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INTRODUCTION

AN EGYPTIAN QUEEN

Antony and Cleopatra is Shakespeare’s most luxuriant tragedy. The action sprawls around the Mediterranean world as it gives historical form to the mythical encounter between Venus (the goddess of sexual love) and Mars (the god of war). The play is structured upon a series of oppositions: between female and male, desire and duty, the bed and the battlefield, age and youth, the philosophies of Epicureanism and Stoicism. Above all, between Egypt and Rome.

Henry Cockeram’s English Dictionary, published in the same year as the First Folio of Shakespeare’s collected plays, has an entry for Cleopatra: “an Egyptian Queen, she was first beloved of Julius Caesar; after, Marcus Anthonius was by her brought into such dotage that he aspired the Empire, which caused his destruction.” The idea that a great lawgiver or warrior could be destroyed by the lure of sexual desire was commonplace in the period. An earlier dictionary reminded the reader of how King Solomon in the Bible “exceeded all men in wisdom and knowledge” but “nevertheless was by dotage on women brought unto idolatry.” The primary definition of the word “dotage” was “to be mad or peevish, to play the fool (as old folks do).” To dote was to go against reason. To fall too far in love was to lose one’s wits. At the same time, the word was used with reference to old age: senility atrophies the powers of reason and makes an old person become a child again.

Antony and Cleopatra, as its first line informs us, is Shakespeare’s drama of dotage. “Nay, but this dotage of our general’s…”: Mark Antony, Roman general, who bestraddles the world with his military might, is growing old. He is growing foolish and he is crazily in love. Not a good combination for a soldier, but a great subject for a play.

Cleopatra, the Egyptian queen, is to Roman eyes a “quean,” which means a whore. She is the embodiment of sexual magnetism. A consummate actress, she is able to change her mood on a whim, to keep all around her guessing as to whether she is in earnest or at play. Linguistically, she has a marvelous gift of combining a tone of lightness and wonderment with a sexily down-to-earth robustness: “O happy horse, to bear the weight of Antony!” She is also the only woman in Shakespeare’s tragedies to have a wit comparable to that of his comic heroines, such as Rosalind in As You Like It and Portia in The Merchant of Venice. When news comes of the death of Antony’s wife, Cleopatra asks with feigned incredulity “Can Fulvia die?” This arch question plays on the double entendre whereby to die could mean to have an orgasm. Roman wives, she implies, are frigid creatures. Cleopatra is a grown-up Juliet: utterly confident in her body, she relishes her own sexuality and is the dominant partner in the relationship.

There is, however, a darker side to her powers. She uses both her sexual allure and her regal authority not only to seduce and to charm, but also to manipulate and to emasculate. She savages the messenger who brings news she does not want to hear. Her principal courtiers are women, Charmian and Iras. In Shakespeare’s source (of which more in a moment), Plutarch complained that the affairs of Antony’s entire empire were determined by these two women of the bedchamber. While frizzling Cleopatra’s hair and dressing her head, Plutarch implies, Charmian and Iras change the course of world history. There are only two men in the immediate entourage of the Egyptian queen. One is in the strict sense emasculated: Mardian the eunuch. The other is Alexas, whose name would have conjured up in the minds of the more educated members of a Renaissance audience the Alexis of the Roman poet Virgil’s second Eclogue. “Cruel Alexis” is the “lovely boy” (formose puer) who refuses to yield to the burning sexual desire of a shepherd called Corydon. To echo his name was automatically to evoke homoerotic desire, which in Shakespeare’s time was also castigated as a form of emasculation.

The name “Alexas” signals the trickier aspect of the Greek influence on Roman culture. Ancient Greece provided classical Rome—and Elizabethan England—with a back-catalogue of military heroes and ideals: Alexander the Great, the generals who fought the Trojan war, the Spartan model of military training. But “Greek love,” as espoused in, say, Plato’s Symposium, was hardly calculated to reinforce the Roman code of masculinity. The notion that the good life involved ascending a ladder of love that proceeded in an unbroken progression from the buggering of boys to contemplation of the divine did not sit well with an ideology of cold baths and route marches.

Historically, Cleopatra’s allegiance was to the Greek as opposed to the Roman world. Her family, the Ptolemies, were Macedonian Greeks. Though some modern productions have played with notions of her blackness, imagining her as a kind of female Othello, Shakespeare’s contemporaries did not regard her as black. George Abbott, who was born within two years of Shakespeare, made the point explicitly in his Brief Description of the Whole World wherein is particularly described all the Monarchies, Empires, and Kingdoms of the same:


Although this country of Egypt doth stand in the self same climate that Mauritania doth, yet the inhabitants there are not black, but rather dun, or tawny. Of which colour Cleopatra was observed to be; who by enticement, so won the love of Julius Caesar, and Antony. And of that colour do those runagates (by devices make themselves to be) who go up and down the world under the name of Egyptians, being indeed but counterfeits and the refuse of rascality of many nations.



