t i tu te  f o r  Antony. Cleopatra had no i l l u s i o n s  

about Octavius; she knew him f o r  what he was. Nor have c r i t i c s  disagreed 

great ly  about Octavius: f o r  the most pa r t  they f i n d  him cold, ambitious, 

and humourless ; they f requent ly po in t  t o  him as an example o f  Roman reason 

as opposed t o  the Eastern emotionalism tha t  so cont ro l  l e d  Antony. Octavius 

has won few admirers; opposed t o  the more co lour fu l  Antony, he has drawn 

1 i t t l e  sympathy f o r  o r  understanding o f  the prob lem he faced i n  deal ing 

w i t h  Antony. He has won praise f o r  h i s  a b i l i t i e s  as a s t ra teg is t ,  bu t  he 

i s  most o f t en  seen as ending a per iod o f  ch iva l ry  and beginning a per iod 

o f  cold, admin is t ra t ive e f f i c iency .  I n  h i s  confrontat ion w i t h  Cleopatra, 

Octavius has been viewed, i f  not i n  a k i n d l i e r  l i g h t ,  a t  l eas t  as dealing 

w i  th an opponent who was equal l y  ambi ti ous , equal l y  Plachiavell ian. Octavius 

and Cleopatra are f requent ly seen as engaged i n  a tug o f  war w i t h  the help- 

less Antony as the p r i ze .  Such a view denies the r e a l i t y  o f  both Octavius' 

and Cleopatra's problems w i t h  the e lus ive Antony. I n  reviewing t h a t  pa r t  
+ 

of Octavius' l i f e  which i s  portrayed i n  Shakespeare's play, I w i l l  



concentrate upon h i s  character  and upon h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n .  

Octavi us ' p o l i t i c a l  problem i s  t h r e e f o l d  i n  nature,  separate y e t  re la ted :  

Antony, Antony and Cleopatra, and Cleopatra. I have reserved f o r  the  

f i n a l  chapter Octavi us ' con f ron ta t i on  w i  t h  Cleopatra. I n  es tab l  i s h i  ng a 

standard o f  conduct f o r  Octavi us, I w i  11 adopt the same c r i t e r i a  I used i n  

exami n i  ng Antony ' s 1 i f e  . 
Octavi us i s  no t  an a t t r a c t i v e  character;  perhaps t h i s  and sympathy f o r  

Antony have d i s t r a c t e d  our a t t e n t i o n  from the seriousness o f  the p o l i t i c a l  

and m i l i t a r y  problems w i t h  which he had t o  cope, f o r  the  most p a r t  alone, 

on occasion handicapped by Antony's "assistance." Yet from the beginning 

we are aware t h a t  Octavius '  worr ies have been aggravated r a t h e r  than 

a1 l e v i a t e d  by Antony . Octavi us f i  nds Antony ' s  present behaviour outrageous : 

"he f i shes,  d r inks ,  and wastes / The lamps o f  n i g h t  i n  r e v e l "  ( I . i v .4 -5 ) ;  

Antony i s ,  f o r  the  most pa r t ,  i nsul  ti ng ly  i ndi  f f e r e n t  t o  Rome and h i s  

par tners there:  "hard ly  gave audience, o r  / Vouchsaf'd t o  t h i n k  he had 

par tners"  ( I . i v .7 -8 ) .  Octavius '  " L e t ' s  g rant  i t  i s  n o t  / Amiss" ( I . i v . 1 6 )  

a c t u a l l y  does noth ing  o f  the  k ind :  i n  h i s  view, Lepidus i s  " too indu lgent "  

i n  h i s  defence o f  Antony. Octavius could understand i t  i f  Antony's pleasure 

" f i l l  ' d  / His vacancy" ( I  . iv .25) ,  b u t  such behaviour a t  a t ime when the 

s t a t e  needs him i s  " t o  be ch id :  / As we r a t e  boys" ( I . i v .30 -1 ) .  Octavius 

i s  n o t  i d l y  complaining when he claims t h a t  "we do bear / So g rea t  weight 

i n  h i s  l i gh tness "  ( I . i v .24 -5 ) .  Octavius i s  assa i l ed  on a l l  s ides:  h i s  

mar i t ime borders and the sea are  c o n t r o l l e d  by p i r a t e s ;  the  Fulvia-Lucius 

rebe l  l i o n  i s  no sooner p u t  down than the much more dangerous t h r e a t  o f  

Pompey r i s e s  ; Labienus ' expansionism s i g n i f i e s  an inc reas ing  s t reng th  which , 
4 



if no t  a t  present an ac t i ve  th rea t  t o  Rome's colonies, challenges Rome's 

supremacy. There i s  c i v i l  unrest, " f l ush  youth revol  t" (I .iv.52), much 

o f  which, we assume from Pompey's remark t h a t  "Caesar gets money where / He 

loses hearts"  ( I 1  .i . l 3 ) ,  i s  a consequence o f  Octavius' tax po l i c i es  t o  deal 

w i t h  h i s  assorted problems. Cantor remarks upon the "remoteness o f  the 

r u l e r  from the ruled"'  and here one o f  Octavius' f a i l u r e s  i s  apparent: he 

lacks the comnon touch. He has nei the r  sympathy f o r  nor undem tandi ng o f  

the hardships imposed upon the people; they revol  t, no t  because o f  h i s  

po l i c i es  , bu t  because i nstabi  li t y  i s  p a r t  o f  the i  r natures. His contempt 

f o r  them i s  obvious : "This comnon body, / Which 1 i ke the vagabond f l a g  upon 

the stream, / Goes to, and back, lackeying the varying t i d e "  (I .iv.44-6). 

His contempt f o r  Antony's self- indulgence mingles w i t h  h i s  respect 

f o r  ~ n t & i ~ ' s  past f o r t i t u d e  and patience i n  the t e r r i b l e  f l i g h t  from Modena. 

But memories w i l l  not  serve the present, and the m i  1 i tary  concerns t ha t  

harass Octavi us are  increased by h i s  uncerta inty about Antony : Octavius 

r e a l l y  does not  know where Antony stands , e i  the r  i n  the past dispute w i  t h  

Fu lv ia  and Lucius o r  i n  t h i s  present c r i s i s .  Octavius obviously fee ls  t h a t  

Antony i s  indispensable a t  t h i s  time, both f o r  a show o f  u n i t y  and f o r  the 

m i l i t a r y  value o f  h i s  reputat ion.  But i f Octavi us has assessed accurately 

Antony's compl ic i ty  i n  recent inc idents  against the state,  then Antony may 

now pursue one of the several options t h a t  are open t o  him: simply stand 

by--as he seems t o  be doing--and l e t  Pompey destroy Octavius; a1 l y  himself,  

e i t h e r  temporari ly o r  permanently, w i t h  Pompey and depose Octavius; even 

appeal d i r e c t l y  f o r  support from a populace which, having ne i the r  af fect ion 

nor l o y a l t y  f o r  Octavi us, may be only too w i l l i n g  t o  ass i s t  i n  h i s  removal. 



The meeting i n  Rome i s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  importance then t o  Octavi us, and 

surely he approaches i t  w i t h  hopes for  and fears o f  Antonyls in tent ions.  

Octavi us f inds an Antony who i s  unchanged: he i s  be1 li gerent, offhand about 

h i s  carousing, casual i n  h i s  i n t e rp re ta t i on  o f  h i s  oath; c l e a r l y  Octavius 

can have no reasonable and frank discussion of t h e i r  d i f ferences with the 

e lus ive  Antony who i s  touchy about h i s  "honour" and unwi 1 l i n g  t o  be 

reminded o f  o r  to accept r espons ib i l i t y  f o r  h i s  f a i l u res  t o  Rome and h i s  

partners. Octavi us resor ts  t o  desperate measures t o  appease the stubborn 

Antony, and h i s  o f f e r  i s  one t ha t  Antony f inds  i r r e s i s t i b l e :  a woman and an 

a l l i ance  w i t h  a noble Roman fami ly.  Antony i s  1 i b e r t i n e  enough t o  accept 

the f i r s t ,  soc ia l  cl imber and snob enough t o  accept the second, and f i c k l e  

enough t o  fo rge t  Cleopatra. As Markels comments: "Antony 's  empty postur ing 

i s  exqui s i  t e l y  matched by the e th ica l  sha l l  owness o f  Octavi us response, 

f o r  Octavius i s  w i  1 l i n g  t o  respect a mere show o f  honor i f  i t  helps t o  

consol i da te  h i s  power. "2 Lee notes t ha t  Octavi us " i s  obsessed w i t h  parer 

and p o l l  t i c a l  businessu3 and ce r t a i n l y  h i s  ac t ion  here could be in te rp re ted  

as the unscrupulous s a c r i f i c e  t o  p o l i t i c a l  expediency o f  one he claims t o  

ho ld  most dear. But Dickey claims t ha t  i n  view o f  Octavius' repeated and 

generous comments on Antony, there i s  no reason " to  suppose t ha t  he i s  

cynical  i n  o f f e r i n g  h i s  beloved Octavia t o  Antony f o r  h i s  wife."4 There 

i s  no doubt t ha t  Octavius loves Octavia, and no doubt t h a t  he i s  no t  com- 

p l e t e l y  comfortable w i t h  h i s  decision. More than once he reminds Antony 

t ha t  Octavia i s  precious t o  him: "A s i s t e r  I bequeath you, whom no brother / 

Did ever love so dear ly"  (II.ii .l50-1) and "You take from me a great  p a r t  

o f  nlyself" ( I I1 , i i  .24). Octavi us ' warning i s  one t ha t  Antony cannot f a i l  

t o  note : 



Let  no t  t h i s  piece o f  v i ' r tue which i s  s e t  
Betwixt  us, as the cement o f  our love 
To keep i t  bui lded, be the ram t o  b a t t e r  
The fo r t ress  o f  i t .  . . . ( I I I . i i . 2 8 - 3 1 )  

Octavius may have every hope t h a t  the marriage w i l l  succeed, and t h a t  he 

and Antony w i l l  be un i ted  by "bro ther ly"  love, b u t  i t  i s  a lso possib le t h a t  

Octavius may be using Octavia t o  provoke what Enobarbus pred ic ts  w i l l  be 

the outcome: "But you w i  11 f i n d  the band t h a t  seems t o  t i e  t h e i r  f r iend-  

sh ip  together w i l l  be the very s t rang le r  o f  t h e i r  amity" ( I 1  . v i  .I 17-9). 

The meetings i n  Rome, near Misenum, and aboard Pompey's ga l ley  only 

conf i rm a1 1 Octavius suspects are the weaknesses o f  h i s  partners. Antony 

i s  unre l iab le  and devious, a l i a b i l i t y  ra ther  than an asset--the t r ea t y  

w i t h  Pompey i s  almost ru ined by Antony's aggressiveness and h i s  lack o f  

courtesy and diplomacy--and drunk o r  sober, Antony i s  impulsive, emotional, 

and frequently o f fens i  ve. I n  Lepi dus Octavi us sees a weak sycophant, o f  

whom Pompey has said:  

Lepi dus f l  a t t e r s  both, 
O f  both i s  f l a t t e r ' d :  but  he ne i the r  loves, 
Nor e i t h e r  cares f o r  him. ( I I . i . 14 -6 )  

And i f  Enobarbus and Agrippa are t o  be bel ieved, Lepidus' f l a t t e r y  i s  i n -  

c red ib ly  extravagant: Caesar i s  "the Jup i te r  o f  men" and Antony i s  "the god 

o f  Jup i te r "  ( I I I . i i . 9 - l o ) .  Lepidus i s  l i k e  the "vagabond f l ag "  i n  t h a t  he 

goes back and f o r t h  t r y i n g  t o  lackey t o  both Caesar and Antony a t  the same 

time. He lacks se l f - con t ro l  and i s ,  before the evening aboard Pompey's 

ga l ley  i s  we l l  advanced, i n  a drunken stupor. Such weak submission t o  the 

f r i vo lous  w i l l  be duly noted t o  Antony's and Lepidus' d i s c r e d i t  by an 

Octavius whose own moderation i s  determined by h i s  concern f o r  h i s  pub l ic  

image. ~ a r n h a i  notes : "Octavi us reveal s an omi nous abi  1 i t y  t o  remai n master 



of h imsel f  and keep 'graver business' i n  mind."5 Markels comments t ha t  

"Octavius i s  the most repe l len t  Roman o f  them a l l .  His super ior  r e s t r a i n t  

only adds t o  h i s  un love l i  ness. "6 While Octavi us deplores Antony 's  waste 

o f  time, "he fishes," we note t h a t  Octavius, too, i s  an ardent fisherman; 

he turns t h i s  spor t  i n t o  serious business indeed, b a i t i n g  h i s  hook w i t h  

a t t r a c t i v e  lures t h a t  tempt men t o  him: i n  the past, one t h i r d  the wor ld 

each f o r  Lepidus and Antony, and now Octavia f o r  Antony and S i c i  l y  and 

Sardin ia f o r  Pompey . And when we consider Octavi us ' record o f  ruthlessness 

and dup l i c i t y ,  such lures are ne i the r  waste nor generosi ty--merely loans, 

for  Octav iw w i l l  take i t  a l l  back. He i s  humourless; as Ba r ro l l  points 

out, what amuses Octavi us i s  no t  what others f i n d  humourous; he i s  amused 

on ly  i f  "one reacts ou t  o f  proport ion t o  an offense against the s e l f  

[ ( I I . i i .30-5) ] . " '  Later, Antony's challenge t o  a duel w i l l  arouse the same 

humour: i n  Octavius' view, such a challenge from the defeated i s  stupid,  a 

joke, and he w i l l  "Laugh a t  h i s  challenge" (1V.i .6). Octavius i s  obsessed 

with l e g a l i t i e s :  "my bond" ( I  . iv .84),  "your oath" ( I 1  .ii .82), "our w r i t t e n  

purposes" ( I 1  . v i  . 4 ) ,  and the marriage i n  which, as Ba r ro l l  points out, 

"Octavia herse l f  [ i s ]  the lega l  ' p roo f '  and bond o f  t h i s  f ra te rna l  r e l a t i on -  

ship. "8 It i s  as i f such abstracts as 1 ove and honour can only have rea l  i t y  

i f  they are reduced t o  some concrete and v isual  symbol o f  t h e i r  existence. 

Nandy notes: "Rome i s  the wor ld o f  u t i l i t a r i a n  rea l ism ru l ed  by the 

p r i nc i p l e  o f  p o l i t i c a l  se l f - i n te res t ,  where values are a r r i ved  a t  by calcu- 

l a t i o n  . . . ,"' and Markels f inds t ha t  "Octavius i s  only the p lay 's  nost  

conspicuous example o f  Roman opportunism and d u p l i c i t y  . "lo It i s  not  t ha t  

Octavius i s  i n s p s i t i v e ,  bu t  t h a t  he i s  sens i t i ve  only t o  the needs o f  the 



s ta te  and t o  h i s  own 

requires him t o  swal 

w i l l  do so. But the 

pos i t ion  w i t h i n  t h a t  
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st ructure.  I f  p o l i t i c a l  necessi t y  

low h i s  pr ide and deal w i t h  Antony and Pompey, Octavius 

lesson he has learned i s  c lear :  a d iv ided comnand 

weakens ; Rome must have one supreme commander w i  t h  absolute control  and, 

i n  h i s  arrogant view of himsel f as the most worthy, Octavi us determines t o  

be t h a t  commander. Octavi us proceeds methodi cal l y  t o  e f f e c t  the removal o f  

h i s  opponents/partners. He seals w i t h  Pornpey, and i n  re tu rn  f o r  S i c i l y  and 

Sardinia, Pompey w i  11 "Rid a1 1 the sea of p i  ra tes"  ( I  I. v i  .36). Thus 

Pompey, who, because of h i s  honour, refused an empi r e  t h r i c e  o f fe red  by 

Menas, betrays h i s  former a l l i e s  and i s ,  i n  turn,  betrayed by Octavius who 

moves against him once Pompey ' s  strength has been reduced t o  a mockery o f  

what i t  had f i r s t  been. Then Lepidus: and who i s  surpr ised t ha t  Octavius' 

wrath has been aroused by " l e t t e r s  he had formerly wrote t o  Pompey" ( I11  .v. 

9-10)? It i s  not  unreasonable t o  bel ieve tha t  Lepidus, ever the sycophant 

and p a c i f i e r ,  could have lackeyed--may even have been encouraged t o  lackey-- 

t o  Pompey, and easy t o  see how he could have compromised h imsel f  i n  the 

process. But Octavius, who has learned t o  husband h i s  resources, was not 

so eager t o  remove Lepidus prematurely: "having made use o f  him i n  the wars 

'ga inst  Pompey, present ly denied him r i v a l i t y "  ( I I I . v .6 -7 ) .  Having removed 

both who had sealed w i t h  Antony as wel l  as w i t h  himself,  Octavius i s  ready 

t o  move against Antony, whose a c t i v i t i e s  have provided Octavius w i t h  every 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  he may need t o  explain such an act ion against a Triumvir.  

Viewed from Octavius' perspective, the Egyptian crowning scene he 

reports i s  the basest betrayal : Antony has establ ished an empi r e  separate 

from and e x c l u s i ~ e  o f  Rome and Octavius, and has, apparently, given t o  



Cleopatra and the i  r i 1 l e g i  t 

o f  the empi r e  i t s e l f :  "Unto 

imate ch i ld ren newly acquired lands and a pa r t  

her / He gave the stablishment o f  Egypt" 

( I 1  I. v i  .8-9) .I1 There Antony has made h i s  headquarters and has done exact ly  

what he had threatened: "I'll ra i se  the preparat ion o f  a war" ( I I I . v i  .26). 

I n  Octavi us' view, Cleopatra, the queen who harbours Antony, cohabits and 

coreigns w i t h  him, i s  as ha te fu l  and formidable a t r a i t o r  t o  Rome as Antony. 

