
Antony And Cleopatra By William
Shakespeare 1

Antony And
Cleopatra By William
Shakespeare

Antony And
Cleopatra By
William
Shakespeare

Downloaded from
www.everybodystreet.com

by Warren & Grant

THE ENDURING
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WILLIAM
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F e w  p l a y s  i n  t h e
Western canon capture
the collision of political
duty  and  personal
desire  with  the  raw,
poetic force of Antony
and  Cleopatra  by
W i l l i a m
Shakespeare.  Written
around  1606,  th is
tragedy transcends its
h i s to r i ca l  source

material—Plutarch’s
Lives—to  explore  the
very  nature  of  love,
power,  and  identity.
U n l i k e  t h e
claustrophobic world of
Hamlet  or  the  blood-
soaked  ambition  of
Macbeth ,  this  play
sprawls  across  the
known  world,  moving
from the  marble  halls
of Rome to the sensual
Nile  of  Egypt.  It  tells
the  s to ry  o f  Mark
Antony,  one  of  the
three  rulers  of  the
Roman  Empire,  and
Cleopatra,  the  Queen
o f  E g y p t ,  w h o s e
passionate  affair
reshapes  history.  But
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Shakespeare  does  not
offer  a  simple  morality
t a l e .  I n s t e a d ,  h e
presents  a  complex,
ambiguous  drama
where the glory of love
is continually undercut
by  the  real i t ies  of
political  decay,  and
where the protagonists
are  both  magnificent
and deeply flawed. This
tension makes Antony
and  Cleopatra  by
William Shakespeare
a  masterpiece  that
rewards  repeated
r e a d i n g  a n d
performance.

Historical
Context
and
Shakespe

are’s
Sources
To  fully  appreciate
A n t o n y  a n d
Cleopatra by William
Shakespeare,  it  is
helpful  to  understand
i t s  o r i g i n s .
Shakespeare  drew
h e a v i l y  f r o m  S i r
Thomas  North’s  1579
English  translation  of
Plutarch’s  Parallel
L i v e s .  P l u t a r c h
provided  detai led
accounts of the lives of
M a r k  A n t o n y  a n d
Cleopatra,  framing
t h e i r  s t o r y  a s  a
cautionary  tale  about
the dangers of Eastern
luxury  corrupt ing
R o m a n  v i r t u e .
Shakespeare, however,
t r a n s f o r m s  t h i s
moralistic  history  into
something  far  more
nuanced.  He does not
s i m p l y  c o n d e m n
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Antony for abandoning
his duties; he makes us
feel the irresistible pull
of Cleopatra’s world.
The play is set against
the  backdrop  of  the
end  o f  the  Roman
Republic. The historical
figures—Octavius
Caesar,  Lepidus,  and
t h e  l o v e r s
t h e m s e l v e s — w e r e
engaged  in  a  rea l
struggle  for  control  of
the  Mediterranean.
S h a k e s p e a r e
compresses events for
dramatic  effect,  but
the geopolitical  stakes
are  clear.  The  conflict
is not just between two
i n d i v i d u a l s ,  b u t
between  two  ways  of
life:  the  disciplined,
masculine,  duty-bound
Rome, and the opulent,
feminine,  pleasure-
seeking  Egypt.  This
dichotomy is central to
understanding  the
play’s  themes.

Plot
Overview
: A World
in
Transition
The action  of  Antony
and  Cleopatra  by
William Shakespeare
begins  in  Alexandria,
where  Antony  has
become  so  enchanted
by  Cleopatra  that  he
has  neglected  h is
responsibilities  as  a
Roman triumvir.  News
arrives  that  his  wife,
Fulvia,  has  died  and
that  political  threats
from Pompey and the
grow ing  power  o f
O c t a v i u s  C a e s a r
demand  his  return.
With  great  reluctance,
Antony  leaves  Egypt
for  Rome.
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I n  R o m e ,  A n t o n y
attempts  to  repair  his
political  alliance  by
marrying  Octavius’s
sister,  Octavia.  This
move  temporar i ly
s t a b i l i z e s  t h e
triumvirate, but it also
sets  the  stage  for  a
deeper  conflict.
Antony’s heart remains
i n  E g y p t ,  a n d
C l e o p a t r a ,  u p o n
l e a r n i n g  o f  t h e
marriage, is consumed
by  jealousy  and  fury.
The  political  peace
proves  fragile.  When
Antony  returns  to
Egypt  and  Cleopatra,
Octavius uses this as a
pretext to declare war.
The middle acts of the
play depict the military
campaign  and  the
disastrous  Battle  of
Actium.  In  a  moment
that  defines  the
tragedy,  Cleopatra’s
ships  flee  the  battle,
a n d  A n t o n y ,
a b a n d o n i n g  h i s

