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    WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


    ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT AND POET


    
      	Born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564.


      	Died in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1616.


      	Notable works:


      	Romeo and Juliet (1595), play


      	Macbeth (1606), play


      	The Tempest (1610), play

    


    Shakespeare is best known as an English playwright who wrote highly influential comedies, tragedies, and history plays as well as sonnets and narrative poems. Shakespeare’s works are studied and performed across the globe even today, and include his 154 sonnets as well as plays such as Julius Caesar (1599), and King Lear (c.1603-1606). William was the son of John Shakespeare, a glove-maker from Stratford; he married Anne Hathaway in his early adulthood, and they went on to have three children together. As a boy, William attended Stratford’s grammar school where he would have studied performance and rhetoric. Latin texts were on his school’s core curriculum, meaning that Shakespeare would have studied writers such as Cicero, Seneca, Virgil, and his favourite poet Ovid. Such texts informed the plots and genres of his own plays, meaning that an understanding of Latin literature is often crucial in order to fully appreciate Shakespeare’s works. As well as being a playwright, Shakespeare was also an actor, and it is speculated that he joined an acting company called the Queen’s Men in Stratford-Upon-Avon.

  


  
    ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA


    A TALE OF LOVE AND WAR BETWEEN ROME AND EGYPT


    
      	Genre: tragedy and Roman history play


      	Reference edition: Shakespeare, W. (1995) Antony and Cleopatra. London: Bloomsbury Arden Shakespeare.


      	1st edition: 1606


      	Themes: love, politics, religion, war, suicide, Roman military values

    


    Antony and Cleopatra tells the tale of a love-affair between the Roman general Mark Antony and Cleopatra, the Queen of Egypt. The tale of Antony and Cleopatra first appeared in The Lives of the Noble Grecians (1st centuryCE), which was written by the Roman biographer Plutarch (c.46CE – 120CE). This text was translated into English and published by Sir Thomas North (1535-1604) in 1579; Shakespeare later used North’s translation as the source for his play, adapting the story to make their relationship its central focus. Shakespeare’s play is now the best-known account of the myth of Antony and Cleopatra, and is still popular onstage and in film today. The play can be considered a continuation of the events of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar (1599), which dramatises the conspiracy behind Caesar’s assassination and leads to the establishment of the First Triumvirate in Antony and Cleopatra.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE FIRST TRIUMVIRATE


    Antony and Cleopatra begins in the new political climate that has taken shape following the assassination of Julius Caesar. The First Triumvirate has been established in Rome, comprised of Mark Antony, Octavius Caesar, and Lepidus, who rule the Roman Empire together. However, Antony is in Alexandria with his new lover Cleopatra, neglecting his duties as a triumvir along with his marriage to his Roman wife Fulvia. Antony’s behaviour causes early tensions between him and Octavius (the future emperor Augustus), since he believes that Antony’s behaviour deviates from Roman expectations. However, Antony’s time in Alexandria is cut short by news of two occurrences in Rome: firstly, that the Triumvirate is being challenged by Sextus Pompey, and secondly that his wife Fulvia is dead. Tensions are building between Antony and Caesar, who states that whilst Antony leaves the triumvirate, “Pompey thrives in our idleness” (1.4.76-77). When back in Rome, Antony tries to reconcile his differences with Caesar through a political alliance in which he marries Octavia, Caesar’s sister. Having made this alliance, the triumvirate must work together to extinguish the threat of Pompey the Younger (son of the late Pompey the Great). Pompey was originally going to accept their offer of Sicily and Sardinia, but changed his mind when “Mark Antony / Put me to some impatience” (2.6.41-42). However, Antony, Caesar, and Lepidus manage to reconcile their differences with Pompey and they enjoy a meal together to put his mind off thoughts of civil war.