Moved by a sense o f  moral and pol  i t i c a l  outrage, Octavi us 1 abel s her  

"whore. " I f  Antony has supporters i n  Rome t o  r a i se  object ions t o  Octavius ' 

war against him, sure ly  no one w i l l  ob jec t  t o  a war against  a p rov inc ia l  

"whore" i n  possession o f  Roman t e r r i  tory--especial l y  i f the cor rupt ion o f  

a proud Roman can be l a i d  t o  her. Whatever Octavi us' moral views on the 

subject--and I bel ieve t ha t  he does th ink  of Cleopatra as a "whore1'--poli ti- 

c a l l y  he can not  lose by encouraging such a view o f  her. Indeed, i f  Antony 

i s  t o  be bel ieved ( I I I . i v ) ,  Octavius has been c u l t i v a t i n g  pub l i c  opin ion 

w i t h  great  care, and ce r t a i n l y  he has nurtured i t  assiduously i n  t h i s  

a f f a i r ,  repor t ing  every inc iden t  dredged up by h i s  spy system: "I have eyes 

upon him, / And h i s  a f f a i r s  come t o  me on the wind" ( 1 I I . v i  .62-3). 

Apparently he has achieved considerable success, f o r  Rome i s  "queasy w i th  

h i s  [Antony's] insolence" ( I I I . v i . 20 ) .  

Octavia's a r r i v a l  i n  Rome, unannounced and l i k e  a "market-ma 

vokes Octavius' wrath. She has demeaned he rse l f  and her pos i t i on  

"Caesar's s i s t e r "  and the "wife o f  Antony" ( I  I I .v i  .43) .  Octavi us 

w i t h  waste ( I  . iv.5; 1V.i. 15-6) seems not t o  include expenditures 

id," pro- 

a s 

' concern 

necessary 

f o r  appropriate pub1 i c d isp lay  t o  enhance the prest ige and grandeur o f  

Rome's f i r s t  fan$ ly.12 Traversi notes t ha t  "her a r r i v a l  s t r i kes  Caesar 



less  f o r  the unhappiness i t  impl ies  than for  the outrage against  h i s  own 

indispensable d i g n i t y  . . . . "I3 Certa in ly  Octavius dissociates h imsel f  

from a l l  r espons ib i l i t y  for  what has happened t o  her, and as Traversi 

po in ts  out, " there i s  a note o f  complacency mingled w i t h  contempt f o r  h i s  

r i v a l  , i n  the way i n  which he produces the news t ha t  she has been 

i r revocably  betrayed . . . . "I4 His concern f o r  her, " the h igh gods, / To 

do you jus t i ce ,  makes h i s  min is ters  / O f  us and those t h a t  love you" 

(I I I. v i  .87-9), i s  i ron i  c when placed against  h i s  e a r l i e r  determination 

t o  enforce h i s  w i l l  : "The power o f  Caesar, and / His power unto Octavia" 

(11 .i i .42-3).  Only the most nai ve and idea l  i s t i  c--and Octavius i s  nei ther--  

could possib ly be surpr ised when the marriage ends so abrupt ly.  I do not  

see Octavia as a decis ive factor  i n  the war; Octavi us has o ther  provocations 

o f  greater importance t o  him. 15 

I n  p i t t i n g  h imsel f  against  "the greatest  so ld i e r  o f  the world" ( I . i i i .  

38) and against the impressive group o f  supporters t ha t  Antony has gathered 

i n ,  Octavi us has no misplaced confidence i n  o r  exaggerated op in ion o f  h i s  

own war r io r  sk i  11s. Strategy i s  everything, and Octavius sets ou t  t o  

e x p l o i t  Antony's weaknesses. 0 c t a v i . u ~  i s  indeed a product o f  Rome which 

i s ,  Nandy notes, "fever-wracked, cor rupt  ,"I6 f o r  as MacCall urn points out, 

Shakespeare "accentuates Octavius ' unblushing knavery, by making him employ 

t h i s  provocation [ h i s  challenge t o  f i g h t  by sea] a f t e r  he has twice re jec ted 

offers t ha t  do not  s u i t  himself . . . . t h i s  appeal t o  audacity . . . 
determines Antony l i k e  a t rue  kn ight -er rant  t o  the f a t a l  course. ,,I 7 

Octavius wins eas i l y ,  e i t h e r  by chance i n  t h a t  Antony f lees the b a t t l e  

when, as Scarus,claims, "vantage l i k e  a p a i r  o f  twins appear'd / Both as 



the same, o r  ra ther  ours the e lder"  ( I I I .x .12-3),  o r  by design i n  t h a t  

Octavius so manipulated events before the b a t t l e  t h a t  Antony was betrayed 

by h i s  own f o l l y .  

Octavi us does not bear v i c to r y  nobly, w i t h  magnanimity and generous 

forgiveness o f  past i n j u r i e s .  I t i s  not  t ha t  we are unable t o  appreciate 

the necessity o f  many of Octavi us ' decisions, bu t  t h a t  we take exception t o  

h i s  cynicism, h i s  dup l i c i t y ,  h i s  contempt for  the defeated, h i s  cal lous 

treatment o f  the men who defect  t o  him, and h i s  base attempts t o  persuade 

Cleopatra t o  betray Antony. Octavius can see h i s  own example i n  Ju l ius  

Caesar whose clemency t o  Brutus was repaid by treachery. On every occasion, 

i n  one way o r  another, Octavius has been betrayed by Antony; Octavius knows 

tha t  Antony's "oath" i s  worthless. It would be f o l l y  t o  al low such an 

opponent t o  1 i ve. Yet Octavi us does toy w i th  the idea: "Our w i  11 i s  Antony 

be took a l i v e "  ( IV.v i  .2), bu t  t h i s  may be no more than a b r i e f ,  unthinking 

self-indulgence, a sop t o  h i s  vanity, and a desire t o  g loa t  i n  person over 

the "o ld  ru f f i an . "  Octavius i s  probably too w i l y  t o  forget  h i s  own words: 

"And the ebb'd man, ne 'er  l o v ' d  t i l l  ne 'er  worth love, / Comes dear'd, by 

being lack 'd" (I. iv.43-4). Antony i n  a triumph i n  Rome, with "pleach'd 

a m "  and a t  h i s  lowest ebb, may pose a r i s k  t h a t  Octavius dare not  chance. 

Octavius i s  co ld ly  impersonal, and unable t o  understand why an Antony 

who "mocks / The pauses t ha t  he makes" (V.i.2-3) would ho ld  out  against a l l  

"reason." And however re levant Antony's mental s ta te  may be t o  an Octavius 

who wishes t o  conclude t h i s  war w i t h  a dec is ive ly  crushing defeat f o r  

Antony, h i s  order i s  edged with cal lous vindict iveness: "Observe how Antony 

becomes h i s  f law" (111 .x i  i. 34). Octavi us has ne i ther  sympathy nor p i t y  f o r  
C 



the defeated. Octavi us i s  s p i t e f u l l y  p rac t i ca l  i n  the use he makes o f  those 

who defect  t o  him: "Plant those t ha t  have rev01 ted i n  the vant, / That 

Antony may seem t o  spend h i s  fury / Upon h imsel f "  ( IV.vi.9-11). It i s ,  of 

course, good strategy,  intended t o  demoralize even f u r t he r  an Antony who, 

i n  h i s  open quarrel  w i t h  Cleopatra and h i s  whipping o f  Thidias, has betrayed 

h i s  loss o f  se l f -cont ro l  and h i s  m is t rus t  o f  Cleopatra; bu t  i t  i s  a s e l f -  

defeat ing s t ra tegy i n  t h a t  Octavi us w i  11 win ne i the r  the love nor the 

l o y a l t y  o f  h i s  men. Enobarbus a lso  notes the m is t r us t  Octavius has o f  the 

men who have l e f t  Antony : Alexas has been hanged and "Candidi us and the 

r e s t  / That f e l l  away have entertainment, bu t  / No honourable t r u s t "  

( IV.v i  .16-8). Octavi us has nothing but  contempt f o r  men who change sides, 

" lackeying the varying t i d e "  ( I  .i v.46). I n  Octavi us ' judgement, such men 

a c t  only t o  serve t h e i r  own best  in terests ,  and he i s  e n t i t l e d  t o  use them 

as serves h i s  in te res ts .  Thus, as Pompey discovered i n  deal ing w i t h  

Octavius, betrayal  begets betrayal  ; Octavius i s  no b e t t e r  than those he 

holds i n  contempt. 

I n  h i s  attempts t o  separate Antony and Cleopatra, Octavi us exceeds 

even h i s  own crude l i m i t s .  He f i r s t  demands o f  her t ha t  she betray Antony, 

and f o r  t h i s  "She sha l l  not  sue unheard" ( 1 I I . x i i  . M ) .  But even Octavius 

has second thoughts about t h i s  pal t r y  o f f e r ,  and i n  h i s  choice o f  an envoy 

t o  her he reveals the contempt i n  which he holds her  and h i s  cynical  view 

of a l l  women: "women are no t  / I n  t h e i r  best fortunes strong; bu t  want w i l l  

per jure  / The ne 'er  touch'd vesta l "  ( 1 I I . x i i  .29-31). Octavius seems t o  

have few o r i g i n a l  thoughts ; what served him so we1 1 w i  t h  Antony should be 

equal ly  ef fect f  ye w i t h  Cleopatra: sure ly  the eloquent Thidias w i l l  as 



eas i l y  persuade Cleopatra t o  Octavi us as Octavi us' o f f e r  o f  Octavia per- 

suaded Antony t o  him. His d u p l i c i t y  i s  b la tan t :  "promise, / And i n  our 

name, what she requi res ; add more, / From t h i  ne invent ions,  o f f e r s  . . . 
t r y  thy cunning" ( I 11  . x i i  .27-31). Octavius i s  convinced t ha t  i f  men proud 

of t h e i r  honour have t h e i r  pr ice ,  the "whore" Cleopatra a lso has her  p r i ce ,  

and he has found i t. Antony's in ter ference (111 . x i i i )  merely postpones 

Octavi us ' plans f o r  C l  eopa t r a  . 
Chance does seem t o  favour Octavius, f o r  f i n a l  v i c t o r y  f a l l s  t o  him 

when the Egyptian navy deserts Antony . Ba r ro l l  , who commends Octavi us ' 

admin is t ra t ive  abi li t i e s ,  comments t ha t  Octavius i s  "astounding master o f  

the a r t  o f  t roop mveinent";18 there i s ,  hwever,  no hard evidence t ha t  i n  

the actual conduct o f  war and ba t t l es  Octavius has exceptional sk i1  1s. I n  

the land ski rmish he a1 lowed h i s  troops t o  overextend themselves, and seems 

even t o  have underestimated the strength o f  the forces he needed ( I V . v i i  . 
1-3). As MacCal lum po in ts  out, Octavius ' v i c t o r y  i s  "due t o  cunning and 

chicane ra ther  than t o  any wisdom o r  a b i l i t y  o f  a h igher 

Antony's death i s  another choice chance t ha t  fa1 1s t o  Octavius. Mason 

comnents: "What puzzles me . . . i s  the de l iberate  i nse r t i on  o f  a favourable 

epitaph for  Anthony [ s i c ]  . . . . we f i n d  the Romans u n i t i n g  t o  lament 

Anthony as a fa1 l e n  hero. But "decorum" demands no less. Further, 

Octavius' words, "The death o f  Antony / I s  no t  a s ing le  doom, i n  the name 

l ay  / A moiety o f  the world" (V.i .17-9), pay t r i b u t e  t o  h imsel f  as much as 

t o  Antony. Antony and Octavi us were equals i n  power; if Antony was great, 

Octavi us i s  great; indeed, having defeated Antony, Octavi us i s  greater. 

Octavius underspnds what Antony never could: reduce an enemy and you reduce 



yourse l f .  I n  i t s  r e l a t i v e  ease of accomplishment, Octavius' v i c t o r y  i s  no t  

a great  achievement. Elevate Antony and the v i c t o r y  and Octavius are 

s i m i l a r l y  elevated. Having f i r m l y  impressed upon them the sense of h i s  

own greatness, Octavius then proceeds t o  undermine Antony's: Antony becomes 

a "disease" i n  the body pol i t i c ,  the "arm o f  mine own body, " a mere append- 

age t o  Octavius. Even c r i t i c s  who c r e d i t  Octavius w i t h  some depth of 

emotion and s i n c e r i t y  i n  h i s  t r i b u t e  t o  Antony comnent upon the ease w i t h  

which he dismisses the personal t o  t u r n  t o  "business" once the messenger 

ar r ives.  That Octavi us' every word i s  ca re fu l l y  weighed f o r  i t s  p o l i t i c a l  

advantage i s  apparent i n  h i s  r e tu rn  t o  the subject :  having a t t r i b u t e d  every- 

th ing  t ha t  has happened t o  "our s tars ,  / Unreconci l i a b l e "  ( V .  i .46-7),  

Octavi us elaborates upon h i s  s e l f -  j u s t i  f i ca t i on  by i n v i t i n g  t h e i r  inspect ion 

o f  h i s  "wr i t ings,"  which o f f e r  i ncon t rover t ib le  proof  o f  the propr ie ty  of 

a1 1 h i s  act ions ( V .  i .73-7). 

When we apply t o  Octavius the c r i t e r i a  t ha t  Reese f e l t  were the demands 

Shakespeare made o f  a good ru le r ,  Octavi us fa1 1 s 1 amentably short.  Just  

ambition has become ru th less ambition; Octavius craves power for  the 

supremacy i t  gives him over a l l  men. He i s  p a t r i o t i c ,  b u t  i n  h i s  own mind 

Rome and Octavius are no longer d i s t i n c t  and separate en t i t i e s ,  and h i s  

"service" i s  as much f o r  himself as i t  i s  f o r  Rome. He i s  dedicated t o  

Octavi us. His "reason" car r ies  him t o  immoderate and i r r a t i o n a l  lengths ; 

seeing i n  a1 1 men only ev i  1 and faithlessness , he views the w i  11 f u l  destruc- 

t i o n  of " a l l i e s "  as a p rac t i ca l  and necessary precaution t o  safeguard h i s  

own pos i t ion.  He lacks self-awareness, humi l i t y ,  and humanity. He has 

sacr i  f iced t o  pol  i t i c a l  expediency every tender and human emotion w i t h i n  



him, and men have become the mere pawns whereby he achieves h i s  own ends. 

Octavius cannot d is t ingu ish  between the name and the qua l i t y :  h i s  arrogant 

use of the royal  "we" shows t h a t  Octavius i s  convinced t h a t  he possesses 

t ha t  innate n o b i l i t y  which no amount of postur ing can convince us i s  h i s .  

Octavius finds i n  v i r tues j u s t  what Machiavel li suggested: 

they are useful when you appear t o  have them: as, 
t o  appear compassionate, f a i  t h f u l  , humane, upr i  gh t 
and rel igious--and indeed t o  be such, so long as 
you have a mind so const i tu ted that ,  when i t  i s  
necessary be the opposite, you may be able t o  
change it. $7 

As the play progresses, Octavius coarsens; h i s  d u p l i c i t y  and hypocrisy be- 

coming less well-guarded, less subtle, he d i r e c t l y  i ns t ruc t s  Thidias t o  

pract ise decei t. Perhaps the t r a i  t s  t h a t  i n  Antony Lepi dus claimed were 

"hereditary, / Rather than purchas ' d ;  what he cannot change, / Than what 

he chooses" (I . iv.13-5) are i n  Octavius "purchas'd" and "what he chooses," 

and i t  i s  Octavius' f a l l  i n t o  degeneracy as much as h i s  r i s e  t o  supreme 

power t ha t  we witness. 
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Chapter Three: Cleopatra 

The Prologue 

I n  Cleopatra Shakespeare depicted a queen, a sovereign lady.  I n  her 

he concentrated the a t t r i bu tes  of a good r u l e r :  pat r io t ism,  dedication, -- "- - -. - 

courage, loya l t y ,  and self-mastery. Cleopatra thought of the crown as a 
---__IIC--.-  " .-- . " r -  -. ." + 

sacred t r u s t  t o  be mai n t a i  ned and passed t o  her hei rs ; t o  i t she owed a1 1 -- * 
her devotion, energy, and in te l l i gence ;  f o r  i t  no * _ _ _  selT%acrif ice . . was too - v.. " 

great. This i s  the r e a l i t y  o f  Cleopatra as Shakespeare portrayed her. I t 

i s  d i r e c t l y  opposed t o  the general ly accepted view o f  Cleopatra, what I 
\? . y-, # *a 

term the Roman myth of Cleopatra, t h a t  she was a f l i g h t y ,  se l f - indu lgent  

queen. As I w i  11 demonstrate, the p o l i t i c a l  issues t h a t  a f fec ted  Cleopatra 

and Egypt allowed for  ne i the r  the ind i f fe rence  t o  her royal  dut ies nor the 

moral depravi t y  o f  which she i s  accused. A1 though the play deals speci f i  - 
cal l y  w i t h  her time w i t h  Antony, there are e x p l i c i t  references t o  Caesar 

and Pompey; i n  the time between these men and Antony, Cleopatra obviously 

could not  have permit ted the a f f a i r s  of s t a te  simply t o  d r i f t  along. That 

she survived a t  a1 1 i n  the wor ld Shakespeare depicted informs us o f  the 

a t ten t ion  Cleopatra gave t o  her  sovereign responsi b i  1 i t i es ,  f o r  nations 

were maintained by v i r t u e  o f  the i  r m i  1 i ta ry  s trength--and as Ac t i  um proved, 

Cleopatra was not a war r io r  queen--or by means o f  a1 l iances w i t h  the strong 

and the powerful. O f  , then, diplomacy and p o l i t i c s  were the 

inescapable fac ts  o f  a r u l e r ' s  l i f e ,  and espec ia l ly  so f o r  Cleopatra, a 11 
queen surrounded by aggressive and ambi ti ous kings . 