command, follows her.
This  act  of  love  (or
fo l ly)  shatters  h is
reputation  and  marks
the  beginning  of  the
end.  The  final  acts
fo l low  the  lovers ’
descent :  mi l i ta ry
defeat, false reports of
Cleopatra’s  death,
Antony’s  botched
s u i c i d e ,  a n d
C l e o p a t r a ’ s
magnificent,  defiant
end as she applies an
asp to her breast and
chooses  death  over
being  paraded  as  a
captive  in  Rome.

Major
Character
s and
Their
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Complexi
ty
MARK ANTONY: THE
COLOSSUS DIVIDED

A n t o n y  i s  o n e  o f
Shakespeare’s  most
complex tragic heroes.
He  is  described  by
others as a “triple pillar
of the world,” a warrior
whose reputation once
rivaled  Mars  himself.
Yet  in  Egypt,  he  is  a
d o t i n g  l o v e r  w h o
indulges in feasts and
games.  The  central
conflict of his character
is the struggle between
the  Roman  ideal  of
duty and the Egyptian
a l lure  o f  pass ion.
A n t o n y  a n d
Cleopatra by William
Shakespeare  does
not allow us to see him
as  e i ther  a  s imple
victim or a pure villain.
He  makes  terr ib le

choices—abandoning
his  fleet,  insulting
Caesar, and dying in a
botched  attempt  at
h o n o r — y e t  h i s
speeches,  especially
those  of  defiance,  are
filled  with  a  grandeur
that  almost  redeems
him.  His  final  reunion
with Cleopatra in death
s u g g e s t s  a
transcendence  of  the
petty world of politics.

CLEOPATRA: THE
SERPENT OF OLD
NILE

Cleopatra  is  arguably
Shakespeare’s  most
fully  realized  female
character.  She  is  a
study  in  infinite
variety.  One  moment
s h e  i s  a  q u e e n ,
command ing  and
shrewd;  the  next,  she
is  a  jealous,  playful,
and manipulative lover.
She  is  described  as
h a v i n g  “ a  R o m a n



6

6 Antony And Cleopatra By William
Shakespeare

2024-08-30

thought”  when  she
plans  her  suicide,  yet
she is also capable of
flights  of  poetic
i m a g i n a t i o n
unmatched in the play.
Her  death  scene  is  a
masterpiece of theater.
By  staging  her  own
transformation  into  a
bride of death, dressed
in  her  finest  robes,
Cleopatra  reclaims
c o n t r o l  o v e r  h e r
narrative. Shakespeare
refuses  to  reduce  her
to a simple seductress.
S h e  i s  a  p o l i t i c a l
l eader ,  a  l over ,  a
mother,  and a symbol
of  a  civilization.  The
a m b i g u i t y  o f  h e r
character ensures that
a u d i e n c e s  h a v e
debated  her  motives
for  centuries.

OCTAVIUS CAESAR:
THE COOL
POLITICIAN

Octavius Caesar is the

future  Augustus,  the
first  Roman  emperor.
I n  t h i s  p l a y ,  h e
represents  the  cold,
calculating  force  of
h i s t o r y .  H e  i s
everything  Antony  is
no t :  d i s c i p l i ned ,
p a t i e n t ,  a n d
u n r o m a n t i c .  H i s
re la t ionsh ip  w i th
Antony  is  marked  by
mutua l  con tempt
masked as  diplomacy.
Octavius is not a villain
in the traditional sense,
but his lack of human
warmth  makes  him  a
foil  to  the  passionate
lovers.  His  triumph at
the  end is  hollow,  for
he  cannot  understand
the depth of the bond
he has destroyed. The
play’s  final  lines  are
h i s ,  b u t  t h e y  a r e
spoken over the bodies
o f  t h e  l o v e r s ,  a
reminder  that  h is
victory  comes  at  a
terrible  cost.
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Themes
and
Interpreta
tions
LOVE VS. DUTY