“Tawny” was an orange-brown color, associated with the sun, but clearly differentiated from the blackness of the Moors of Mauritania. It was the color of “gipsies” (Abbott’s “runagates,” i.e. renegades), who claimed to come from Egypt (the accepted modern term for Gypsies, “Romany,” is irrelevant and confusing in this regard—it has nothing to do with Rome and only dates from the nineteenth century). Whereas Iago insults Othello with racial abuse directed at his black features, the Romans insult Cleopatra by calling her a Gypsy, associating her with a tribe famous for indolence, vagrancy, theft, fortune-telling and verbal wiles, magic, and counterfeiting—exactly the characteristics of Shakespeare’s representation of Cleopatra’s court. If the play is to be read as a dramatization of the workings of racial prejudice, then it would be historically more truthful to relate it to prejudice against Gypsies than prejudice against black people.

Gypsies were often associated with beggars, and part of the paradox that is Cleopatra comes from the sense in which the opposite poles of regality and beggary meet in her. Antony begins his journey with the claim that “There’s beggary in the love that can be reckoned,” while Cleopatra ends hers by recognizing that the “dungy earth” is both “The beggar’s nurse and Caesar’s.” Refusing to demean herself by begging in supplication to Caesar, she welcomes the beggar-like Clown instead and purchases the asp that she will nurse at her breast. It seems that her main reason for refusing to surrender to Caesar is a refusal to undergo the shame of public display:


…Saucy lictors
Will catch at us like strumpets, and scald rhymers
Ballad us out o’tune. The quick comedians
Extemporally will stage us and present
Our Alexandrian revels: Antony
Shall be brought drunken forth, and I shall see
Some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness
I’th’posture of a whore.



This is one of Shakespeare’s most daring self-allusions: he is the scald rhymer and his actors are the quick comedians extemporally staging the revels. Antony has been “brought drunken forth” in the person of Richard Burbage, and the “squeaking Cleopatra” who speaks these lines is Burbage’s cross-dressed apprentice, a young man in his late teens or at most his very early twenties. It is sobering, given that in modern times Cleopatra has been considered the supreme Shakespearean role for a mature female actor, to recall that the original Cleopatra would have been a “boy.” When Burbage’s Antony kissed him on stage, there would have been some in the audience—those of a puritan disposition—who would have felt vindicated in their belief that boy actors were nothing more than prostitutes to the perverted players. The phrase “boy my greatness / I’th’posture of a whore” is positively inviting such a reaction.

THE NOBLE ROMANS?

Where did Shakespeare learn the Roman history that he so memorably dramatized in Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra, and Coriolanus? Minor variants and improvisations apart, the answer is simple. While most of his plays involved him in the cutting and pasting of a whole range of literary and theatrical sources, in the Roman tragedies he kept his eye squarely on the pages of a single great book.

That book was Plutarch’s Parallel Lives. Plutarch was a Greek, born in Boeotia in the first century AD. His book included forty-six biographies of the great figures of ancient history, arranged in pairs, Greek and Roman, with a brief “comparison” between each pair. The purpose of the parallel was to ask such questions as “Who was the greater general—the Greek Alexander or the Roman Julius Caesar?” Marcus Antonius was paired with Demetrius Poliorcetes, King of Macedon, who was equally renowned as a general and a philanderer. Plutarch’s reason for pairing them was that they illustrated the precept that from great minds both great virtues and great vices do proceed:


They were both given over to women and wine, both valiant and liberal, both sumptuous and high-minded; fortune served them both alike, not only in the course of their lives, in attempting great matters, sometimes with good, sometimes with ill success, in getting and losing things of great consequence.



In the “comparison,” they are both praised for their “liberality and bounty,” condemned for their “concupiscence” and “lascivious parts.” On balance, the Roman is preferred to the Greek because “Antonius by his incontinence did no hurt but to himself [whereas] Demetrius did hurt unto all others.” Shakespeare is not in the business of making moral judgments of this kind. He does, however, place a strong emphasis on Antony’s liberality. On the night before the final battle, Octavius Caesar begrudgingly agrees to feed his soldiers: “they have earned the waste.” Antony, by contrast, lavishes wine upon all his captains. There is little doubt as to which is the more likable leader. On the other hand, to “drown consideration” in a late-night drinking binge is probably not the best preparation for an early-morning battle.