The His t o r i  ca l  and L i  te ra ry  Background; Cleopatra and the C r i  ti cs 

Every decis ion o f  the h i s t o r i c a l  Cleopatra's l i f e  was a p o l i t i c a l  one, 
% - 

and an examination o f  her  a1 ternat ives i n  each case shows t ha t  i t  was the 

only l og i ca l  decis ion she could have made. She chose Caesar who returned 
L--.I------- I. 

her t o  her  throne, and t o  whom she bore a son; her  a1 t e rna t i ve  was her - - -- -. _ <. ..- --- ._"A bj . -. . -*- 

brother and the malevolent eunuch, Pothinus, who had d r i ven  her  from the 

court. ' That she reigned successful ly  f o r  a number o f  years was, i n  a1 1 

p robab i l i t y ,  because she had the sympathetic ear o f  Rome. Caesar's assas- ., -. 
s ina t i on  removed a p ro tec t i ve  sh ie l d  upon which Cleopatra r e l i ed ,  i f  not  

f o r  ac t i ve  m i l i t a r y  support, a t  l e a s t  f o r  the deterrent  value t ha t  i t  held. 2 

At  Cydnus, she had t o  answer the a l lega t ion  t h a t  she had supported Brutus 

and Cassius i n  t h e i r  war against Antony and 0ctav i  us. The charge was 

probably t rue;  by the i  r assassination o f  Caesar, Brutus and Cassi us became 

the he i r s  apparent o f  Rome. Cleopatra could await the onslaught o f  neigh- 

bour i  ng kings o r  move t o  form a new a1 1 iance. Octavi us was, a t  t ha t  time, 

weak and i ns i gn i f i can t ;  Antony was not  i n  the pos i t i on  o f  power he l a t e r  

consol idated by v i c to ry .  Her strategy o f  a l i gn ing  h e r s e l f  w i t h  Brutus and 

Cassius , however l og i ca l  , proved a poor one : they 10s t the war. She was 

returned t o  her  o l d  pos i t i on  o f  vulnerabi li t y  w i t h  the add i t iona l  problem 

o f  having t o  exp la in  a pol  i t i c a l  b l  under agai ns t the man whose support she 

desperately needed for  nat ional  securiity . 
An a l t e r n a t i v e  strategy,  which f o r  sound reasons she dismissed, was 

t ha t  o f  a l i gn ing  herse l f  w i t h  one of - -or  even several o f - - the neighbouring 

kings. T rad i t i on  spoke against such a move, and p o l i t i c a l l y  i t  would have 

been a decision'agai ns t  which the disadvantages weighed heav i ly :  none was 
' 



o f  s u f f i c i e n t  power and p res t ige  f o r  her  purpose; wh i le  none was i n  a 

favoured pos i t ion,  a l l  could hope f o r  the advantage; each was a p o l i t i c a l  

threat ,  but  each served as jealous watchdog over the others .4  I t  was a 

balance of se l f - i n t e res t s  t h a t  she would be f oo l i sh  t o  d is turb ,  bu t  i t  was 

also a s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  was h igh ly  unstable and unpredictable. Caution as 

we1 1 as precedents favoured an a1 1 i ance w i t h  the most powerful, the Romans. 

Her mission t o  Cydnus , then, had a twofold purpose : t o  e x t r i c a t e  heme1 f 
I_----- - -----  - 

from a de l ica te ,  - - p o l i t i c a l l y  embarrassing pos i t ion,  and t o  create a new 

a l l i ance .  Cleopatra wanted and needed Antony f o r  Egypt. Her choice had 

been e i t h e r  Antony o r  Octavius: Octavius was distanced i n  Rome, s t i  11 re la -  

t i v e l y  weak, an unknown; as Caesar's nephew and lega l  h e i r ,  he would hardly 

close h i s  eyes t o  the fu tu re  po ten t ia l  th rea t  t o  h i s  own power t h a t  Caesar's 

and Cleopatra's son posed. The advantage o f  such an a1 l i ance  was dubious 

a t  best, bu t  Cn any event, i t  would be d i f f i c u l t  t o  achieve. Antony shared 

power w i t h  Octavius, had the reputat ion o f  a great  warr ior ,  and had, more- 

over, sunmoned her  t o  h i s  presence. Given her  a1 ternat ive,  prolonged and 

uncertai n negot ia t ion w i  t h  Octavi us, dur ing which her vul nerabi li t y  would 

be an open i n v i t a t i o n  t o  aggression, Cleopatra ' s  choice o f  Antony was the 

cor rect  one. Given Antony's character, i t  was a f a t a l l y  poor choice. 

I have placed considerable emphasis upon the p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  i n t o  

which the h i s t o r i c a l  Cleopatra was locked, f o r  i t  i s  my conv ic t ion t h a t  

Shakespeare's a1 1 usions t o  inc idents  and places of p a r t i c u l a r  s ign i f icance 

i n  the h i s t o r i c a l  Cleopatra's l i f e  were not  w i thout  purpose, and t o  t h i s  

ex tent  a t  l eas t ,  the h i s  t o r i  ca l  Cleopatra and Shakespeare's Cleopatra share 

i d e n t i t i e s .  Shakespeare i n v i t e s  our inspect ion o f  the progression o f  her 



re la t ionsh ip  w i  t h  the Romans. I agree w i t h  W i  11 iamson when she says t ha t  

we should "cease t o  neglect the features o f  the play which r e l a t e  t o  the 

h i s t o r i c a l  nar ra t i ve"  and t h a t  " i f  we view Antony and Cleopatra as ru le rs  

as we1 1 as lovers, we sha l l  gain an understanding o f  the play and i nsi  ghts 
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i n t o  t h e i r  characters we have missed h i t he r to .  

I n  general, Shakespeare has used the h i s t o r i c a l  facts--wi th time com- 

pression and some a1 terat ion--out1 ined by P l  utarch, who i s  usual ly accepted 

as h i s  main source. But P l  utarch was an h i s to r i an  only i n  the broadest 

i n te rp re ta t i on  o f  the word, working not from o f f i c i a l  and w r i t t e n  documents, 

but  from word o f  mouth.' His character izat ion o f  Cleopatra i s ,  then, as 

much a l i t e r a r y  creat ion as t ha t  o f  any other o f  Shakespeare's sources, and 

a cont rast  o f  Pl  utarch ' s Cleopatra and Shakespeare's C l  eopatra i n the i  r 

confrontat ions w i t h  Octavius shows a sharp d i s t i n c t i o n  between the two. 

The p lay 's  Cleopatra i s  not simply a re-representation o f  Plutarch's 

Cleopatra. I n  dep i c t i  ng Cleopatra, Shakespeare could draw upon a t  l eas t  

three t r a d i t i o n a l  a t t i tudes  towards her: as a symbol o f  l u s t  and treachery, 

as a great queen, and as a martyr t o  love. As Hami 1 ton points out, 

Cleopatra had been the subject f o r  ea r l i e r ,  i n f l  uent i  a1 w r i t e r s  , whose 

treatment o f  her was not necessari ly condemnatory. Their  a t t i t u d e  toward 

her was governed by context, the purpose f o r  which t h e i r  w r i t i n g  was 

intended. Thus Boccaccio t reated her on one occasion as a f i gu re  o f  l us t ,  

on another as a symhol o f  f a i t h  and constancy, and Chaucer and Gower saw 

her as an example o f  fa i th fu lness i n  love; Lydgate associated her w i t h  the 

pure Thisbe. 8 

Shakespeary's Cleopatra has not  fared wel l  w i t h  c r i t i c s  o f  the past 

century. Descript ions of her as "sp ider l i  ke" and as a "thoroughly unworthy 



object "  o f  Antony's love, and references t o  the "primal Eve i n  

Cleopatra . . . a serpentine e v i l "  r e f l e c t  t h e i r  acceptance of the p lay 's  * 
I 

I 
Roman view o f  Cleopatra o r  t h e i r  own p a r t i c u l a r  biases , rather  than a * 

r e  -- - 
pa t ien t  examination o f  what Shakespeare reveals o f  her  character.' I am 

not convinced t h a t  Shakespeare's Cleopatra fared as badly w i t h  audiences 

i n  Shakespeare's time. There i s ,  o f  course, as much danger i n  a t t r i b u t i n g  

t o  them background knowledge o f  the h i s t o r i c a l  and p o l i t i c a l  m i l i e u  i n  which 

the events o f  the play took place as there i s  i n  assuming t ha t  they were 

uninformed upon such matters. But as Brown points out, the idea t h a t  i n  

Shakespeare's time the population was i 11 i tera te  "may we1 1 be an exaggera- 

t ion,  since i n  h i s  plays the servants can read and w r i t e .  "lo The sources 

from which Shakespeare drew h i s  mater ia l - -h is to r i  cal  and 1 i terary--were 

a lso ava i lab le  t o  and probably wel l  known by many o f  h i s  contemporaries. 

The perspective from which they viewed the play depended then la rge ly  upon 

the d i r ec t i on  o f  t he i  r i nterests and t h e i r  fami 1 i a r i  t y  w i  t h  the h i s t o r i c a l  

events depicted. Certain ly in terpreta t ions other than the hos t i  l e  

a t t i tudes  I have mentioned above can be eas i l y  drawn from the play. 

Undoubtedly many looked upon Antony and Cleopatra so le ly  o r  mainly i n  

terms o f  two famous lovers, and found the c o n f l i c t  o f  the play--as do many 

c r i t i c s  today--to l i e  i n  what they saw as Antony 's d i  lemna o f  choice between 

two s t rongly  demanding and opposing ways o f  l i f e :  t ha t  represented by honour 

and duty and t h a t  represented by pleasure, h i s  submission t o  h i s  love f o r  

Cleopatra and repudiat ion o f  world and empire. Cer ta in ly  there i s  support 

f o r  such a view i n  the p lay 's  references to  Hercules and Aeneas, two other 

great figures a c e d  w i t h  a s i m i l a r  choice, and i n  the associat ion o f  Mars 



wi th  Antony and Yenus w i t h  the Cleopatra o f  Enobarbus' descr ipt ion.  Nor 

would the p o l i t i c a l  and soc ia l  impl icat ions o f  the events i n  the p lay pass 

wi thout not ice i n  a society deeply concerned w i t h  order. The c o n f l i c t  

between Antony and Octavins was then a spec i f i c  example o f  the dangers 

inherent i n  the disorder, widespread and deb i l i t a t i ng ,  t h a t  af fected Rome, 

a development more o r  less inev i tab le  i n  a society demoralized by the 

assassination o f  the head o f  s ta te  and the subsequent s t ruggle  f o r  power 

between two opposing fact ions; a s ta te  weakened by the lack o f  a strong, 

un i f i ed  comnand and div ided against i t s e l f  as Roman turns upon Roman--"fl ush 

youth ," Ful v i  a, Luci us, Pompey, and Menas. From t h i s  perspecti  ve, Octavi us ' 

desire for  peace and un i t y  and h i s  v i c to r y  over Antony represented an 

apparent reso lu t ion o f  many o f  Rome's d i f f i c u l t i e s .  E i ther  view, o r  even 

both together, severely l i m i t  our view o f  Cleopatra, i n  t ha t  they relegate 

her t o  the r o l e  o f  cata lys t ,  central  t o  Antony's repudiat ion o f  Rome, bu t  

peripheral to, even i so la ted  from the p o l i t i c a l  events t h a t  involved her so 

disastrously . 
As I have mentioned, modern c r i  t i c s  have, f o r  the most part ,  adopted 

a negative view o f  Cleopatra. G. Wilson Knight speaks o f  Alexandria as a 

\:paradise o f  feast, fun, and love . . . [which] c a l l s  Antony f r o m  imper ia l  

hrbulence, would have him re l inqu ish  the c h i l d i s h  a1 1-too-serious quarrels 

o f  Rome and j o i n  i n  the g l i n t i n g  laughter o f  love." And Cleopatra, "woman- 

l i k e ,  cannot admit an Antony's ambitions as al l -worthy,  would laugh a t  

them . . . . '11' M i l  1s sees her tragedy as a " d i s t i n c t l y  d i f f e r e n t  s o r t  

from Antony's. It cannot be considered a ' t r a g i c  f a l l  ,' f o r  there i s  ' 

j nothing f o r  hey t o  fa1 1 from." '*  C r i t i c s  have a t t r i bu ted  t o  her an 



acquisi ti veness and ambi t i o n  i n  puwu i  t o f  whi ch, w i  t h  careless disregard 

for  the consequences--to Antony--she thoughtlessly urges on a p l i a n t  An tony. 

Stempel sees her as f i n a l l y  choosing death because she cannot r u l e .  l3 1 

do no t  bel ieve t ha t  such views are an accurate r e f l e c t i o n  o f  the character 

o f  Shakespeare's Cleopatra o r  o f  the power she had over Antony. I do no t  

see her  as the p r e c i p i t a t i n g  force i n  Antony's r u i n ;  rather,  the evidence 

-3' o f  the play i s  more suggestive o f  a/cleopatra brought t o  r u i n  through I * C - 
Antony ' s m i  smanagement and f o l  l y  . - .- 

Just  why the Romans, whose own morals i n  the p lay  are hardly above 

reproach, should be so successful i n  persuading c r i t i c s  t o  t h e i r  view o f  

Cleopatra as the depraved and malign inf luence i n  Antony's l i f e  i s  d i f f i c u l t  

t o  determine. As W i  11 iamson points out, "The Romans, except for  Caesar, 

are as drunken, divided, and careless as Antony h i a e l f " ; 1 4  Markels f i nds  

a "degradation o f  Roman values," and agrees w i t h  Goddard's view tha t  

Octavi us " i s  as quick t o  g ive up h i s  s i s t e r  f o r  an empi r e  as man ever was 

t o  give an empi re f o r  a whore. "" Yet f o r  conf i rmat ion o f  t h e i r  acceptance 

o f  the Romans' evaluat ion o f  Cleopatra, c r i t i c s  take refuge i n  P l  utarch, 

r e f e r r i n g  most f requent ly  t o  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  passage: 

Antonius being thus inc l ined,  the l a s t  and extremest 
misch ie f  o f  a l l  o ther  ( t o  w i t ,  the love o f  Cleopatra) 
1 i ghted on him, who d i d  waken and s t i r  up many vices 
y e t  hidden i n  him, and never seen by any; and i f  any 
spark o f  goodness o r  hope o f  r i s i n g  were l e f t  him, 
Cleopatra quenched i t  s t r a i g h t  and made i t  worse 
than before. 16 

Plutarch's comnents fo l l ow a de ta i led  account o f  a past i n  which Antony had 

completely d iscred i ted himself. His . own deeds condemn him: he i s  corrupt, 

1 i centious , opprefsi ve, an i rresponsi b l e  plunderer. Antony 's vices had 



worsened w i t h  time, and h i s  headlong rush t o  ru in ,  i r r e v e r s i b l e  and i nev i -  

table, needed no assistance from Cleopatra. Plutarch's "if" i s  speculative, 

a t t r i b u t i n g  t o  Cleopatra the blame f o r  Antony's f a i l u r e  t o  reform when 

nothing i n  h i s  past l i f e  had indicated t ha t  he he ld  even the s l i g h t e s t  

i n c l i n a t i o n  towards reform. I n  the play, Shakespeare has not stressed 

Antony's disreputable past (and there i s  no chorus o f  indignant Egyptians 

t o  inf luence our judgement o f  him) ; nei ther  i s  Cleopatra shown i n  cont ro l  

o f  Antony. S t i l l  p lay and source become intermingled, and Plutarch's char- 

ac te r i za t ion  o f  Cleopatra, r e a l l y  i r r e l evan t  t o  the p lay 's  Cleopatra, i s  

imposed by the c r i  t i c s  upon Shakespeare's portrayal  . Since many c r i t i c s  

seem t o  fee l  t ha t  Plutarch's narra t ive car r ied  so much weight i n  

Shakespeare's por t raya l  o f  Cleopatra, why, then, do they not give s i m i l a r  

weight t o  what Plutarch reports o f  Antony's character? Aside from a 

casual remark t h a t  Shakespeare has not  re fe r red  t o  Antony's d iscred i tab le  

past, they ignore incidents t ha t  could be used--wi t h  equal d i s t o r t i o n  o f  

the p lay 's  Antony as occurs when they confuse Plutarch's Cleopatra and 

Shakespeare's Cleopatra-- t o  suggest the depths t o  which corrupt ion had 

car r ied  Antow. Such s e l e c t i v i t y  about what i s  o r  i s  not  relevant i n  

Plutarch's character portrayals suggests preformed ideas searching f o r  

reenforcement. 

I n  Antony and Cleopatra the Roman qyth o f  Cleopatra the har lo t ,  sug- 

gesting as i t  does one sexual a f f a i r  a f te r  another, simply w i l l  not  stand 

the t e s t  o f  a close textua l  scrut iny .  The question must be, with whom d id  - 
Cleopatra have these a f f a i r s ?  Certain ly not  w i th  neighbouri ng kings. 

Cleopatra could *not a f f o r d  a re la t ionsh ip  o f  intimacy i n  which she appeared 



e i t h e r  t o  grant equal i ty  o r  t o  be weakly submissive, 

Rather, her strategy seems t o  have been one o f  a l o o f  - 
suggested by Alexas' words, "Herod o f  Jewry dare not  

an easy conquest. 

power, such as t ha t  

look upon you / But 

when you are wel l  pleas'd" (111. iii . 4 ) .  Further, Shakespeare's Cleopatra 

had an innate sense o f  "decorum," the behaviour becoming t o  a queen. We -- -=I 
can dismiss as r id icu lous the l eas t  suggestion t h a t  Shakespeare's Cleopatra 

would have demeaned herse l f  by a ser ies o f  sexual re la t ionsh ips w i th  those 

she considered her in fe r io rs .  Not only would i t  have lowered her i n  her 

own eyes, bu t  p o l i t i c a l l y  i t  would have been bad po l i c y  t o  nurture any 

suggestion t ha t  she was ruled, not  by reason, bu t  by weak passion. 

Shakespeare's play re fers  t o  Cleopatra's a f f a i r s  w i t h  Caesar and Pompey, 

two men o f  power and prest ige whom she admired tremendously--indeed, 

Plutarch's nar ra t i ve  confines i t s e l f  t o  these two a f f a i r s .  But two 

a f f a i  rs--even three i f  we caunt Antany--& not  cons t i t u te  promiscuous 

behaviour, and the evidence of the t e x t  w i l l  no t  support the Roman view 

o f  Cleopatra's degeneracy. To push the p o l i t i c a l  aspect o f  the re la t ionsh ip  

o f  Shakespeare's Cleopatra and Antony i n t o  the narrow confines defined by 

her des i re  t o  ho ld  Antony t o  her merely f o r  se l  f - g r a t i  f icat ion--sex and 

vani t y - - i s  t o  accept an unreal i s t i c  view o f  Egypt as an i s l and  o f  " feast  

and fun" i n  the wor ld Shakespeare depicted as savagely p o l i t i c a l  and ruth- 

l ess l y  aggressive. Cleopatra's l i f e ,  both as a woman and as a sovereign, 

was in t imate ly  and t r a g i c a l l y  touched by the p o l i t i c a l  events o f  the play, 

and i t  i s  her s t ruggle  t o  deal w i t h  these forces t ha t  we witness i n  

Shakespeare's play. 