At  its  core,  Antony
and  Cleopatra  by
William Shakespeare
is  a  drama about  the
irreconcilable  conflict
between  personal
des i re  and  pub l i c
responsibility.  Antony
is  torn  between  his
identity  as  a  Roman
leader and his love for
the  Egyptian  queen.
This  conflict  is  not
s imply  a  romant ic
o b s t a c l e ;  i t  i s  a
philosophical  one.
Rome  demands  self-
denial, duty, and order.
Egypt  offers  pleasure,
spontane i ty ,  and

e m o t i o n a l  t r u t h .
Shakespeare  does  not
definitively  side  with
either.  The  lovers’
deaths are both tragic
and triumphant—tragic
because they lose the
world,  tr iumphant
because they reject its
v a l u e s .  T h e  p l a y
suggests that love can
be a form of greatness,
even when it  leads to
ruin.

POWER AND
IDENTITY

The characters  in  this
play are acutely aware
that identity is tied to
power. Antony’s sense
of  self  is  shattered
w h e n  h e  f o l l o w s
Cleopatra from Actium.
He  ca l l s  h imsel f  a
“fool” and laments that
his “bounty” has been
made  “Egypt ian.”
C l e o p a t r a ,  t o o ,
understands  that  her
identity  as  queen  is
inseparable  from  her
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image as a lover. When
she fears  being  taken
to Rome, she imagines
the  humi l iat ion  of
being  “shown”  to  the
common  people.  The
play explores the idea
tha t  i n  a  wo r ld  o f
shift ing  al l iances,
i d e n t i t y  i s
performative.  Both
Antony  and  Cleopatra
a r e  c o n s t a n t l y
p e r f o r m i n g
roles—general,  lover,
queen,  martyr—and
their final acts are their
m o s t  d e l i b e r a t e
performances  yet.

THE CLASH OF
CIVILIZATIONS:
ROME AND EGYPT

Shakespeare  uses
East-West  geography
a s  a  p o w e r f u l
metaphor.  Rome  is
charac te r i zed  by
discipline,  austerity,
and  male  authority.
Egypt is depicted as a

place  of  opulence,
sensuality, and female
rule.  The  language  of
the play reinforces this:
Roman  scenes  are
often marked by short,
c l ipped  verse  and
political  debate,  while
Egyptian  scenes  are
lush, poetic, and erotic.
Yet  Shakespeare  does
not make Egypt simply
a  corrupting  force.
C leopatra ’s  court
possesses  a  vitality
that  Rome  lacks.  The
play’s  final  image—the
l o v e r s  u n i t e d  i n
d e a t h — s e e m s  t o
s u g g e s t  t h a t
something  of  Egypt’s
spirit will survive, even
as Rome conquers the
world.

Language
and
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Poetry:
The
Play’s

Power
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking  features  of
A n t o n y  a n d
Cleopatra by William
Shakespeare  is  its
language.  The  play
contains  some  of  the
most famous lines in all
of  Shakespeare,  from
E n o b a r b u s ’ s
d e s c r i p t i o n  o f
Cleopatra on her barge
(“The barge she sat in,
l i k e  a  b u r n i s h e d
throne, / Burned on the
water”)  to  Cleopatra’s
final speech (“I  am fire
and  a i r ;  my  o ther
elements  /  I  give  to
b a s e r  l i f e ” ) .  T h e
imagery is consistently
g rand io se ,  o f t en

reaching  toward  the
c o s m i c .  A n t o n y
describes himself as a
“cloud”  that  melts
away,  while  Cleopatra
insists  that  she  will
“make death proud to
t a k e  m e . ”  T h i s
elevated  language
serves  to  elevate  the
lovers  beyond  mere
historical  figures  into
archetypes  of  passion
and  loss.  The  poetry
a l s o  c r e a t e s  a n
emotional  intensity
that makes the political
stakes  feel  almost
secondary.

