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2003 Study Guide for Antony and Cleopatra by William Shakespeare

Before seeing/reading the play

1.

Research the figures in the play and in the action that precedes it: Julius Caesar,
Pompey the Great, his son Sextus Pompey, Cleopatra, Mark Antony, his wife Fulvia,
Octavius Caesar, his sister Octavia, and Aemilius Lepidus. Chart their relationships,
both personal and political. What becomes of those who live on beyond the time
covered by the play? These and other websites provide information:
http://www.vroma.org/~bmcmanus/caesar.html

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Pompey

http://www.unrv.com/fall-republic/sextus-pompey.php

http://www.unrv.com/fall-republic/antony-cleopatra.php

http://www.biography.com/people/cleopatra-vii-9250984

http://www.notablebiographies.com/Lo-Ma/Mark-Antony.html

http://www.tropeofirony.com/portfolio/fulvia.html

http://www.roman-empire.net/emperors/augustus.html

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Octavia_Minor

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/336835/Marcus-Aemilius-Lepidus

Research Cleopatra’s ancestor Ptolemy Soter. How did he and his descendants come
to rule Egypt? What was Egypt’s value to Rome? What was Egypt’s relationship with
Rome under the Ptolemies? How did the relationship change after Cleopatra’s death?
These and other websites provide information:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ptolemaic_Dynasty#Ptolemaic_rulers

http://www.touregypt.net/alexhis1.htm

Shakespeare’s source for Antony and Cleopatra is “The Life of Marcus Antonius” by
Plutarch. Read Plutarch’s account. Where is the River Cydnus? Why did Cleopatra go
there? These and other websites provide information:
http://www.britaininprint.net/shakespeare/study tools/sources _antony.html

http://www.shakespeare-online.com/sources/antonysources.html
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. What was considered proper behavior for Roman women? How much independence

did they have? What restrictions were placed on their activities? Who controlled their
lives? Why were women who exercised power feared and censured? These and other
websites provide information:

http://www.pbs.org/empires/romans/empire/women.html

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/romans/roman_women_o1.shtml

Research the Roman governmental system of the triumvirate. What are the roots of
the word? Who comprised the First and Second Triumvirates? What conditions led to
their formation? What led to their dissolution? What weaknesses and pitfalls are
inherent in this system? These and other websites provide information:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Triumvirate

http://www.livius.org/to-ts/triumvir/triumvir.html

. Research the culture of Roman soldiers. To what were they loyal? What was the basis
of their honor? What gave them their pride? This and other websites provide
information:

http://www.crystalinks.com/romemilitary.html

What was the Roman attitude toward suicide? In what circumstances was it
considered honorable? Necessary? This and other websites provide information:
http://maa.missouri.edu/exhibitions/finalfarewell/suicideintro.html

. Research the mythic beings invoked in the play: Mars. Venus. Juno. Jove (Jupiter).
Mercury. Eros. Hercules. The shirt of Nessus. Ajax (Telamon). Dido and Aeneas. Isis.
These and other websites provide information:
http://www.crystalinks.com/romegods.html

http://www.pantheon.org/articles/h/hercules.html

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nessus_(mythology)

http://www.mythindex.com/greek-mythology/A/Ajax.html

http://www.mythencyclopedia.com/Cr-Dr/Dido.html

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/295449/lIsis
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9. Research the Roman triumph. What were the components of a triumph? Whom was
it staged to honor? How were the defeated enemies exhibited? This and other
websites provide information:

http://www.unrv.com/culture/roman-triumph.php

10. What was the Pax Romana, and how was it associated with Octavius Caesar (later
Augustus)? How long did it last? Why was the defeat of Antony and Cleopatra
necessary for the establishment of the Pax Romana? This and other websites provide
information:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pax_Romana

Resources
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, directed by Jon Scoffield
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Antony and Cleopatra
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Antony and Cleopatra (1981
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Antony and Cleopatra (1983

Learn more about Shakespeare’s life and times at the following websites:
http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/index.html
http://www.folger.edu/template.cfm?cid=865& CFID=6230886& CFTOKEN=25420173
http://www.shakespeare.org.uk/explore-shakespeare.html

http://shakespeare.palomar.edu/life.htm

http://www.bardweb.net/man.html

After seeing/reading the play

1. Make a map showing all the locales in which the play is set. Include Cydnus. What key
events occur in each of these places? What does the geographic sprawl tell you about
the scale of the story being told?