* 



Cleopatra w i  t h  Antony--before he goes 

The play opens upon a re la t ionsh ip  i n  which, Ph i lo  and Demetrius claim, 

Cleopatra has the ascendancy and Antony i s  "the bellows and the fan / To 

cool a g i  psy's l u s t "  ( I .  i .9).  These two observers, o f  whom and from whom 

we hear nothing more dur ing the play, have exerted an ins id ious and d i  spro- 

por t ionate  in f luence upon c r i t i c s  ' evaluations o f  Cleopatra 's  character. 

Even Antony's and Cleopatra's entrance onto the stage, "Cleopatra . . . w i t h  

Eunuchs fanning her," c r i t i c s  have construed as symbolic, not  o f  a d i f f e r e n t  

c l imate and cu l tu re ,  but  o f  the impotence o f  Antony, a "strumpet's f oo l "  

(I .i . l3 )  .I7 I n  Phi l o  and Demetrius' charges against Cleopatra, c r i t i c s  f i n d  

support f o r  what i s ,  i n  the p i  ay, Antony ' s  and the Romans' creat ion,  the 

myth of Cleopatra the ha r l o t ,  the carelessly dest ruct ive  force i n  Antony's 

l i f e .  The evidence o f  the p lay  i s  t o  the contrary;  Cleopatra's pos i t i on  

has become compl ica ted by the i n t r us i on  o f  the personal onto the p o l i t i c a l .  

She i s  insecure and f e a r f u l  : uncerta in o f  Antony's love, jealously mis t rus t -  

fu l  o f  Rome, o f  Octavius, and o f  Fulv ia.  She seeks reassurances o f  h i s  

love f o r  her: "If i t  be love indeed, t e l l  me how much" ( I . i . 14 ) ,  bu t  must 

content he rse l f  w i t h  a response, "There's beggary i n  the love t h a t  can be 

reckon'd" ( I .  i .15), i n  which she recognizes , by i t s  evasive general izat ion, 

the shal lowness o f  h i  s cornrni tment t o  her. She recogni zes too the casual , 

negligent a t t i t u d e  he br ings t o  the a f f a i r s  o f  s ta te :  despite her  repeated 

urgi  ngs t ha t  he "tiear the anbassadors" ( I .  i . l9 ,  27, 29, 32, 48) and her  

taunts o f  cowardice, she i s  powerless t o  move the stubborn Antony. Indeed 

Antony t r ans fovs  t ha t  neglect i n t o  a proud d isda in  f o r  the empire and the 

world which count as nothing: 



The nobleness o f  li fe  
I s  t o  do thus [embracing]--when such a mutual p a i r  
And such a twain can do't,  i n  which I bind, 
On pain of punishment, the world t o  weet 
We stand up peerless. ( I  .i. 36-40) 

This i s ,  i n  Cleopatra's view, unrea l i s t i c  y e t  i r re fu tab le ,  beyond a reminder 

that  a t  one time Fulvia too must have drawn from him these same responses: 

Excel 1 ent falsehood! 
Why d i d  he marry Fulvia, and not love her? 
1'11 seem the fool  I am not. Antony 
W i l l  be himself. (I . i .40-3) 

To believe a l l  t h i s  o r  t o  count on the constancy o f  h is  emotion would be 

fo l l y ;  there i s  no changing the changeable Antony. 

I f  t h i s  b r i e f  view o f  t h e i r  relat ionship does not establ ish the fac t  

tha t  Cleopatra does not control Antony, cer ta in ly  i t  must create doubts 

about her power t o  inf luence him. Even the night o f  pleasure, previously 

denied her ( I. i .52-5), cannot be viewed as a v i  ctory f o r  C l  eopatra s i  nce 

i t  seems t o  be offered as much t o  appease her and t o  quiet  her penetrating 

remarks as for the enjoyment Antony w i  11 derive from her company. Yet 
I 

c r i t i c s  have taken qu i te  d i f f e ren t  views of what has happened here: Payne 

finds that,  l i k e  Ju l i e t ,  Cleopatra has been her lover 's  tutor,  and she 

"p lay fu l l y  has him r e c i t e  what he has learned" and "prompted by Cleopatra 

Antony bursts out wi th  h i s  own condemnation o f  Rome [Let Rome i n  Tiber 

melt]. "18 Champion says tha t  "She tauntingly persuades Antony t o  refuse 

a message from Rome as a token of h is  doting affection."19 Markels c l a i m  

tha t  Cleopatra "uses a1 1 her wiles t o  intensi fy Antony's awareness o f  the 

c o n f l i c t  [between h i s  pr ivate l i f e  wi th  Cleopatra and h i s  publ ic comni t- 

ments t o  Rome] and t o  make him choose her. She taunts him endlessly f o r  

a l l  h i s  Roman t i e s  o f  l oya l t y  and duty. "*' S i m n s  ' view mre accurately 

re f lec ts  what happens: 



From the general Roman po in t  o f  view, the c o n f l i c t  
i s  between honor and l u s t .  With Antonv's ~ r o f e s s i o n  
o f  contem tus tnundi, the view begins to- d isso l  ve i n t o  
a con 6 i c t  etween wor ld ly  power and eternal  love . . . . 
But when Cleopatra i n  no way responds t o  Antony's 
appeal, h i s  assert ion becomes f o l l y  . . . . Cleopatra 
sees t h a t  Antony i s  not  h imsel f  when he dismisses a l l  
concern f o r  wor ld ly  kingdoms : i n  her  wrangling she 
exh ib i t s  her awareness t ha t  Antony must maintain h i  
honor as a so ld i e r  f o r  them t o  "stand up peerless. 11% 

But S i m n s  a lso f inds t h a t  Cleopatra provokes Antony t o  make "an unsatis- 

f y i ng  and temporary choi ce"--to re tu rn  t o  Rome--a choice tha t  places her 

desire t o  have him w i t h  her a t  odds w i t h  her desire t o  have him take h i s  

place i n  the so ld i e r ' s  world. 22 

I do not see the " farewel l  scene" ( 1 . i i i )  reveal ing such a c o n f l i c t  

w i t h i n  Cleopatra. I t  i s  indeed a most d is tu rb ing  farewel l ,  one t h a t  begins 

t o  go awry the moment Antony makes h i s  appearance before her; h i s  demeanour, 

conveying t o  her what h i s  words o f  regret  express: "I am sorry t o  give 

breathing t o  ~ \ y  purpose--" ( I  .i ii . l4 ) ,  arouses imnediately her c losest  

fears: t h a t  Antony w i l l  betray her love. For i t  i s  her b e l i e f  t h a t  Antony 

intends t o  re tu rn  t o  Fulvia--and not a b e l i e f  t h a t  Antony intends t o  go t o  

war o r  t o  at tend t o  h i s  admi n i  s t r a t i  ve responsi b i  1 i ti es--that provokes her 

quarrel some and emotional outburst . Her jealousy and reproaches r e f l e c t  

her awareness t h a t  Antony has made no commitment t o  her: h i s  emotions are 

f a c i l e  and shallow. As her sarcast ic references t o  Fulvia, "the married 

woman," suggest, p a r t  o f  her i nsecuri t y  seems t o  stem f r o m  the f a c t  tha t  

no formal bond unites them; t h i s ,  despite the fact  t h a t  she acknowledges 

that ,  even wi th the marriage contract, Fulv ia has been as insecure i n  

Antony's a f fec t ions  and l o y a l t y  as she he rse l f  i s  now. Her response t o  

Fu lv ia ts  death *is not, as some c r i t i c s  i n s i s t ,  t o  tu rn  i t  t o  her own use: 



Cleopatra i s  appalled t ha t  the woman who loved Antony and whom he must once 

have loved, Antony holds as no t  worth even a tear .  Riemer f inds t h a t  

"Cleopatra's mock despair soon modulates i n t o  a rea l  and deeply f e l t  anguish 

as she real izes tha t  her lover  i s  determined t o  leave, and t h a t  h i s  w i f e ' s  

death a f fec ts  him exact ly as an absence from her w i  11. llZ3 But i t  i s  not my 

impression t ha t  Cleopatra i s  ever i n  "mock despair," f o r  there i s  nothing 
4-. . 

o f  pretense i n  the weaknesses she reveals t o  him, weaknesses which, since I 

Antony does not re tu rn  her emotion w i t h  an equal i n tens i t y ,  can only place , 

her a t  a disadvantage and reenforce h i s  power over her. His words, "Quarrel ., 

no more, but  be 

cease, / As you 

insincere since 

/ 

prepar 'd t o  know / The purposes I bear; which are, o r  

sha l l  give the advice" (I .ii i .66-a), e i t h e r  are patent ly  

they a t t r i b u t e  t o  Cleopatra a control  over h i s  a f f a i r s  which 

she c lear l y  does no t  have and which he i s  not  prepared t o  give (mobi l iza t ion 

i s  alrea4y underway) o r  are h i s  acknowledgement t h a t  he has every confidence 

tha t  she approves and supports h i s  time spent upon the business o f  state.  

Her love f o r  him, tender, sincere, and deep, i s  evident i n  her very 

i nabi 1 i ty t o  express i t  easi l y  : 

Courteous lord,  one word: 
S i r ,  you and I must par t ,  but  t ha t ' s  not  it; 
S i r ,  you and I have lov 'd ,  but  there's not  it; 
That you know we l l .  Something i t  i s  I would-- 
0, n\y ob l i v i on  i s  a very Antony, 
And I am a1 1 forgotten. ( I  .iii .86-91) 

I n  Antony's response there i s  no t race of humi l i ty ,  no echo o f  proud 

happiness, no i nd i ca t i on  t h a t  he i s  touched by her love o r  pleased t h a t  the 

love he professes for  her i s  returned; there i s  only b i t i n g  sarcasm: 

But t h a t  your roya l t y  
Holds idleness your subject, I should take you 
For idleness i t s e l f .  ( 1 . i i i  .91-3) 



His departure, abrupt and cold, can only leave her  w i t h  a fee l ing  tha t  he 

takes w i t h  him memories, not  o f  a happiness shared, but  of a quarrel  t ha t  

was qui t e  unnecessary. 

As c r i t i c s  have observed, i n  her qua r re l l i ng  Cleopatra beam a t  times 

a strong resemblance t o  the "shr i  11 - tongu' d" Ful v ia .  Rather than look i  ng 

on these two women as the source o f  much o f  Antony Is  d i  scomfi ture, perhaps 

i t  i s  more t o  the po in t  t o  determine what there i s  i n  Antony's character 

t h a t  e l i c i t s  such s t r i k i n g l y  s i m i l a r  behaviour, and what there i s  about him 

t h a t  fascinates them so. Presumably t o  have back a man who has deserted 

her and who i s  l f v i n g  w i t h  another woman, Fulv ia waged war, apparently her 

f i n a l ,  desperate--and fu t i le - -a t tempt  t o  demonstrate her love and t o  l u r e  

the unresponsive Antony f r o m  Egypt. And surely C l  eopatra's s h r i  11 tongue 

could not  have charmed Antony a t  Cydnus ; whatever her motive there, Antony 

has not heen an unw i l l i ng  o r  captive par t i c ipan t  i n  t h e i r  re la t ionsh ip ,  as 

her  words t o  himmake c lear :  "When you sued staying" ( I . i i i . 3 3 ) .  But i n  

Antony's company, Cleopatra seems t o  have changed i n t o  a nagging scold. A 

queen, and reputedly a woman whose charms many men f i n d  desirable and 

pleasing, Cleopatra stoops t o  ploys, none o f  which the play demonstrates 

t o  be i n  the l eas t  e f fec t i ve ,  t o  a t t r ac t ,  i n te res t ,  and gain the at tent ions 

o f  the e lus ive  Antony. C r i t i c s  have responded t o  Cleopatra's s h i f t s  o f  

mood as i f  they were events o f  major importance t o  Antony and as i f ,  as a 

consequence, h i s  li f e  w i t h  her  was one harassing c r i s i s  a f t e r  another. 

See where he i s ,  who's w i t h  him, what he does. 
I d i d  not  send you. I f  you f i n d  him sad, 
Say I am dancing; i f i n  mir th,  repor t  
That I am sudden s ick .  ( I . i i i . 2 - 5 )  



This i s  mater ia l  f o r  exasperation o r  amusement, ce r ta i n l y  nothing t o  upset 

o r  d is tu rb  any man, but  i n  any event, a ruse t h a t  would be successful no 

more than once o r  twice. It i s  f o l l y  on our pa r t  t o  at tach t o  such i n c i  - 

dents more importance than they he ld  f o r  the characters involved. Perhaps, 

i n  some odd way, a1 1 t h i s  manoeuvering of fered Antony reassurances o f  her 

love, of her need for  h i s  company, of her inab i  1 i t y  t o  command him. 

Cleopatra has not  y e t  come t o  terms w i t h  the r e a l i t y  o f  Antony. She 

challenges him, def ies him, and speaks her mind t o  him. Like Ful v i  a, she 

has not  resigned he rse l f  t o  the fact  t ha t  Antony cannot be moved e i t he r  t o  

business o r  t o  pleasure unless the impetus t o  ac t  or ig inates w i th  him. Both 

women seem t o  f i n d  him i n f u r i a t i n g l y  f rus t ra t ing ,  y e t  both are constant i n  

t h e i r  love and admi r a t i o n  f o r  him. 

Antony's war r io r  s k i l l s  seem t o  be a great p a r t  o f  the fascinat ion he 

holds f o r  Cleopatra. She has tremendous admiration and respect f o r  h i s  

m i l i t a r y  expert ise, speaks o f  him as "the greatest so ld i e r  o f  the world" 

( I . i i i . 381 ,  and as a "Mars" (I I .v.117). We cannot avoid associat ing her 

w i t h  Desdemna, o f  whom Othel lo said, "she wish'd / That heaven had made 

her such a man" and "She l o v ' d  me f o r  the dangers I had pass'd" (0 - 1 . i i i .  

163, 167). Cer ta in ly  Cleopatra's words, "I would I had thy inches, thou 

shouldst know / There was a hear t  i n  Egypt" (I. ii i . l o )  and "I wore h i s  

sword Phi 1 1 i p i  an" ( I I. v .23) carry  sexual connotations , but  even more, I 

bel ieve they express a desire w i t h i n  Cleopatra f o r  the freedom, power, and 

strength she associates w i  th the male ro l e .  For i n both the p o l i  t i c a l  and 

personal aspects o f  her  l i f e ,  Cleopatra seems t o  have become dependent upon 

Antony; her f a i t h  i n  and re l iance upon h i s  m i l i t a r y  a b i l i t i e s  are suggested 



by her words : "That Herod's head / I ' 11 have: but how, when Antony i s  

gone, / Through whom I might comnand i t ? "  (I I I. ii i .4-6) ; and her  lov ing  

comni tment and surrender t o  him seem obvious, f o r  as Traci points out :  

"She has already t o l d  us tha t  her whole well-being depends upon Antony: 

'I am qu ick ly  ill, and wel l ,  / So Antony loves'  ( I . i i i . 7 2 - 3 ) .  11 24 

After  Antony leaves f o r  Rome, Cleopatra i s  l o s t  and rest less,  her 

thoughts constantly upon him, as he had been, as he might be now; she 

remembers pleasures they have shared, i s  ce r ta i n  t h a t  he, too, must be 

remembering them and th ink ing  o f  her. Her need and desire f o r  him are 

obvious: she wishes t o  "sleep out  t h i s  great gap o f  time / My Antony i s  

away" (I .v.5); she teases he rse l f  w i th  sexual imagery, "0 happy horse t o  

bear the weight o f  Antony ! " ( I. v. 21 ) , y e t  Shakespeare depicted no comfort- 

i n g  lovers solacing her i n  her lone ly  hours o f  separation from Antony. 

There are none o f  the "hot ter  hours / Unregister 'd i n  vulgar fame, you 

have / Luxuriously p i c k ' d  out"  ( I I I . x i i i . 118-20)  o f  which Antony w i l l  l a t e r  

accuse her. Cleopatra's l u s t  i s  an accepted f a c t  among c r i t i c s  who support 

t h e i r  convict ions by r e f e r r i n g  t o  Enobarbus ' "ri ggish" Cleopatra ( I  I. i i .24O), 
t 

t o  Octavf us' "whore" ( I 1  I. v i  .67), t o  Antony's b i t t e r  condemnation o f  her: 

"tri ple-turn '  d whore! " (IV. x i  i . l3 ) ,  and t o  her own "0 happy h o n e  . . . " 

( I .  v.21). But Enobarbus ' views o f  women are s t r i c t l y  u t i  1 i tar ian :  they are 

robes t o  be worn and discarded ( I .  ii .162-8), and f o r  a1 1 h i s  praise o f  

Cleopatra she i s ,  i n  h i s  vulgar terms, an "Egyptian dish" ( I I . v i  .123); 

Antony, jealously possessive, accuses her o f  behaviour which, as h i s  f a i  th-  

lessness suggests, may more accurately describe h i s  own moral standards. 

C r i t i c s  ra re l y  q"estion these Roman evaluations of Cleopatra; she has been 



ppejudged. For example, both the love ly  J u l i e t  ( R  - J I Y , i i  . l -20) and the 

pure Desdemona (0  - I. i i i .248-50) express the same 1 ongi ngs f o r  consumnati on 

of t h e i r  love ( J u l i e t  i n  the privacy o f  her room, Desdemona before the 

senate) as does Cleopatra, y e t  ne i ther  i s  accused of l u s t .  Indeed, how 

publ ic  were Cleopatra's words, "0  happy horse . . . "?  We must ser ious ly  

question t o  what extent  her royal  presence acknowledges as e n t i  t i e s  outside 

he rse l f  her  eunuch and her ladies who are w i t h  her almost constantly. The 

f a c t  seems t o  be tha t  Cleopatra remains t rue  t o  Antony; a woman who i s  so 

open about her  a f f a i r s  w i t h  Caesar and Pompey can hardly be sa id  t o  be 

concealing other a f f a i r s  through a sense o f  maidenly modesty and ret icence 

about such matters. I f  she were as moral ly depraved as the Romans i n s i s t ,  

Antony' s absence would not  be the source of so much f rus t ra ted  desire, such 

tormented longings f o r  him. But i t  i s  a l l  Antony, her love f o r  him central  

t o  her every thought. 