    Meanwhile, news of Antony’s re-marriage reaches Alexandria and sparks feelings of anger and jealousy in Cleopatra. While Cleopatra is lounging with her eunuchs and listening to music, a messenger approaches her and reports that Antony has married Octavia. In her rage, Cleopatra threatens the messenger, telling him that he will be “whipped with wire and stewed in brine” (2.5.65). However, this anger is soon directed towards Egypt’s relationship with Rome, as Cleopatra states “Melt Egypt into Nile, and kindly creatures / Turn all to serpents” (2.5.78-79). This line parodies an earlier line by Antony when he said “Let Rome in Tiber melt” (1.1.34). As such, this news is not only a turning point for Cleopatra but also for national relations, since she channels her anger through the ultimate excess of Egypt which will eventually take Antony as its own once and for all.


    THE TRIUMVIRATE DIVIDES


    Octavia and Antony both travel to Athens, and during their absence Caesar breaks the peace treaty with Pompey and re-ignites conflict. When Antony hears that Caesar has waged war against Pompey, he has a conversation with Octavia which reveals that Caesar spoke grudgingly of him in public. Antony departs, telling Octavia that he is going to “raise the preparation of a war / Shall stain your brother” (3.4.26-27). This conversation symbolises Antony breaking off his marriage to Octavia and marks the termination of his alliance with Octavius as he makes preparations for war against his newfound enemy. Antony then returns to Alexandria and reaffirms his union with Cleopatra who offers him “sixty sails, Caesar none better” (3.7.49) for war against Rome. Antony’s Egyptian identity is symbolised when the couple appear in the marketplace with their children and orchestrate a crowning ceremony which recognises themselves and their children as kings and queens of Egypt.


    THE BATTLE OF ACTIUM


    With Antony now permanently living in Alexandria, Caesar declares war on Egypt through the naval Battle of Actium. Egypt loses the battle when Antony abandons the fight to chase after Cleopatra’s departing fleet. After the first battle, two more battles follow. The second combat is won by Antony, but he loses the third when a large number of his men abandon the cause. Amongst the number who abandon Antony is his long-time friend Enobarbus, who has stood by him since the beginning of the play. Antony sends Enobarbus treasure after his departure, and this gesture leaves Enobarbus so overwhelmed with guilt at his own betrayal that it kills him. Antony also hears a rumour that his life is at risk due to a secret pact being made between Cleopatra and Caesar. In anger at this alleged betrayal, Antony tells Cleopatra that “I shall give thee thy deserving / And blemish Caesar’s triumph” (4.12.32-33), meaning that Antony wants to kill her for her actions before Caesar can shame her himself. After making a swift exit, Cleopatra tells her servant Charmian that Antony has gone mad, and she responds by instructing the queen to lock herself in her monument.


    ANTONY’S AND CLEOPATRA’S SUICIDES


    Taking Charmian’s advice, Cleopatra hides and sends a false message that she has committed suicide. Upon hearing this message, Antony tries to kill himself by falling on his sword but ultimately fails and ends up badly wounding himself. A messenger then arrives to inform Antony that Cleopatra had delivered false news and he is taken to the queen. The lovers are reconciled at her monument and Antony dies in Cleopatra’s arms. After Antony’s death, Cleopatra also takes her own life to avoid being shamed by Octavius during the Roman victory celebrations. In the celebrations, Caesar would humiliate the Queen of Egypt by parading her through the streets of Rome as a spoil of war to illustrate his victory over Egypt. Therefore, after telling Octavius that she will surrender to him, Cleopatra takes her own life by asking Charmian to place a poisonous asp to her breast. After Cleopatra’s death, Charmian also takes her own life and this news is passed on to Caesar before he returns to Rome to show “high order in this great solemnity” (5.2.365).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MARK ANTONY


    Mark Antony is a Roman general who falls in love with Cleopatra and abandons his political duties in Rome as a consequence. Throughout the play, Antony’s identity is shaped by Cleopatra and the exotic influence of Egypt. Antony’s identity as a Roman deteriorates as his relationship with Cleopatra progresses, which is highlighted when he states that “I am Antony yet cannot hold this visible shape” (4.14.13-14). Antony’s fellow men constantly accuse him of being effeminised by the Egyptian queen, and he loses his military reputation as a consequence. Antony’s suicide after his military defeat in the battle of Actium and his belief that Cleopatra is dead demonstrates how his new Egyptian identity results in his own defeat by Rome. Antony also appears in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, which allows Shakespeare to develop his character across two plays in a rapidly changing political climate.