2. Shakespeare often previews the play’s major themes in the first scene. In the first
speech of Act |, scene i, find the loaded words that reveal the Roman attitude about
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Antony’s military prowess, about his relationship with Cleopatra, and about Cleopatra
herself. What other views of these same matters are presented in the rest of the
scene? What plot developments are promised? What conflicts are hinted at?

What are the principal characteristics, values, strengths, weaknesses and dangers of
Egypt, according to the Egyptians? According to the Romans? What are the principal
characteristics, values, strengths, weaknesses and dangers of Rome, according to the
Romans? According to the Egyptians? Take into account these elements: a younger
culture versus an ancient culture, masculine versus feminine authority, Senate rule

versus an absolute monarchy, honor, love, power, courage, work, and play.

. Refer to the preceding question. How does Octavius Caesar represent the values of
Rome? How does Cleopatra represent Egyptian values? How do the values of Rome
endanger Egypt, and how do the values of Egypt endanger Rome? To what extent can
these differences coexist?

Find descriptions in the text of Antony in the past, when he was a great soldier. What
does he believe he has become? Find examples in the text that show what he has in
fact become. To what extent are the changes in his personality the result of
Cleopatra’s influence? How does his behavior vary according to his geographical

location? How does he reconcile his “Egyptian self” with his “Roman self”?

. Cleopatra is often referred to as a complex character. List at least ten facets of her
personality. Which contradict each other? How has Antony grown complex through
association with her? List at least ten facets of his personality. Which are in conflict
with each other? How does he deal with these contrary forces? How does Cleopatra
deal with hers?

Refer to your reading of Plutarch’s Antony and Cleopatra story. What events and
language did Shakespeare take directly from Plutarch? What elements did he omit or
change?

. Describe Octavia as others speak of her and as she presents herself. What are Octavius
Caesar’s feelings for her? How does he use her politically? How does Antony use her
politically? How successful are their political schemes?
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In their role-playing, both Antony and Cleopatra occasionally take the part of divine
beings. What gods are associated with Antony in the play? How do aspects of his
personality reflect these gods? What goddesses does Cleopatra consciously portray?

How do they reflect her personality and serve her needs?

Refer to your research on Roman women. How does Fulvia exceed her womanly
function? How do the Romans categorize Cleopatra? How does her open sexuality
endanger Roman values? How do the Romans regard Octavia’s sexuality, and how do
they exploit it?

Who is Pompey? Who was his father, and what became of him? To whom is Pompey a
threat? Account for the tension between him and Antony. Between him and Octavius
Caesar. How would an alliance of Caesar and Antony endanger Pompey? What kind of

arrangement does he make with them?

Refer to your research on triumvirates. How are the members of the Second Triumvirate
connected to members of the First? What animosities have been passed from the First
to the Second? What strengths and weaknesses does each member of the Second bring

to the group? What becomes of the Second Triumvirate by the play’s end?

What plot does Menas propose to rid Pompey of Antony, Caesar and their followers
(Act Il, scene vi)? Why does Pompey reject it?

Using passages from the text, describe the meaning of honor to Antony. Cleopatra.
Octavius Caesar. Octavia. Pompey. Enobarbus. Eros. When do they act honorably? When
and why do they betray their honor?

Describe the spectacles Cleopatra stages, those shown in the action and those
presented in words. What does she want in each case, and how does the spectacle help
her get it? What do pomp and spectacle mean to Caesar? What display does he consider
crucial to his sister’s status? What spectacle does he plan for himself in Rome, and what

does he intend to achieve with it?

Find instances when Cleopatra deliberately lies. In each case, what does she intend
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18.

the lies to achieve? When do her schemes work? When do they backfire? Cite
instances when other characters lie. For what purpose? With what success?

Find passages in the text that extol the generosity of Antony. What words are used
and who says them? Which speakers are friends and which are enemies? Find
passages that show him behaving generously. In what circumstances is his generosity

especially notable?

Who are the participants in Act IV, scene iii and what are they there to do? What
happens? How do they interpret it? What part of the play’s greater action does the
scene move forward? With the staging techniques available in Shakespeare's theatre,
how might his company have created an eerie atmosphere? What is its effect on the