I n  her memories o f  him a f t e r  h i s  departure f o r  Rome, she reveals a 

character qu i t e  d i f f e ren t  from the Cleopatra we have witnessed so f a r :  

t h i s  was a joyous, f un - f i  1 l e d  Cleopatra who to le ra ted  h i s  dr ink ing escapades 

w i th  Enobarhus ( I 1 . i i  ,177-8), a t  times jo ined him i n  h i s  sport,  even out- 

drank him (II .v.21); a Cleopatra whose sense o f  humour could tu rn  Antony's 

f i sh ing  "success" back upon him (II.v.17-8) and, qu i t e  a f ea t  w i t h  the 

humourless, impatient, and sel f -p leasing Antony: "0 times! / I laugh'd him 

out o f  patience; and t h a t  n igh t  / I laugh'd him i n t o  patience" ( I 1  .v.18-20); 

a Cleopatra who could "Hop f o r t y  paces through a pub l i c  s t r ee t "  ( I I . i i  .229). 

I t  was Cleopatra, i t  seems, who gave a zest and sparkle t o  t h e i r  personal 

1 ives. And t h i s  i s  the po in t :  Cleopatra's l ight -hear ted behaviour i n  her 



pr iva te  l i f e  should not  be mistaken f o r  her a t t i t u d e  towards her sovereign 

ro le .  L. J. M i  11s complains: "During Antony 's absence Cleopatrals behaviour 

i s  sel f -character iz ing.  She evinces no i n t e r e s t  i n  the business he i s  

engaged in ;  she i s  concerned as t o  what he may be th ink ing  o f  her . . . . 1425 

I n  s p i t e  of d a i l y  messengers Cleopatra sends out, we are aware only o f  

Alexas from Antony and a messenger f r o m  Italy--presumably her own--ever 

ac tua l l y  b r ing ing  her news o f  Antony, and these she examines qu i t e  c lose ly  

i n  her concern f o r  the man who i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  her business o f  s ta te  as wel l  

as the centre o f  her personal l i f e .  There i s  a dreadful i rony i n  observing 

her eagerness f o r  news o f  him, her happiness t h a t  a l l  was we l l  w i t h  him 

(I.v.54-61), and knowing t h a t  even as the pear l  and h i s  f e l i c i t a t i o n s  reach 

her (I.v.40-7) Antony prepares t o  deny her and desert her f o r  Octavia 

( I I . i i .123-4) .  Unless we recognize the depth and i n t e n s i t y  o f  her love 

f o r  him, and unless we understand tha t  Cleopatra sees Antony as the for t ress 

t ha t  secures her  nation, we cannot appreciate f u l  l y  the sense o f  betrayal  

and anguish she feels when she hears tha t  Antony has married Octavia. Both 

as a woman and as a sovereign Cleopatra needs and wants Antony. This i s  

the "knot in t r ins ica te , "  the t r ag i c  in te r tw in ing  o f  her pub1 i c  and personal 

1 i ves tha t  deprives Cleopatra o f  any freedom o f  choice. For whi l e  she 

seems t o  reac t  t o  the news o f  Antonyms marriage more st rongly  on the per- 

sonal leve l  , the inexorable and b i  t t e r  f ac t  t h a t  must bear upon her  w i th  

equal heaviness i s  the loss t o  her s ta te  o f  the support she needs t o  main- 

t a i n  it. Her "Do not  speak t o  me" (I I .v.120) conveys her feel ings o f  incon- 

solable loss; her g r i e f  cannot be soothed o r  d is t rac ted  by any comforting 

word. Nothing ,can exp la in  away what has happened t o  her o r  restore her 



former happiness. Her lov ing  comnitment t o  Antony has been scorned and 

discarded, and h i s  vows, as she had claimed, "break themselves i n  the 

swearing!" ( I .  iii .31). Her savage at tack on the hapless messenger, not  

comic but  pathet ic,  reveals the extent t o  which her f r u s t r a t i o n  and despair, 

her feel ings o f  helplessness i n  the face o f  t h i s  betrayal ,  cont ro l  her. And 

f a r  from a f fo rd ing  her re1 i e f ,  i t  shames her because i t  i s  behaviour unbecom- 

i n g  t o  a queen: 

These hands do lack n o b i l i t y  t ha t  they s t r i k e  
A meaner than w s e l f ,  since I myself 
Have given qysel f the cause . . . . (I I. v i  .82-4) 

Whatever balm she ext racts  f r o m  the re-shaping o f  Octavia's character and 

appearance i s  meager substance indeed t o  soothe her fears and l i f t  her 

hopes t ha t  another p o l i t i c a l  p lan has not miscarried. 

Cleopa t r a  w i  t h  Antony--when he returns 

To Cleopatra, Antony's marriage represents a p o l i t i c a l  and personal 

loss, not  because he reaf f i rms h i s  Roman t i e s  and a l l i e s  himsel f  even more 

strongly w i t h  Octavius--these t i e s  have always been there--but because 

Antony has s ignal led t o  the world h i s  break w i t h  Cleopatra; her p o l i t i c a l  

pos i t ion  i s  thereby weakened. On the personal leve l  i t  i s  a devastating 

blow t o  her concept o f  s e l f ,  a betrayal o f  her love. She has been hun i l  i- 

ated before the world, a queen abandoned and repudiated, judged and found 

wanting: the k i nd  o f  woman w i t h  whom a man takes h i s  pleasure but, not  

being above reproach, the woman he re jec ts  when he chooses a wife. It i s  

an i n s u l t  t h a t  Cleopatra cannot dismiss l i g h t l y ;  i t  scars her deeply and 
* 



i n s t i  11 s i n  her a sense o f  unworthiness (as we see l a t e r  i n  her death scene) 

t h a t  colours a l l  her fu ture dealings w i th  him. 

Yet she accepts him back. Her i n i t i a l  response t o  the news o f  Antony's 

marriage indicates the nature o f  her c o n f l i c t :  

Let  him forever go, l e t  him not--Charmian, 
Though he be painted one way 1 i ke a Gorgon, 
The other way's a Mars. (II.v.116-8) 

Her personal feelings are divided: to rn  between her love f o r  him and the 

sense of h u r t  and shame she fee ls  h i s  monstrous betrayal has imposed upon 

her. But her  sovereign need f o r  the "Mars-li ke" Antony a1 te rs  the balance. 

However much she may wish t o  repudiate him, the queen i n  her recognizes the 

t r u th :  she cannot. Cleopatra i s  a p o l i t i c a l l y  astute woman, qu i t e  capable 

o f  analyzing her pos i t ion  and reconc i l ing herse l f  t o  the r e a l i t y .  F i r s t ,  

her need f o r  Antony s t i l l  ex i s t s :  the condit ions t ha t  f i r s t  motivated her 

t o  want him for  Egypt are unchanged. Although she has already experienced 

h i s  i r r espons ib i l i t y ,  h i s  shallowness, and h i s  ind i f ference t o  any but h i s  

own desires, shyknows t h a t  she has no one else t o  whom she can turn. 

Furthermore, and t h i s  i s  the most important po in t ,  Cleopatra has no choice 

but t o  accept h i s  re turn.  I agree w i t h  Lloyd: "Shakespeare shows t h e  

sequence o f  events leading t o  h i s  re tu rn  t o  depend not  on passion but on 

po l icy .  "26 I f  Antony wants Egypt as h i s  headquarters, what power has 

Cleopatra t o  refuse him? She i s  Queen o f  Egypt by Rome's sufferance, not  

because Egypt i s  her b i r t h r i g h  

her. To oppose him w i l l  be t o  

(h i s  separation from Octavius) 

can be served by h i s  presence 

. A Roman enthroned her, a Roman can depose 

lose a1 1. Pol i t i c a l  l y ,  both Antony 's needs 

and C l  eopatra ' s needs (nat ional  secur i ty  ) 

n Egypt. But the vu lne rab i l i t y  o f  Cleopatra's 



pos i t ion  must be recognized: a t  Cydnus she made a f a t a l  choice, the only 

choice she could have made, bu t  by i t  she has l o s t  whatever power she might 

once have enjoyed; cont ro l  of Egyptian a f f a i r s  has passed t o  Antony, a man 

who, unable t o  r u l e  himsel f, i s  a poor choice t o  r u l e  a nation. Further, 

Antony br ings w i t h  him a dangerously explosive s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h a t  he repudi- 

ates the empire, Octavius, and Octavia, and exacerbates t h a t  s i t ua t i on  by 

the extravagant "crowni ng scene" pub1 i c l y  and provocati  vely staged i n open 

defiance o f  a Rome tha t  takes exception t o  kings. What appears t o  be the 

f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  h i s  promise t o  Cleopatra, "I w i  11 piece / Her opulent throne 

w i t h  kingdoms" (I .v.45-6), may be seen as something qu i te  d i f f e r e n t  when 

viewed with Antony's words i n  mind: "I '1 1 ra i se  the preparation o f  a war / 

Shal l  s t a i n  your brother"  (I1 I. iv.26-7). Now, the addi t ion o f  conquered 

nations t h a t  are, even i f  Cleopatra i s  nominally t h e i r  queen, subject  t o  

Antony's, no t  Rome's, w i l l ,  and the ingathering o f  supporters t h a t  are 

Antony's men, \ a l l  focus a t ten t ion  on Egypt as the centre f o r  a d iss ident  

group t h a t  threatens t o  fragment the empire and poses a threat  t o  the power 

o f  Rome--and Octavius. It i s  unreal i s t i c  t o  suppose t h a t  i n  the midst of 

a l l  these p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  involve her so in t imate ly ,  Cleopatra 

merely concentrates upon her love a f f a i r  w i th  Antony or, conversely, t ha t  

she manipulates h i s  every act, unmindful o f  the f a c t  t h a t  she and her s ta te  

are being wh i r l ed  headlong i n t o  a confrontat ion between the two giants of 

power. The experience comnon t o  everyone who re la tes  t o  Antony on the 

personal o r  p o l i t i c a l  l eve l  --Ful via, Octavi us, Octavi a, and Cleopatra her- 

se l f - - i s  an Antony res i s tan t  t o  any comni tment o r  agreement t h a t  does not 

o r ig ina te  w i t h  him o r  does not r e f l e c t  h i s  own inc l ina t ions ,  and Actium 



w i l l  demonstrate t h i s  charac te r i s t i c  even more v i v i d l y  and s t rongly  on the 

m i l i t a r y  leve l .  I am unable t o  c r e d i t  Cleopatra as e i t h e r  the mot ivat ing 

force behind o r  the i nsp i ra t i on  for  a l l  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  manoeuvering. Nor 

can I bel ieve tha t  Antony's contempt f o r  Octavius e f f ec t s  a s ta te  o f  

euphoria o r  complacent blindness i n  a Cleopatra who has learned by experi - 
ence t ha t  nothing i n  l i f e  i s  secure and t h a t  a l l  plans are subject  t o  the 

unexpected. 

What i s  most not iceable about the re la t ionsh ip  between Antony and 

Cleopatra a f t e r  h i s  r e tu rn  t o  Egypt i s  the subt le  change i n  Cleopatra's 

personal i ty  . He i s  back, but on h i s  own terms. Just  as pol i t i c a l  l y  she 

has no choice, Cleopatra i s  r e a l i s t  enough t o  understand t h a t  e i t h e r  she 

w i  11 reconci le he rse l f  t o  what i s  and t r y  t o  inf luence a f f a i  r s  f o r  the 

good o f  Egypt, o r  she w i l l  stand on i n j u red  pride, f o r f e i t  a l l ,  and leave 

Egypt completely t o  Antony's care. I t  has c l ea r l y  been a time o f  soul- 

searching and res ignat ion t o  the t r u t h  o f  her own words: "Antony / W i  1 l be 

himsel fu ( I . i .42) .  The aggressive Fulv ia had loved him, quarre l led w i t h  

him, l o s t  him; the meek Octavia, d u t i f u l l y  lov ing  and obedient, could not 

hold him. Cleopatra loves him; i n  the past she def ied and challenged him-- 

and l o s t  him. He i s  back but  she knows tha t  she can eas i l y  lose him again; 

f o r  Antony, i t  seems, removes himsel f  from the presence o f  whatever appears 

t o  threaten him or f a i  1s t o  r e f l e c t  h i s  own intense self-esteem. With h i s  

return, the dynamic Cleopatra disappears; i n  her stead we have a Cleopatra 

who " I n  each t h i n g  g i v e l s ]  him way, crossles] him i n  nothing" ( 1 . i i i  .9). 

To be worthy of Antony, Cleopatra t r i e s  t o  be everything she thinks he most 

admired i n  the ~ t h e r  two women. 



The Act i  um fi asco makes t h i s  po in t  very we1 1 : there we f i n d  not  

Cleopatra , but  a Cleopatra-Ful v i  a-Octavi a. Her response t o  Enobarbus : "I 

w i l l  be even w i t h  thee, doubt i t  not"  ( 1 I I . v i i  - 1 )  i s  the threat  o f  the 

impotent. And however v a l i d  h i s  objections t o  her presence i n  the ba t t l e ,  

he i s  a "so ld ie r  only"  who inso len t l y  takes a queen t o  task ( I 11  . v i i  .6-9); 

however def iant  Cleopatra's "Sink Rome . . . I w i l l  not  stay behind" 

( I 11  . v i i  . l5-9),  she i s  a queen who stoops t o  explain her behaviour t o  him. 

She makes one b i t i n g  comnent upon Antony's slack preparations f o r  the 

b a t t l e :  "Celer i ty  i s  never more admir'd / Than by the negl igent"  ( I 11  . v i i .  

24) and then subsides. To equal o r  outdo Fulv ia she w i l l  go i n t o  ba t t l e ;  

t h i s  i s  a repudiat ion o f  her past acknowledgement, by means o f  her a l l i -  

ances, t ha t  she i s  not a war r io r  queen; i t  i s  a dangerous transference i n t o  

actual pract ice o f  what, u n t i l  now, has been a r e l a t i v e l y  harmless ac t ing  

out o f  the male ro le .  'Like Octavia, she y i e l ds  t o  h i s  author i ty ,  echoes 

h i s  decision t o  f i g h t  by sea, "By sea, what e lse?" ( I I I . v i i . 2 8 ) ,  i s  s i l e n t  

on h i s  makeshift s t rategy by which a possible sea defeat w i l l  be o f f s e t  by 

an easy land v ic tory ;  she i s ,  apparently, b l i n d  t o  the dangers inherent i n  

a d iv ided comnand. We can hardly f a u l t  her; Antony's male advisers, unable 

t o  inf luence him, a lso y i e l d  t o  h i s  wishes. * 
Following Actium she weeps, begs h i s  forgiveness, "Forgive my fea r fu l  

s a i l s !  I l i t t l e  thought / You would have followed" ( I I I .x i .55-6) ,  accepts 

h i s  censure and h i s  transference t o  her o f  a1 1 respons ib i l i t y  f o r  the loss 

they have suffered. Gone i s  the f i e r y  Cleopatra who would have sharply 

reminded him t h a t  i n  h i s  acceptance o f  Octavius' challenge t o  f igh t  by sea 

he had l o s t  through h i s  own fo l l y ,  and who would have re jected ou t r i gh t  the 
* 



myth, "Thy beck might f r o m  the bidding of the gods / Cornnand me" (111 .x i  .60), 

w i th  which he deceives himself,  assuages h i s  gui 1 t y  conscience and soothes 

h i s  hu r t  pr ide.  

We can understand the anger o f  Antony's fo l lowers : "You ribaudred nag 

of Egypt,-- / Whom leprosy o'ertake!" ( 111. x.lO), but  not  Antony's accusa- 

t i on :  "0, whi ther hast thou l e d  me, Egypt?" ( I I I . x i . 51 ) .  Cleopatra has 

been betrayed by her fears, Antony by h i s  irnpulsi ve and thoughtless ac t  i n  

fo l lowing her. A1 though I am not  sure Cleopatra he rse l f  does not see t h i s  

as her f a i l u r e  t o  l i v e  up t o  Antony's expectations, surely we are s t re tch-  

i n g  the po in t  t o  see t h i s  as Cleopatra's betrayal  o f  Antony. Ba r ro l l  

comnents upon Antony's remarks about Fulv i  a 's  "spi ri t," her "shrewdness 

o f  pol  i c y  , " and her "garboi 1 s " : 

It i s  c lear  from such remarks, and espec ia l ly  i n  
contrast  w i t h  Anthony's [ s i c ]  a t t i  tude towards 
the meek Octavia, t h a t  he admires Fu lv ia  f o r  her 
aggressive qua1 i t ies ,  f o r  even a k ind o f  mar t ia l  
i n t r e  i d i t y  o f  the type tha t  he respects i n  him- 
s e l f .  87 

I f  Cleopatra's purpose a t  Actium was t o  gain f o r  he rse l f  a l i k e  approval 

f r o m  Antony, she has f a i l e d  miserably. MacCallum makes the po in t  tha t  "it 

i s  qu i t e  natural  t h a t  Cleopatra, a queen and daughter o f  kings, should, i n  

a presumptuous mood, i n s i s t  on being present . . . on leading her own s i x t y  

ships . . . no less natural  t ha t  amid the actual horrors o f  war . . . [she] 

should be seized w i t h  panic and take f l i gh t . "28  And a1 though Enobarbus 

speaks o f  Antony as being "the mered question" ( 1 I I . x i i i  . l o ) ,  i t  i s  by no 

means c lear  t h a t  Cleopatra does not see herse l f  as the focus o f  Octavius' 

wrath: "A charge we bear i' the war, / And as the president of nly kingdom 

w i l l  / Appear {here f o r  a man" (11I.vi i .16-8). L.J. M i l l s t  conments upon 



what has happened a t  Actium are no less caustic and condemnatory for being 

posed as questions : 

I s  her leaving the b a t t l e  a t  the c r i t i c a l  po in t  
a tes t  o f  Antony, t o  see whether the p o l i t i c a l  
leader o r  the lover  i s  stronger i n  him? Does she 
fear t ha t  m i  1 i tary success and p o l i t i c a l  ~s te ry  
would be a dangerous r i v a l  t o  her charms? 