Performa
nce
History
and
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Cultural
Impact
A n t o n y  a n d
Cleopatra by William
Shakespeare  was
likely first performed in
1607  or  1608  at  the
Globe  Theatre.  It  has
had a rich performance
history,  though  it  has
never been as popular
as Hamlet or King Lear.
This  may  be  because
of  its  epic  scale  and
the difficulty  of  casting
two  ro les  of  equal
stature.  In  the  20th
and  21st  centuries,
notable  productions
h a v e  i n c l u d e d
Laurence  Olivier  and
Vivien  Leigh  in  1951,
and more recently, the
National  Theatre’s
2 0 1 8  p r o d u c t i o n
starring Ralph Fiennes
and  Sophie  Okonedo.
The  p lay  has  a l so
inspired  numerous  film

adaptations,  operas,
and  even  a  1963  film
starr ing  El izabeth
Taylor  and  Richard
Burton that capitalized
on  the  actors’  own  off-
screen romance.
Culturally, the play has
s h a p e d  o u r
understanding  of  the
historical  figures. Many
people’s  image  of
C l e o p a t r a  a s  a
charismatic, dangerous
seductress  comes
d i r e c t l y  f r o m
Shakespeare,  rather
than  from  historical
documents. The phrase
“age  cannot  wither
her, nor custom stale /
Her  infinite  variety”
has  become  almost  a
cliché, but it testifies to
the enduring power of
S h a k e s p e a r e ’ s
characterization.
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Critical
Reception
and
Scholarly

Debate
Cr i t i c s  have  l ong
debated the morality of
the play.  Some see it
as a tragedy of love, in
which the protagonists
ach ieve  a  k i nd  o f
spiritual victory. Others
read  it  more  darkly,
arguing  that  Antony
and  Cleopatra  are
de luded  and  se l f -
destruct ive .  A .  C .
Bradley,  the  great
Shakespearean  critic,
p l a c e d  i t  a m o n g
Shakespeare’s  four
greatest  tragedies,
though  he  noted  its
structural  looseness.
Feminist  critics  have

praised the complexity
of  Cleopatra,  arguing
that  she  subverts
tradit ional  gender
roles.  Postcolonial
readings have focused
o n  t h e  p l a y ’ s
representation of Egypt
as the “Other,” noting
that Shakespeare both
e x o t i c i z e s  a n d
sympathizes  with  the
Eastern  queen.  This
r i c h n e s s  o f
i n t e r p r e t a t i v e
possibilities is a sign of
the  play’s  enduring
relevance.

Conclusio
n
In  the  crowded canon
of  Shakespeare ’s
works,  Antony  and
Cleopatra by William
Shakespeare  stands
apa r t  f o r  i t s  vas t
geographical scope, its
psychological  depth,
and its lyrical beauty. It
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is  a  play  that  refuses
easy  judgments.  Its
lovers  are  neither
heroes nor villains, but
flawed  human  beings
caught in a world that
is changing irreversibly
around them. They fail
in  every  pract ica l
s e n s e — p o l i t i c a l l y ,
militarily,  socially—and
y e t  t h e i r  d e a t h s
resonate with a sense
of  sublime  defiance.
Shakespeare’s  genius
lies in making us care
about two people who,
on  paper,  might  be
easy  to  condemn.  He
gives  them  language
so powerful that we are
swept along with them,
even  as  we  see  the

r u i n  t h e y  b r i n g .
Whether  read  as  a
t ragedy  of  love,  a
political  drama,  or  a
meditation on identity,
A n t o n y  a n d
Cleopatra by William
Shakespeare remains
an  i nexhaus t i b l e
source  of  wonder,  a
play  that  speaks  as
powerfully  about  the
human condition today
as  i t  d id  over  four
centuries  ago.  Its  final
image—the  lovers
u n i t e d  i n  a  w o r l d
b e y o n d  R o m a n
judgment—offers  a
timeless  challenge  to
anyone  who  believes
that power is the only
measure of  a life well
lived.