    CLEOPATRA


    Cleopatra is an indulgent Egyptian queen who is heavily concerned with appearances. Cleopatra is surrounded by an atmosphere of exotic mystery, which acts as a threat to Roman ideas of regulation. The Roman characters use this justification to accuse her of witchcraft and crafty seduction throughout the play. Even after Antony’s death and Egypt’s defeat, Cleopatra is anxious that one day she will be represented onstage by “some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness / I’th’ posture of a whore” (5.2.318-319). This line expresses Cleopatra’s concern that she will be remembered through the representation of a boy-actor on the Elizabethan stage, demonstrating how her image as a queen is of paramount importance to her. Cleopatra also holds monumental sway over Antony’s identity, which is expressed when tells her that “Thou art / The armourer of my heart” (4.4.6-7), demonstrating how his military prowess has been weakened by his new life in Egypt as she performs the act of cladding him in his armour for battle. At the end of the play, Cleopatra eventually commits suicide by placing a venomous asp to her breast. The asp is associated with the goddess Isis, which shows how she clings to her Egyptian roots, even in death.


    OCTAVIUS CAESAR


    Octavius Caesar is a member of the triumvirate and is the first to recognise that Antony is being effeminised by Egypt, when he tells Lepidus that Antony “drinks, and wastes / The night to revel; is not more manlike / Than Cleopatra” (1.4.4-6). After Antony returns to Rome, Caesar is the first to make a political alliance with him by offering his sister’s hand in marriage to him. However, Caesar is also the first member of the triumvirate to later turn on Antony, which sparks his return to Alexandria and the outbreak of the battle of Actium.


    LEPIDUS


    Lepidus is the third member of the triumvirate, and plays the most minor role of the trio. Lepidus does not appear in the climactic battle scenes, and he takes a back seat in political negotiations. On the whole, he is overshadowed by the tensions between Caesar and Antony.


    OCTAVIA


    Octavia undergoes very little character development over the course of the play, and merely acts as a political chess piece that Antony manipulates in order to prevent civil war in Rome. Antony marries Octavia on his return from Alexandria in order to secure a political alliance with Caesar. However, this marriage only delays the inevitable: the triumvirate deteriorates again and Antony returns to Alexandria to be with Cleopatra. Caesar offers his sister to Antony “To join our kingdoms and our hearts; and never / Fly off our loves again!” (2.2.160-161). Octavia’s passive characterisation reflects the limited social and political status of noblewomen in ancient Rome.


    FULVIA


    Fulvia is Antony’s wife whom he leaves in Rome to court Cleopatra overseas. The audience only becomes aware of Fulvia’s existence when a messenger tells Antony that “thy wife is dead” (1.2.124). Despite the fact that Fulvia has no stage time, she is significant to Antony’s characterisation as her absence establishes her husband’s preference for his life in the east in the opening act of the play.


    SEXTUS POMPEIUS (POMPEY)


    Pompey is a fellow Roman who rebels against the triumvirate. Pompey resents the triumvirate because of the death of his father, which he expresses during a speech to the triumvirs (2.6.8-23). He is the son of Pompey the Great who was killed by Julius Caesar, and up until the beginning of the play Pompey had resided in Sicily. Pompey shows a cunning awareness of the triumvirs’ weaknesses: he states that Mark Antony is busy eating in Egypt, whilst Caesar
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