And Schwartz observes: "But tha t  i s  a momentary l i e  I t h a t  she d id  not think 

Antony would fol 1 ow her]. She wanted him t o  f o l  low, perhaps w i  thout being 

f u l l y  aware o f  i t .  I t  i s  her way o f  keeping him from the world's great 

snare. "30 Both M i l l s  and Schwartz seem t o  f ind a Cleopatra who i s  not only 

vain and sel f ish,  but incredibly stupid as wel l .  Are we seriously t o  

believe that  Cleopatra has some i d i o t i c  view o f  a war and a world that  w i l l  

simply disappear i f  only she can have Antony tu rn  h is  back upon both? that 

Octavi us and h is  forces w i l l  qu ie t l y  re turn home i f  only Antony does not 

f ight? o r  that  she i s  unaware o f  what i s  a t  stake here--her own kingdom as 

wel l  as Antony's power and prestige? Even if we ignore the queen i n  

Cleopatra and concentrate upon the woman, there i s  no textual evidence t o  

j u s t i f y  an assumption tha t  she would have him renounce everything she most 

admires i n  him: "the greatest so ld ier  o f  the world" (1 . i  ii .38). Nor can I 

f i n d  support f o r  Stampfer's view: "Without her, he would ru le  Rome; because 

o f  her, he w i l l  soon die. 1131 

The Thidias incident (which I shal l  discuss l a t e r  i n  more de ta i l )  i s  

another example o f  a scene i n  which c r i t i c s  j u s t i f y  o r  excuse Antony's 

abuse o f  her by turning t o  h is  advantage circumstantial evidence that  i s ,  

a t  best, only marginally against her.32 Cleopatra i s  i n  no posi t ion t o  

refuse admittance t o  t h i s  arrogant messenger o r  t o  t rea t  him wi th the 
@ 



contempt he deserves : he i s  an extension o f  Octavi us from whom she wants "the 

c i r c l e  o f  Ptolemies f o r  her he i rsn  ( 1 I I . x i i  . l 8 ) .  But Antony, insens i t i ve  t o  

a1 1 but  h i s  own loss, h i s  own desires, adds abuse t o  the i n s u l t  she has 

already endured f r o m  the sleazy Thidias, by venting upon her a l l  h i s  pent-up 

anger and f r us t ra t i on .  Emotionally and s p i r i t u a l l y  , Cleopatra i s  subjected 

t o  the whipping t h a t  i s  administered phys ica l ly  t o  Thidias . That Antony i s  

d istraught does not mean tha t  he does not  be l ieve exact ly  what he says; 

indeed h i s  abuse confirms a l l  t h a t  h i s  betrayal o f  her i n  Rome has already 

comnunicated t o  her as h i s  opinion o f  her: she i s  a "boggier" and a "morsel, 

co ld  upon / Dead Caesar's trencher: nay, you were a fragment / O f  Gnaeus 
.1 

Pompey's . . . " ( 1 I I . x i i i  . l l O ,  116-8). Cleopatra submits qu ie t l y ;  there 

are no reproaches, no recriminations, no resor t  t o  crude and vulgar language 

i n  an attempt t o  wound him even as he wounds her. Riemer f inds tha t  she 

"casts aside any suggestion o f  her g u i l t  w i th  an extravagant oath . . . 
( 1 I I . x i i i  .159-67). Her rhe to r i c  has the desired e f f e c t  on Antony, and once 

more he capi tu lates . . . . "33 Harley Granvi 1 le-Barker asks : "Can we detect, 

though, a new contempt f o r  Antony as she watches him, h i s  fury  g lu t ted  by 

the torment o f  the wretched envoy? She might respect him more had he flogged 

her! I s  there . . . i n  her wealth o f  protests, something o f  the g l i b  

f a l s i t y  o f  sated ardor?"34 But Cleopatra has been flogged, and more savagely 

than by the physical "torment" poured upon Thidias: Antony's words have 

conveyed t o  her h i s  feel ings o f  contempt, h i s  convict ion o f  her unworthi- 

ness--which she had already accepted, despite a l l  she knows o f  Antony's 

unfi tness t o  pass such a judgement o f  her. G. Wilson Knight f inds tha t  

"She i s  another De l i l ah  t o  h i s  Samson, man again i s  betrayed by woman's 



cheating 1 ure. "35 Traci ' s view i s qui t e  the opposi t e  : "by t h i  s poi n t  i n 

the play Antony i s  f oo l i sh  not  t o  know her be t t e r  . . . than t o  th ink she 

would bow t o  Octavius, espec ia l ly  through 'one t ha t  t i e s  h i s  po in ts '  

(1.157). "36 Cantor f inds t ha t  Cleopatra "has the opportuni t y  o f  betraying 

him i n  order t o  win the favor o f  Octavius ( I 11  . x i i i  . ) ,  and her p o l i t i c  

handling o f  the s i t u a t i o n  c a l l s  f o r t h  from Antony a jealous rage t h a t  

exact ly  para1 l e l s  hers I i n  the messenger scene] . . . the t rouble w i t h  deeds 

i s  t h a t  they are anbiguous . . . open t o  being misinterpreted."37 

Cleopatra accepts defeat qu ie t l y ;  there are none o f  Antony's b i t t e r  

outbursts o f  regre t  and anger. Perhaps t h i s  i s  what encourages c r i  t i c s  t o  

forget  a l l  t h a t  she has l o s t :  her crown and her kingdom. Antony, i n  h i s  

concentration upon h i s  own losses, o f f e r s  ne i ther  comfort nor love. Yet she 

remains loya l  and supportive; indeed, she i s  l ov i ng l y  protect ive,  cautioning 

Enobarbus t o  s i lence , " P r i  thee, peace, " 1 es t Antony overhear Enobarbus ' 

outspoken condemnation o f  Antony ' s behavi our a t  Ac t i  um--a1 though Enobarbus ' 

judgement o f  where the f a u l t  f o r  Actium l i e s  exonerates her ( 1 I I . x i i i  .3-12). 

Cleopatra has not  been b l i n d  t o  Antony's fau l t s ;  she loves him i n  s p i t e  o f  

them. She has i m p l i c i t  f a i t h  i n  h i s  war r io r  qua l i t i es ,  i n  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  

conduct a war; i n  t h i s  she e r rs .  Whatever she knows o f  h i s  weaknesses pales 

t o  ins ign i f icance as she watches him i n  defeat; he does not bear i t  nobly. 

Even more degrading i s  the spectacle o f  Antony stooping t o  h i s  serving men; 

f o r  the sake of "one other  gaudy n igh t "  (111 .x i  i .183) he pleads f o r  "two 

hours" o f  t h e i r  service. It i s  a break w i t h  "decorum" tha t  offends her 

roya l ty :  "What means t h i s ? "  and "What does he mean?" can only c a l l  i n t o  

question Antony:s behaviour, since h i s  words can leave no doubt as t o  t h e i r  



meaning. But as MacCall um points out, Cleopatra "cl ings t o  him, encourages 

him, arms him, i s  proud o f  him.''m Occasionally the old, analy t ic  Cleopatra 

surfaces: "Celer i ty i s  never more admir'd than by the negligent" and "that 

he and Caesar might / Determine th i s  great war i n  a single f i g h t !  / Then 

Antony-- ; but now-- We1 1 , on" ( I V .  i v .  36-8), but her m i  sgi v i  ngs are never 

comnunicated t o  Antony. While there seems to  be w i th in  her an inner 

strength tha t  sustains her through Antony's mist rust  and her defeat, she 

i s  also weak, submissive, and insecure. She seeks comfort from Enobarbus: 

" Is  Antony, o r  we i n  f a u l t  f o r  t h i s? "  ( I I I . x i i i . 3 ) ;  and fear fu l  o f  the 

raging-mad Antony, turns t o  one whose advice she had previously scorned 

( 1 . i i i )  and obeys Charmian's "To the monument, / There lock yoursel f  and 

send him word you are dead" ( IV.x i i i .3-4) .  From the time o f  Antony's return 

t o  her, Cleopatra seems t o  lose a l l  power t o  res is t ,  and control o f  her 

l i f e  passes t o  others while she meekly follows t h e i r  lead. 

O f  Cleopatra we could say tha t  she has been "more beloving than 

belov'd" ( I . i i  .22 ) .  There can be no doubt o f  the desolation she feels a t  

Antony's death: "Oh, Antony, / Antony, Antony!" (IV.xv.12). As I have 

pointed out, i t  i s  only through Cleopatra tha t  Antony's death receives the 

royal touch; she i s  h i s  f i n a l  solace, confirming a l l  t ha t  he believes o f  

h is  past glory and h i s  present valour. To Cleopatra, Antony i s  f it cohort 

for the gods. This i s  the image o f  Antony tha t  she cherishes, now and l a t e r  

i n  speaking o f  him t o  Dollabella (Y . i i  .82-92). Never does Cleopatra reduce 

that  image to  the r e a l i t y  o f  Antony, the mean, small man that  Shakespeare 

depicted. She loves her Antony; that  he i s ,  f o r  the most part ,  an i l l u s i o n  

she only obliquely admits: "Think you there was, o r  might be such a man / 



As t h i s  I dreamt of?" (V . i i  .93). Cleopatra's Antony was magnificent. 

Shakespeare's Antony reduced a1 1 men t o  h i s  own dimensions; Cleopatra 

elevates him t o  hew.  

Cleopatra w i t h  Octavi us : a Preface 
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leopatra 's death and the delay t ha t  

preceded her  death. Part o f  the problem l i e s  i n  the f a c t  t h a t  opinion has 

been so sharply div ided about the play i t s e l f :  i s  t h i s  tragedy? For those 

who answer t h a t  i t  i s ,  there has never been the l e a s t  doubt t ha t  i t  i s  the 

tragedy o f  Antony. The question then i s  : how t rag i c  were the consequences 

o f  Antony's f a l l ?  His n o b i l i t y  i s  unquestionable only i f  we r e s t r i c t  the 

meaning o f  n o b i l i t y  t o  "one o f  h igh rank," but  the unal terable f a c t  i s  t ha t  

Antony's was not a character o f  excellence corrupted and destroyed by h i s  

passion f o r  Cleopatra. Antony's character was such t h a t  he must inev i tab ly  

sel f -destruct ,  and Cleopatra was not the determining f ac to r  i n  tha t  ru in .  

Shakespeare depicted an Antony who took h i s  own measure when he i ns i s ted  

t ha t  he had l o s t  t o  a "boy." The tragedy o f  Antony was not  t ha t  he f e l l ,  

but  t ha t  he ever rose t o  so high a pos i t ion  t ha t  he could play "wi th  the 

world as Ihe]  pleas'd" (I11 . x i  .64). His death released the Empire from a 

series o f  b i t t e r  struggles f o r  power t ha t  had, a f t e r  the assassination o f  

Caesar, so div ided i t  against i t s e l f ,  and s igna l led  the res to ra t ion  o f  order 

and un i ty .  I@ i s  impossible, then, t o  fee l  t ha t  t o  e i t h e r  the world o r  the 



Empire h i s  death represented a t r a g i c  loss.  But i t  i s  an inescapable f a c t  

t h a t  Antony mattered very much t o  Cleopatra: through arrogance and bungling, 

he brought her t o  ru in;  h i s  death, i n  and o f  i t s e l f  not  a loss o f  great 

s i  gni f i  cance , achieves t r ag i c  s ta ture only i n and through Cleopatra , f o r  

by i t  she was p rec ip i ta ted  i n t o  Octavius' power. The po in t  I wish t o  

emphasize i s  t ha t  the tragedy i s  Cleopatra's, and Act V i s  ne i ther  an 

anomaly nor superfluous unless the Roman myth o f  Cleopatra has been confused 

w i t h  Shakespeare's r e a l i t y .  There i s  nothing i n  the Cleopatra o f  Act V t ha t  9 

i s  d i r e c t l y  opposed t o  the Cleopatra Shakespeare depicted a t  the beginning 

of the play. Freed f r o m  Antony's dominance, the e f f i c i e n t  Cleopatra we had 

f i r s t  k n w n  emerged t o  salvage what she could from the ru ins  o f  Antony's 

mismanagement. Cleopatra's kingdom, a1 1 she had, inc lud ing her chi 1 dren, 

her r i g h t  t o  govern and t o  designate a successor, passed t o  Octavius. To 

faul  t her f o r  s ins o f  omi ss i  on--for example, f o r  g iv ing  no thought t o  her 

chi  ldren--ei  ther  ones o f  which she was not  g u i l t y  o r  ones over which she 

had no control ,  i s  unjust; t o  f a u l t  her f o r  not  fo l lowing Antony imnediately 

i n  death i s  t o  misunderstand her completely: she was queen f i r s t ,  woman 

second. 

It i s  the concentration upon Cleopatra the woman tha t  i s  so misleading, 

so much a b a r r i e r  t o  our understanding o f  Shakespeare's Cleopatra the 

sovereign. Antony i s  dead; t o  dwell upon t h i s  personal loss when the 

a f f a i r s  o f  state-- the f a te  o f  Egypt and o f  her children--press so urgent ly 

upon her, would be sel f - indulgent negligence. Yet c r i t i c s  propose explana- 

t ions f o r  her death t h a t  deny both her sense of duty t o  her  o f f i c e  and her 

attempt t o  discharge her  r espons ib i l i t i es  f a i t h f u l l y  . Nevo, who claims t h a t  



Cleopatra "caused everything," sees her death as a means " to  vindicate the 

passion that  ruined the t r i p l e  p i l l a r  of the world," and finds i t  a "sel f -  

created spectacle" and "an apotheosis of sensuality. u39 Traversi f inds that  

t h e i r  l i f e  together, however discreditable, has become exalted i n  her 

memory, and Cleopatra's "decisions are directed t o  the assertion o f  that  

' n o b i l i t y '  which i s  her only remaining refuge from the awareness o f  t o t a l  

ruin. "40 Both Bradley and kcCal lum conclude that  she i s  driven t o  death 

by thoughts of the triumph.41 Champion i s  but one o f  many c r i t i c s  who sense 

Antony's s p i r i t  pervading the f ina l  act, supporting and insp i r ing  Cleopatra 

so tha t  she w i l l  face death wi th  "both courage and d igni ty .  "42 These 

explanations--and t h i s  i s  not t o  deny the tremendous inf luence that  dread of 

the triumph exercised upon Cleopatra's thoughts--0versimpli f y  o r  misrepre- 

sent what happens i n  Act. V. 

Cleopatra w i  t h  Octavi us 

With Antony's death, a l l  i s  finished; the defeat i s  t o t a l  and i r rever -  

s ible.  Cleopatra's response to  Antony's death, "shal l  I abide / I n  t h i s  Y 

d u l l  world, whlch i n  thy absence i s  / No bet te r  than a sty?" (IV.xv.60-2), 

expresses both her fee l ing  o f  deep loss and the i n tens i t y  o f  her love for 

him. Then i f  her death were, as some c r i t i c s  i ns i s t ,  motivated en t i re l y  

by her love f o r  him and by her desire t o  be reunited wi th  him, surely such 

motives w i l l  never carry a greater impetus t o  act than when she i s  most 

receptive t o  them: during her few moments o f  weak submission t o  her gr ief .  

But she does not choose t o  act. Indeed, i n  these moments she has been 
* 



No more but e'en a woman, and comnded 
By such poor passion as the maid tha t  milks 
And does the meanest chares . ( 1V.x~. 72-5) 

This i s  behaviour unbecoming t o  a queen, and she reminds hersel f  o f  what 

would have been more appropriate: "it were f o r  me / To throw n\y sceptre a t  

the in jur ious gods" (IV. xv.75-6). Cleopatra's impatience wi th  and her con- 

tempt f o r  her emotional weakness are evident i n  her imnediate assertion o f  

her strength and her royal ty,  her unwillingness t o  submit meekly even t o  the 

w i l l  o f  the gods. I can f i n d  no support, e i t he r  i n  t h i s  o r  i n  anything else 

that  follows, for Goddard's claim that  Cleopatra divests hersel f  o f  her 

royal ty  t o  become the hunblest o f  Bradley's view: "We should 

marvel a t  her less and love her more i f  she loved him more--loved him wel l  

enough t o  fol low him a t  once t o  death . . . ," carr ies a punit ive undertone 

towards th i s  woman he sees as Antony's destroyer.44 For surely Cleopatra's 

behaviour towards Antony has l e f t  her under no g u i l t y  compulsion t o  prove 

by death the love she has already demonstrated t o  the l i v i n g  Antony: both 

Hami 1 ton and MacCall um comnent upon her tenderness t o  Antony, her strength, 

and her love f o r  and l oya l t y  t o  him.45 Rose speaks o f  Cleopatra's emotional 

view o f  the purpose o f  power as something tha t  lends grandeur t o  the passions 

o f  kings and queens; i t  ennobles. "The loss o f  Antony s t r i p s  her o f  t h i s  4+ 

ennobl i ng royal t y  . "46 This i s  a denial o f  the royal ty  t ha t  i s  an innate 

par t  o f  Cleopatra, independent o f  Antony and o f  power, asserted repeatedly 

throughout the play, but pa r t i cu la r l y  i n  t h i s  f i n a l  act  a f t e r  Antony's death. 

This qua1 i t y  i s  never more evident than i n  her re-emergence as the queen, 

i n  comnand o f  hersel f ,  pragmatic i n  her sumnary o f  t h e i r  s i tuat ion:  "A1 1 Is  

but naught" (IY.xv.78), decisive as t o  how she w i l l  resolve i t :  "we have no 



f r i end  / But resolut ion,  and the b r i e fes t  end" (IV.xv.90-1). What i s  o f  
$ 

s igni f icance here i s  the disappearance o f  the Cleopatra who, i n  fear  o f  the 

raging Antony, meekly obeyed Charmian's "To the monument," and who, wh i le  

there, sought comfort : 

Cleopatra: 0 Charmian, I w i l l  never go from hence. 
Charmi an: Be comforted, dear madam. ( IV.  xv. 1-2) 

Now i t  i s  she who i s  the source o f  strength, she who o f f e r s  solace: "Good 

s i r s ,  take heart"  (IV.xv.85). 

Her long s t rugg le  t o  maintain her s t a te  has come t o  a close: "Our lamp 

i s  spent, i t ' s  out "  (IV.xv.85); cont ro l  o f  her  l i f e  has passed from Antony 

t o  Octavius, "no f r iend"  t o  her  o r  t o  Egypt. It would be " so t t i sh "  t o  bear 

p a t i e n t l y  whatever he w i l l  demand o f  her; death, "what's brave, what's noble" .- 

(IV.xv.86), i s  her  only possible assert ion o f  her n o b i l i t y ;  over it, a t  

leas t ,  she s t i l l  has comnand. Her resolve t o  d i e  i s  f i r m .  Why then does 

she delay? Cer ta in ly  i t  i s  not  t o  fo l low Antony's advice: " O f  Caesar seek 

your honour, w i t h  your safe ty"  ( IV.  xv.46). C l  eopatra has a1 ready sampled 

Octavi us ' concept o f  her  honour: i f , b r i e f l y  , under the sway o f  Antony ' s 

expansive and misplaced se l  f-confidence, she had forgot ten the examples o f  

Pompey and Lepidus, Octavius ' demand t ha t  she "From Egypt d r i ve  her  a1 l- 

disgraced f r iend,  / O r  take h i s  l i f e  there" ( I I I . x i i . 2 2 - 3 )  served as a 

sharp reminder. Each i n  h i s  tu rn  had i d e n t i f i e d  h i s  in te res ts  w i th  Octavi us ' 

in te res ts ,  and each had done Octavius' work f o r  him: Pompey t o  r i d  the sea 

o f  p i ra tes ,  Lepidus t o  he lp  defeat Pompey. Each i n  h i s  t u rn  had been 

s t r ipped o f  a1 1 power by Octavi us. And Antony, i n  at tending t o  the Parthian 

menace, had a l so  served Octavius' in terests ;  now, h i s  usefulness ended, 

Antony i s  the one remaining obstacle t o  Octavius' assumption o f  supreme 



power. Cleopatra could hardly ignore that  sequence o f  events o r  f a i l  t o  

note that,  under the guise of serving her own interests,  she i s  being ca l led 

upon, i n  her turn, t o  service Octavius' in terests .  Cleopatra i s  not stupid. Y 

O f  her Octavius demands the basest behaviour, t o  her he promises nothing: 

"This if she perform / She sha l l  not sue unheard" ( I  I 1  . x i i  .23-4). I f  there 

are doubts about Cleopatra's in tegr i ty ,  surely there can be none about her 

sanity: t o  dr ive away o r  k i l l  Antony, her only hope o f  reversing her losses, 

would be the act o f  a fool .  

This i s  not simply conjecture; a review o f  her s i tua t ion  a t  tha t  par t ic-  

u l  a r  time could lead her t o  no other conclusion : i t i s  one th ing t o  sue f o r  

peace on honourable terms, Antony t o  l i v e  i n  Egypt o r  as a pr ivate man i n  

Athens ( I11  . x i i  .ll, 15), and f o r  Cleopatra "the c i r c l e  o f  the Ptolemies f o r  

her hei rs"  ( 1 I I . x i i  . l8 ) ,  qu i te  another t o  capi tulate on the most despicable 

terms. For one thing, Cleopatra loves Antony; but t h i s  personal considera- 

t i o n  aside,'a review o f  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  and m i l i t a r y  posi t ion w i l l  not con- 

vince her tha t  she and Antony are e n t i r e l y  helpless. On the day o f  h i s  

victory, Antony w i l l  f i e l d  troops o f  s u f f i c i e n t  strength and mett le t o  

rout Octavius' forces; even on the day o f  f i n a l  defeat, Antony w i l l  s t i l l  

have a t  h i s  coinnand a land army (IV.x.4-6) and, u n t i l  i t s  desertion, the 

Egyptian navy. It i s  cer ta in ly  doubtful that  Cleopatra i s  aware o f  the f u l l  

extent o f  t h e i r  diminished s trength--as I have said, Antony was conspicuously 

s i l e n t  on h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  "do' t  a t  land" and about h is  prec ip i ta te action i n  

dismissing a large number o f  t h e i r  supporters. And, while Cleopatra can 

understand the dangerously destructive consequences o f  Antony's intense and 

increasing subm~ssion t o  se l f -p i t y  and bi t terness and of h i s  insistence upon 



remembering the past rather than the present, i n  her view t h i s  i n i t i a l  

reaction t o  shameful f l i g h t  and defeat must surely y i e l d  t o  the greater 

force of necessi ty--and indeed i t  does i n  t ime ,  as Antony 's v ic to ry  dernon- 

strates. Further, Cleopatra, contrary t o  her own c o m n  sense and t o  

Enobarbus ' candi d opi n i  on that  the responsi b i  1 i t y  f o r  Acti um rests w i  t h  

Antony, "Antony only, that  would make h i s  w i l l  / Lord o f  h i s  reason" 

( I I I. xi  i i .3-4),  has been manoeuvered i n t o  accepting blame f o r  what happened 

there: therefore, her f a i t h  i n  Antony's a b i l i t i e s  t o  conduct a war i s  not 

completely shaken; that  Antony may have b r i e f l y  and disastrously abandoned 

h is  know1 

Final ly,  

especi a1 1, 

once the 

edge and experience does not mean tha t  he has l o s t  those strengths. 

Cleopatra knows that  i n  her choice o f  Antony a t  Cydnus , and 

y i n  Antony's return t o  Egypt, she has become i d e n t i f i e d  wi th  him; 

opposing sides were drawn, she as we1 1 as Antony became, i n  the .$ 

view o f  the implacable Octavius, the enemy. Octavius does not intend t o  

negotiate terms, he means t o  impose them; t o  y i e l d  t o  him would be as much 

a disservice t o  hersel f  as i t  would be t o  Antony. 

Exactly what she could expect o f  Octavius was fur ther  reenforced by 

the "cunning" and unctuous Thi d i  as : discourteous t o  her royal presence, 

speaking o f  betrayal o f  Antony, inqui r ing "Shall I say t o  Caesar / What you 

require of him?" ( 1 I I . x i i i  .65-6), and in t ruding upon her "To give me grace 

t o  lay  / My duty t o y o u r  hand" ( I I I . x i i i . 8 1 ) .  Only the fac t  that  she i s  i n  

the weakest possible posi tion--defeat--from which t o  conduct the del icate 

negotiations she hopes t o  undertake wi th  Octavius, and her concern not t o  

al ienate Octavius by way of h i s  envoy, could possibly res t ra in  Cleopatra's 

rage and disgqst. For Thidias presumes too far ;  he set  himself, not j us t  



as the equal of a queen, but as someone above a queen i n  tha t  he proceeds t o  

i ns t ruc t  her i n  ready excuses: she has embraced Antony not "As you d id  love, 

but as you fear 'd  him" and he speaks o f  the "scars upon your honour" as 

"constrained blemishes" (I 11. x i  i i .57-9), thus c lear ly  making a point  o f  her 

" fa l len state" and implying tha t  betrayal of Antony i s  nothing more than a 

simple s h i f t  o f  landlords : 

I t  much would please him, 
That o f  h i s  fortune you should make a s t a f f  
To lean upon. But i t  would warm h i s  s p i r i t s  
To hear from me you had l e f t  Antony, 
And put yoursel f  under h is  shroud, 
The universal landlord. (111 . x i i i  .67-72) 

It i s  impossible t o  avoid a sense of Thidias act ing i n  a double capacity: 

t o  serve h i s  own in terests  sexually i f  events should so reward him, and a t  

the same time t o  speak for Octavius as i f  Octavius sought her as mistress. 

There i s  nothing subt le about t h i s  "feeder," insolent ly  i nsu l t i ng  to  her 

in te l l igence and t o  her person, gross i n  what he suggests of her "easy 

v i r tue"  and, presumably, re f l ec t i ng  h i s  master's view o f  Cleopatra: she 

has been treated, not l i k e  a queen, but l i k e  a whore. Cleopatra has no 

i l l us ions  about Octavius ' intent ions t o  negotiate f o r  her "honour, wi th  

Zher] safety" o r  f o r  her retent ion o f  power. Yet, having l o s t  the only 

th ing (Antony) i n  which Octavi us has expressed the leas t  in te res t  as a 

basis f o r  discussion o f  her su i t ,  she delays her suicide. 

Lee f inds tha t  "Antony i s  s t i l l  a determining force i n  Cleopatra's 

every 1 i v i  ng moment. She creates her own b e l i e f  i n  a f igure o f  her own 

imagination, and, holding t o  th is ,  gains the strength t o  face death."47 

But as Ridley points out, a f t e r  her "moment o f  exal tat ion" Cleopatra seems 

not t o  concentkte upon Antony : the triumph, "--not a word o f  Antony," i s  



her reason f o r  her  attempted suicide; "she pays t r i b u t e  t o  Antony" i n  speak- 

i n g  o f  him t o  Dol label la,  but  makes no f u r t he r  mention o f  him u n t i l  she 

describes t o  I r a s  "the degradi ng c i  rcums tances o f  Caesar's i ntended tri umph" 

and t h i s  i s  a f t e r  she has already despatched Charmian t o  arrange f o r  the 

asps.48 This i s  hardly the image of a "determining force" i n  her l i f e  o r  

o f  a means t o  her gaining "strength t o  face death. " Her delay cannot be 

explained i n  t h i s  way. Nor i s  it, as Ribner suggests, t o  experience a 

s p i r i t u a l  regeneration i n  which she becomes aware o f  her " l u s t "  and seeks 

i n  death an "expiat ion f o r  her fonner s in .  "49 Cleopatra never once suggests 

t ha t  she has regrets about her l i f e  w i th  Antony; she has not  been motivated 

by " l us t "  but  by love f o r  Antony and by p o l i t i c a l  necessity ; she wanted 

marriage w i th  Antony, not t o  remove a b l o t  o f  "s in"  bu t  because i t  would 

have been h i s  formal acknowledgement, t o  her and t o  the world, o f  h i s  love 

and respect f o r  her. To Cleopatra Antony represented, i n  a very rea l  sense, 

her se l f - sac r i f i ce  f o r  Egypt: t o  accept back i n t o  her l i f e  the man who he ld  

her up t o  the scorn and r i d i c u l e  o f  every pet ty  r u l e r  who ever aspired t o  

her hand and her state,  the man i n  whose view she was unworthy t o  be h i s  

wife, was a humbling experience i n  which only her love f o r  Egypt and f o r  

Antony could have sustained her. The t e x t  o f f e r s  no support f o r  Ribner's , , 
view. Cleopatra's regeneration has been o f  qu i t e  a d i f f e r e n t  k ind:  a 

reassert ion of her o l d  habi ts o f  analysis, decision, and determined act ion 

i n  a d i f f i c u l t  s i tua t ion .  And s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  as she assumes the royal  

manner o f  comnand, even her a t t i t u d e  towards Octavius' emissaries also 

undergoes a change: there i s  ne i ther  tolerance nor conc i l i a t i on  i n  the 

Cleopatra who greets Proculieus. She states her reservations about him, 



asserts her royal ty,  and repeats the request she has already made o f  

Octavius ( I I I . x i i i . 1 8 ) :  

An tony 
Did t e l l  me o f  you, bade me t r u s t  you, but 
I do not great ly care t o  be deceiv'd 
That have no use f o r  t rust ing.  I f  your master 
Would have a queen h is  beggar, you must t e l l  him, 
That majesty, t o  keep decorum, must 
No less beg than a kingdom: if he please 
To give me conquer'd Egypt f o r  my son, 
He gives me so much o f  mine awn, as I 
M i l  1 kneel t o  him wi th thanks. (V.4 i -12-21) 

Her re jec t ion  o f  Antony ' s advi ce , "None about Caesar t r u s t  but Procul i eus " 

(IV.xv.48), seems t o  be vindicated when, even as Procul ieus stands before 

her, protest ing Octavius' "princely hand" and h i s  grace that  "flows over / 

On a l l  t ha t  need" (V . i i  .22-5). and speaking o f  Octavius' p i ty ,  she i s  taken 

captive. Her response t o  t h i s  perf idious act i s  an attempt t o  take her own 

l i f e ,  which prevented, she determines t o  e f fec t  by other means: "I w i l l  eat  

no meat, I ' 11 not drink . . . . I '1 1 not sleep neither. This mortal house 

I'll ru in"  (V . i i  .49-51). I n  her passionate appeal t o  death i s  another 

assert i  on o f  her royal t y  : 

Where a r t  thou, death? 
Come h i ther ,  come ; come, come, and take a queen 
Worth many babes and beggars ! (V. i i .46-8) 

As her thoughts turn t o  the triunph, she states qu i te  c lear ly  the d is t inc -  

t i o n  she draws between debasement o f  her s p i r i t  and her royal ty  and debase- 

ment o f  her body: 

Rather a d i t ch  i n  Egypt 
Be gentle grave onto me, rather on Ni lus'  mud 
Lay me stark-nak'd, and l e t  the water-f l  ies 
B low  me i n t o  abhorring; rather make 
Qy country's high pyramides w gibbet, 
And hang me up i n  chains. (V.ii.57-62) 

b 



The triumph represents a vileness beyond the ignominy o f  death i n  a di tch, 

on a gibbet, o r  that  conjured up by the ghastly imagery: " l e t  the water- 

f l i es  / Blow me i n t o  abhorring" (V. ii .59-60). 

There i s  no doubt that  thoughts o f  the triumph are i ns i s ten t l y  i n t ru -  

s i  ve upon her mind, worsening wi th  each recurrence, assault ing her s p i r i t  

and nobi 1 i t y  wi th  visions o f  an infanly she knows she cannot sumnon the 

for t i tude t o  bear. Certainly they convey t o  us her sense o f  desperate 

urgency and the c o n f l i c t  between her desire t o  escape such a degradation 

and her need t o  speak w i  t h  Octavi us, t o  "Look him i ' the face" ( V .  i i .32). 

Battenhouse, who ident i  f ies  Cleopatra wi th  the Apocalyptic har lo t  o f  

Revelation 17--she "has been mistress t o  three kingsu-- insists that  she 

"anbiguously i n v i t e I s  1 him IOctavius] t o  ' force '  her t o  be h is  mistress. I, 50 

I cannot agree w i th  t h i s  view, which i s  d i  r e c t l y  opposed t o  tha t  o f  R i  bner 

who also imposes Christ ian values on a Cleopatra who i s ,  Shakespeare makes 

clear, par t  o f  a pagan world and cul ture. Concentration upon the Roman view 

o f  Cleopatra the ha r lo t  blurs our v is ion o f  Shakespeare's sovereign: i t  was 

one thing t o  submerge s e l f  completely i n  Antony's desires, Antony's needs, 

i f  by so doing she could preserve a nation; only her love f o r  Antony made I 

t h i s  tolerable.  But without Octavius' assurance that  the crown w i  11 pass 

t o  her heirs, 1 t would be qui te  another matter t o  become the puppet play- 

th ing o f  the odious Octavius i n  order t o  preserve, not a nation, but an 

existence that  could be maintained on the most degrading terms. Then the 

balance between approval and disapproval , precariously mi nta i  ned wi th  an 

Antony who "loved" her, could only become even more uncertain. For 

Cleopatra the succession i s  the issue, the reason, the compelling motive 



f o r  her delayed suicide. The crown has been l o s t  t o  her forever, but t o  

have i t  f o r  her son she w i l l  "beg" ( I I I . x i i . l 8 ) ,  "kneel to "  (V.ii.21), 

and "obey" Octavius (V . i i  -31 ). It i s  a comnent upon Cleopatra's sense o f  

responsibi li t y  that  she w i  11 chance a degradation she fears so great ly i n  

order t o  attend t o  what i s  c lear ly  a matter o f  s tate and a concern for her 

son. 
J. 

What an enigma Cleopatra, a queen he thought o f  as a depraved "whore" 

without scruple o r  honour, must have been t o  Octavi us who had watched so 

many strong men y i e l d  t h e i r  "honour" t o  h is  cajolery. The b l i n d  arrogance 

of t h i s  man has never been more apparent than i n  h is  crude, "Which i s  the 

Queen of Egypt?" (V . i i  . l l 2 ) .  I n  h is  vulgar eagerness t o  demean her, he 

betrays himself u t te r l y ,  confirms a l l  she has suspected o f  him, shatters 

her hopes f o r  the crown, and destroys h i s  own expectations f o r  the triumph. 

He f i r s t  impresses upon her the grav i ty  o f  her offenses: the i n ju r i es  she 

has i n f l i c t e d  upon him are "wri t ten i n  our f lesh"; then h i s  own forg iv ing 

generosity : he w i  11 remember them as "things but done by chance," and the 

n o b i l i t y  o f  h i s  intent ions, "Which towards you are most gentleH (V. i i  . l l 7 -  

26). Having established h is  credentials, he holds out the lu re :  "you sha l l  

f i n d  / A benef i t  i n  t h i s  change" (V. i i  .126-7). From what concept o f  

"change" does Octavi us t r u s t  she w i l l  draw hope? a change i n  p o l i t i c a l  

support--a new a l l iance? i s  t h i s  an oblique suggestion f r o m  the se l f -  

righteous Octavius that  he sees himself as Antony's replacement, as her 

lover? o r  i s  i t  merely the re f l ec t i on  o f  Octavius' convict ion that  the 

"depraved" Cleopatra w i l l  so view i t  and from i t  gain a fa lse sense o f  

security? But from the moment o f  h is  v ic to ry  h is  mind has been f i xed  upon 
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leopat ra ,  then, Octavius i s  being 

i b e r a t e l y  and c r u e l l y  d e c e i t f u l  . For, as the  s u r f a c i n g  o f  h i s  ru th less -  

ness and v i  ndi  c t i  veness i ndi  cates , Octavi us w i  11 remember no th i  ng as "done 

by chance" 

. . . b u t  i f  you seek 
To l a y  on me a c r u e l t y ,  by t a k i n g  
Antony ' s  course, you s h a l l  bereave yourse l  f 
O f  my good purposes, and pu t  your  c h i l d r e n  
To t h a t  d e s t r u c t i o n  which I'll guard them from, 
I f  thereon you r e l y  . . . . ( V . i i  . lZ7-32) 

His t h r e a t  t o  he r  ch i l d ren ,  i n c l u d i n g  Caesar's son, h i n t s  a t  h i s  des i re  t o  

have an excuse t o  e l i m i n a t e  a  p o t e n t i a l  f u t u r e  t h r e a t  t o  h i s  own power--not 

the  choice o f  t he  "gent le "  Octavius, b u t  the  p a i n f u l  necess i ty  t h a t  

Cleopatra 's  obs t inacy  t h r u s t  upon him. C r i t i c s  have deplored Cleopatra ' s  

thought less d is regard  f o r  her  ch i  1  dren, i gnor i  ng completely the fac t  t h a t  

Cleopatra has c o n t r o l  over  nothing--except he r  own body, and t h a t  on ly  

b r i e f l y .  But l i k e  eve ry th ing  e lse ,  her  c h i l d r e n  have passed i n t o  the power 

o f  Octavius. They are  r e a l l y  no t  negot iab le ;  Octav ius '  record  i s  one of 

be t raya l  o f  everyone who ever  t r u s t e d  him: even i f  he stays h i s  hand before  

the tr iumph, her  s u f f e r i n g  and degradat ion are no guarantee t h a t  he w i l l  

s tay  i t  i n d e f i n i  te ly - -espec ia l  l y  i f  he i s  moved by f e a r  o f  o r  mal ice towards 

them. Always they would be a  c l u b  Octavius cou ld  h o l d  over  her ,  and she 

would be Octav ius '  means t o  c o n t r o l  them; each would be a  constant  source 

o f  danger t o  and f e a r f u l  m i s t r u s t  o f  the o the r .  But once she i s  dead, k i l l -  

i n g  he r  c h i l d r e n  would be an a c t  o f  senseless b r u t a l i t y  t h a t  cou ld  o f f e r  

Octavi us no th i  ng beyond personal s a t i s f a c t i o n  and the possi b i  1  i t y  o f  pub1 i c 

opprobr i  um. I agree w i t h  L loyd :  



Her concern f o r  maternity appears as ear ly  as the publ ic 
recognit ion o f  her chi ldren i n  the market place . . . . 
t o  convince Antony of her even greater love f o r  him, she 
wishes that  her chi ldren may perish i f  she does not love 
him. The demonstration would have no signi f icance were 
she o f fe r ing  t o  sacr i f i ce  anything less than her dearest. 
A t  t h i s  point  her "brave Egyptians a1 1 " are associated 
wi th  the "memory o f  my womb", so tha t  the concept o f  her 
maternity seems enlarged t o  include a1 1 her subjects, and 
the concept o f  queen i s  merged i n  tha t  o f  mother (I 11. 
x i i i  .159-64).51 

Surely Cleopatra could never have submitted to--indeed would not have so 

urgently desi red--this humil iat ing encounter unless driven by a desperate 

need t o  assure the future o f  her chi ldren and o f  Egypt. 

The incident o f  the treasure she t r i e s  t o  withhold from Octavius--the 

Seleucus i ncident--has been variously interpreted. Some c r i  t i c s  have v i  w e d  

t h i s  as Cleopatra's attempt t o  deceive Octavius i n t o  bel ieving that  she 

intends t o  l i v e .  Battenhouse, whose views I do not share, asks : by keeping 

back the tokens t o  induce L i v ia  and Octavia t o  mediate on her behalf, " Is  

she not implying tha t  as Caesar's mistress she would know how t o  m o l l i f y  

h is  wife and s is ter?"52 Lloyd's point  may be correct: "She w i l l  conceal her 

treasure f o r  them [her chi ldren] ; or  so we presume. "53 Whatever her mti ve, 

we can be cer ta in  only tha t  i t s  e f f e c t  upon Octavius i s  t o  confirm many o f  

h is  preconceived notions about her: she i s  stupid, clumsily foo l ish i n  her 

attempt t o  deceive him, and unable t o  insp i re  l oya l t y  i n  her own ministers. 

Octavius brushes aside her tentat ive opening o f  a self-defense. It i s  

hardly l i k e l y  tha t  her words, "Be i t  known, that  we, the greatest, are mis- 

thought / For things tha t  others do" (V. ii .175-6), are directed towards the 

Seleucus i ncident : Cleopatra has a1 ready stated speci f i  cal l y  tha t  Sel eucus ' 

f a u l t  was t o  "parcel the sum of my disgraces'' (V. i i  .l62)--merely a matter 
* 



o f  h i s  enumerating the treasure she held i n  reserve--and has alreacly 

admitted her own gui 1 t i n  having reserved "imnoment toys, things o f  such 

d ign i ty  / As we greet modern friends wi tha l "  (V.i i .l65-6). To seek exculpa- 

t i o n  by placing the blame--however deserving--upon Seleucus, a menial, 

would be a stooping act qu i te  unlike Cleopatra. For her words, "when we 

fa1 1 ," imply something o f  greater magnitude than a treasure withheld from 

a conquerer, and could be taken as her attempt t o  introduce the much more 

serious matter o f  j us t  where responsib i l i ty  f o r  t h i s  war wi th  Octavius l i es ;  

cer ta in ly  Cleopatra has been l e f t  t o  answer f o r  Antony 's "merits." But t h i s  

i s  a subject Octavius w i l l  avoid a t  a l l  costs; he del iberately concentrates 

upon the Seleucus a f f a i r  and prac t ica l l y  gushes wi th  understanding generos- 

i ty :  o f  the treasure reserved, " s t i  11 be ' t yours," and tender so l ic i tude:  

"make not your thoughts your prisons," f o r  t h i s  woman who i s  now a "dear 

queen" (V .  ii .179-84). Cleopatra i s  prepared nei ther t o  plead uselessly nor 

t o  stoop t o  condemning Antony. I n  any event, Cleopatra could t e l l  Octavi us 

nothing he does not already know o f  Antony. He knws that  he could not 

control Antony; no one could. He knows that  Cleopatra d id  not. Octavius 

i s  not prepared t o  confuse or  disturb the opinion he has o f  her, nor t o  

allow anything t o  a1 t e r  h i s  plans f o r  the triumph. Like Antony, he i s  

impervious t o  a l l  but h is  own desires. And there i s  about him the sugges- 

t i o n  o f  a v is ion o f  s e l f  that  i s  god-like i n  wisdom and i n  power: he w i  11 

mete out j u s t  punishment t o  t h i s  degenerate queen, and exact revenge f o r  

Antony's cruel re jec t ion  o f  Octavia and h is  presumptuous challenge t o  his,  

Octavius' , power. 
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It i s  a c m n t  upon Cleopatra's n o b i l i t y  and self-mastery that  she 

can so control hersel f  as she l i s tens  t o  Octavius' accusations, h is  l i es ,  

h is  threats, h i s  s l y  insinuations, and h i s  i nsu l t i ng  command that, l i k e  an 

animal, she content herself merely t o  "feed, and sleep" (V. i i ,186). She 

contents hersel f w i  t h  mockery : confesses--but does not repent o r  def i  ne 

what she views as feminine " f ra i l t iesu- - tha t  "I have / Been laden w i th  l i k e  

f r a i l t i e s ,  which before / Have often sham'd our sex" (V. ii .121-3); notes 

the transience of pawer and reminds him that  i t  i s  the o f f i ce ,  not the man, 

tha t  a t t rac ts  followers : "How pomp i s  fol low'd!  mine w i l l  now be yours, / 

And should we s h i f t  estates, yours w i l l  be mine" (V . i i  .lSO-1); points t o  the 

dual nature o f  comnand: i n  v ic tory  he achieves power and glory, "And may 

[take h i s  leave] through a l l  the world: ' t i s  yours, and we / Your scutcheons, 

and your signs o f  conquest shal l  / Hang i n  what place you please" (V. i i . 
133-5); but i n  defeat, he becomes the repository f o r  a l l  the nation's 

alleged offenses: "when we fa1 1, / We answer others' merits i n  our name" 

(V . i i  . l77). With mock h w i l i  t y  she inst ructs  him, scorns him. He i s  indeed 

"Fortune's knave" for he has won, not through unique warr ior qua l i t i es  o r  

personal valour, but purely by chance. It i s  a comnent upon Octavi us ' com- k 

placent i nsens i t i v i t y  and lack o f  n o b i l i t y  tha t  she could t rea t  him so. But 

feeding on the adulation she seem t o  o f f e r  him, he allows himself t o  be 

l u l l e d  i n t o  a false sense o f  her helplessness and o f  h i s  own power of per- 

suasion and conmand. Both Antony and Octavius have treated Cleopatra 

despicably; with the contempt that  in fer iors  reserve f o r  what they secret ly 

envy and cannot understand, they destroy her. Octavius knows what Cleopatra 

represents: " f o r  her 1 i f e  i n  Rome / Would be eternal t o  our triumph" (V. i .65). 



It i s  f i n a l l y  over. Octavius' dup l i c i t y  has removed any reservations 

Cleopatra may have had about her judgement o f  him. She has t r i e d  t o  f u l f i l  1 

her f i n a l  ob l igat ion t o  Egypt, has "lookled] him i ' the face" and has found 

an Octavius swollen wi th  pr ide and venom, i n  a mood o f  exultation, unwi l l ing 

t o  admit t o  the merits o f  any cause but h i s  own. Cleopatra could not make 

o f  the plea which, i n  i t s  refusal, could only a f fo rd  Octavius that  moment 

supreme pleasure he seeks i n  her defeat. 

I n  dying, the qua l i t y  o f  her death matters very much t o  Cleopatra 

choose any lesser ceremony than the one o f  majesty and d ign i ty  wi th  wh 

she surrounds herse l f  would be an admission that  she accepts Octavius' , not 

her own, evaluation o f  her worth. Nevertheless, there i s  w i th in  her s t i l l  

a sense o f  unworthiness tha t  Antony has i n s t i l l e d ,  and she reaches out f o r  

h is  praise and h i s  approval : 

methinks I hear 
Antony c a l l  , I see him rouse himself 
To praise my noble act. (V. i i .282-4) 

She has a need t o  prove the courage she had wanted so desperately t o  show 

him a t  Actium; and what Antony denied t o  her i n  l i f e ,  she claims now: 

Husband, I come: 
Now t o  tha t  name, my courage prove w t i t l e  I 

(V.i i .286-7) 

And whi l e  i t  i s  the deadly asp t o  which she refers:  

Dost thou not see my baby a t  my breast, 
That sucks the nurse asleep? (V. i i .308-9) 

the echo o f  Antony' s words sets up an unavoidable para1 l e l  : 

Betray'd I am. 
0 t h i s  fa lse soul o f  Egypt! t h i s  grave cham 
Whose eye beck'd fo r th  my wars, and c a l l  ' d them home; 
Whose bosom was my crownet, my ch ie f  end, 
Like' a r i g h t  g i  psy, that  a t  fas t  and 1 w s e  
Beguil 'dme, t o  the very heart o f  loss. (IV.xii.24-9) 



But i n  clasping Antony t o  her breast, Cleopatra, "Whose bosom was [ h i s ]  

crownet, I h i s ]  ch ie f  end," has hersel f  been beguiled t o  "the very heart  o f  

lossw:  her kingdom, her children, her l i f e  a l l  f o r f e i t  t o  the fascinating 

Antony's game o f  "chance and hazard." A f te r  a l l  she has suffered wi th  and 
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through Antony, she chooses t o  spend Etern i ty  w i th  him; t h i s  i s  the measure, 

not o f  Antony, but of the depth o f  Cleopatra's love and the t o t a l i t y  o f  her 

comnitment t o  him. 

Octavius' re turn a f t e r  such a b r i e f  passage o f  t i m e  suggests that, 

given time t o  ponder her words, he may have had doubts about h i s  own powers 

o f  deception. Dollabella moves a t  once to  f l a t t e r  Octavi us--and t o  turn 

from himself any possible suspicion that  he has betrayed the plans f o r  the 

tri unph : 

0 s i r ,  you are too sure an augurer; 
That you d id  fear, i s  done. (V.ii.332-3) 

Octavi us' f i r s t  b r i e f  t r i bu te  t o  her bravery and her n o b i l i t y ,  "Bravest a t  
- 

the l a s t  . . . being royal / Took her w n  way" (V.ii.333-5), i s ,  i n  Octavian 

fashion, undercut by h i s  words soon a f te r :  "She hath pursued conclusions 

i n f i n i t e  / O f  easy ways t o  die" (V.i i .353-4). As i f  death, that  irrevocable 

act, i s  less f i na l ,  less an act o f  courage, i f  i t  i s  not accompanied by 

t e r r i b l e  suffer ing. To Octavius ' c red i t  he does not bewai 1 her loss t o  h i s  

triumph (o r  again, perhaps i n  Octavian fashion he does not waste time over 

what cannot be changed); nor does he neglect the proper ceremony due t o  the 

Queen o f  Egypt: 

She shal l  be buried w i th  her Antony. 
No grave upon the earth shal l  c l i p  i n  i t  
A p a i r  so fanious : high events as these 
Str ike those that  make them: and thei  r story i s  
No less i n  p i t y  than h i s  glory which 



Brought them t o  be lamented. Our army sha l l  
I n  solemn show attend t h i s  funeral, 
And then t o  Rome. Come Dollabella, see 
High order, i n  t h i s  great solemnity . ( V .  i i .S6-64) 

Our sense o f  p i t y  i s  f o r  Antony who could not sustain h i s  glory; our lament 

i s  f o r  Cleopatra: she loved Antony, and Antony loved--Antony. 

Cleopatra was lover, companion, refuge and comforter, scapegoat, and 

even mother t o  the boyish Antony; the i r r i t a t i n g  and complaining voice o f  

conscience that  urged him t o  duty; the vibrant, li f e - f i  l l e d  voice tha t  gave 

a f lavour o f  joy t o  t h e i r  personal l i ves .  Cleopatra was a composite o f  

co-existing opposites : f ra i  1 , feminine, and vulnerable; strong, able, and 

dominant. She a t  once g lor ied i n and deplored her femi n i  n i  t y  ; tremendously 

admi r i n g  and adoring o f  the warrior, Antony, she also envied the i n&pen- 

dence, power and strength she associated wi th  the male. I f  heaven had not 

made her such a man, then surely i t  had made such a man, Antony, f o r  her. 

Confident o f  her charms and her a b i l i t y  t o  a t t r a c t  men, she had no f a i t h  

i n  her a b i l i t y  t o  hold them; i t  i s  hardly surpr is ing then, when we remember 

tha t  both Caesar and Pompey loved her and l e f t  her (or used her and dis- 

carded her), tha t  she was jealously insecure i n  her re la t ionship w i th  

Antony, i n  constant fear o f  betrayal by t h i s  Roman whose commitment t o  her 

was as shallow as those o f  h i s  predecessors. An Egyptian queen assured o f  

the adoration and awe o f  a nation, she became the subject o f  the Roman 

Antony, enslaved by her love f o r  him and by p o l i t i c a l  necessity, convinced 

o f  her own unworthiness, humil iated before the world, and f i n a l l y  brought 

t o  r u i n  by h is  f o l l y  and mismanagement. The romantic view o f  Antony's 

return t o  Egypt and t o  a j o y - f i l l e d  Cleopatra i s ,  I believe, false: Cleopatra 

had no choice 6ut t o  accept Antony's return and he represented, as I have 



said, her se l f - sac r i f i ce  f o r  Egypt. There was w i th in  Cleopatra a res i l ience 

o f  s p i r i t ,  a strength t o  reconcile herself t o  what she could not change. 

This i s  evident i n  her defeat : there were no reproaches, e i  ther o f  sel  f o r  

Antony, merely a recognit ion o f  what she now was not and a movement towards 

the future: the crown o f  Egypt must pass t o  her son. Cleopatra was constant 

i n  her love and devotion t o  Antony, loyal  and supportive t o  the end. She 

gave no less t o  Egypt. I am convinced that  had Cleopatra not been an able -_ - 

queen, concerned wi th  her responsib i l i t ies t o  her o f f i ce ,  Egypt could not 

have survived i n  the world that  Shakespeare depicted. Cleopatra loved 
\ 

Egypt: her concern f o r  her state and f o r  her heirs a t  a time when she wished 

for the release tha t  only Death could o f fe r ,  makes t h i s  clear. I f  physical I 

courage fa i led  Cleopatra a t  Actium, moral courage, a sense o f  responsibi l i ty,  

and self-mastery supported her when she faced the v ind ic t i ve  Octavius. Her 1, 
desire f o r  physical courage was sel  f-regardi ng i n  tha t  she looked f o r  

/ 

Antony's approval o f  her bravery; the qua l i t ies  o f  strength o f  character I 
/ /  

she revealed i n  her confrontation w i th  Octavius were more admirable--other- \ 
\ 

regarding--for what she sought o f  Octavius was f o r  Egypt and her chi ldren. 

I f  her ro le  as sovereign becomes a t  times i n d i s t i n c t  t o  us, i t  never d id  t o  , 

Cleopatra: she had a sense o f  "decorum"--the behaviour becoming t o  a queen: 

"These hands do lack n o b i l i t y  that  they s t r i k e  / A meaner than niyself" 
I r 

(II.v.82-3) and "What, no more ceremony?" ( I I I . x i i i . 3 8 ) .  Her courteous 

patience w i th  the garrulous " rura l  fe l low" (she bids him farewell four times) 

when, i f  she i s  t o  e f fec t  her triumph over Octavius, she knows time to-be ' 

her most precious g i f t ,  and her love and concern f o r  I ras  and Charmian, 

evident i n  her transformation of t h e i r  deaths i n t o  something magnificent, 
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speak of an innate kindness and a deep sense o f  hunani t y .  Even Fulv ia,  who 

had loved Antony so dearly, deserved a tear, a moment of tender farewell  : 

i n  accepting her love Antony had an ob l iga t ion  t o  her t h a t  was qu i te  aside 

from h i s  feelings f o r  Cleopatra. I t  was not  from Cleopatra t h a t  we heard 

o f  Antony's flaws; nor were there words o f  denigrat ion f o r  Caesar and 

Pompey--only praise. I n  her  view the magni f i  cent Antony was incomparable 

and a1 1 men were diminished by h i s  presence. Her s t ruggle  had been long 

and overpowering; i t  was natural  tha t  f i 'nal ly  she should seek death: 

. . . and i t  i s  great 
To do t ha t  th ing  t h a t  ends a l l  other deeds, 
Which shackles accidents and bol t s  up change. (V .  i i .4-6) 

As Cleopatra said:  "The odds i s  gone" (IV.xv.66); the tragedy f o r  Cleopatra 

was t h a t  they had probably never been w i t h  her. 
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