For Shakespeare, the historical “parallel” was a device of great power. The censorship of the stage exercised by court officialdom meant that it was exceedingly risky to dramatize contemporary affairs, so the best way of writing political drama was to take subjects from the past and leave it to the audience to see the parallel in the present. The uncertainty over the succession to the Virgin Queen meant that there were frequent whispers of conspiracy in the final years of Elizabeth’s reign. It would hardly have been appropriate to write a play about a group of highly placed courtiers—the Earl of Essex and his circle, say—plotting to overthrow the monarchy. But a play about a group of highly-placed Roman patricians—Brutus, Cassius, and company—plotting to assassinate Julius Caesar had the capacity to raise some awkward questions by means of the implicit parallel.

In 1592 there appeared in print an English version of the Marc Antoine of the French neoclassical dramatist Robert Garnier. The translator was Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke. The ultimate source of Garnier’s Marc Antoine was Plutarch. The matter was that which Shakespeare brought to the public stage some fifteen years later. Garnier, a magistrate, dramatized his Plutarchan material in order to reflect on the tragedy of civil war in sixteenth-century France. Mary Sidney’s Englished Antonius includes choruses of commoners—first Egyptians, then Roman soldiers—but its primary emphasis was not the many but the few. The play is an exploration of the damage that may be caused to the body politic if the private desires of the great are allowed to override their public duties. To become a lover is to put at risk one’s judgment as a governor.

We should be wary of jumping to the conclusion that Mary Sidney’s intentions in undertaking and publishing her translation were overtly topical rather than broadly exemplary, yet her theme was highly relevant to the concerns of the English court in the early 1590s. This was the period in which the Earl of Essex was beginning to gain considerable influence over the queen. The Sidney circle, with their strong commitment to Protestant virtue, were deeply committed to an image of Elizabeth as noble Roman, not sensuous Cleopatra. Samuel Daniel’s Cleopatra (published 1594), a sequel to his patroness’s play, is a further exploration of the potential of erotic passion to bring down a royal line. Fulke Greville, also a member of the Sidney circle, destroyed his own Antony and Cleopatra for fear that its representation of a queen and a great soldier “forsaking empire to follow sensuality” might be “construed or strained to a personating of vices in the present governors and government.” On “seeing the like instance not poetically, but really, fashioned in the Earl of Essex then falling (and ever till then worthily beloved both of Queen and people),” Greville’s own “second thoughts” were “to be careful.”

This background raises the question of whether Shakespeare needed to be especially careful when writing his version of the story early in the reign of King James. By this time his company were the King’s Men, under direct patronage of the monarchy. And he knew that his tragedy would be played at court. James was beginning to cultivate an image of himself as the modern equivalent of the most admired of all Roman emperors: Augustus. Shakespeare’s play ends at the moment when, the other two members of the triumvirate having been disposed of, Octavius Caesar becomes emperor and takes the name Augustus. When he says “The time of universal peace is near,” Shakespeare’s court audience would have heard an allusion to the “Augustan peace”: the idea that this emperor’s reign was sacred not only because it brought peace after a long period of war (as James had done when he signed the Somerset House treaty with Spain), but also because it was in the time of Augustus that Jesus was born.

If James regarded himself as an Augustus, his detractors saw him as an Antony insofar as his court was characterized by extravagance and profligacy. Whereas proponents of the Augustan ideal busied themselves erecting Roman triumphal arches in the streets of London in honor of the new king, Shakespeare’s Antony says “Let Rome in Tiber melt, and the wide arch / Of the ranged empire fall: here is my space.” The space of the play is indeed a space of play, and especially sexual play. Again, this was risky matter, given that James’s court was beginning to gain a reputation as a place of sexual freedom sharply contrasting to the aura of chastity surrounding his predecessor, the Virgin Queen, who in this regard was the very opposite of Cleopatra. “Authority melts from me,” says Antony. He loses his martial identity in a torrent of images of dissolving, discandying, dislimning. To some at court, this might have been perceived as a warning to King James. The king himself, one suspects, would have enjoyed the debate between austere Roman and sensuous Egyptian worlds: he loved nothing more than a good argument.

Plutarch’s greatest importance for Shakespeare was his way of writing history through biography. He taught the playwright that the little human touch often says more than the large impersonal historical force. Plutarch explained his method in the “Life of Alexander”:


My intent is not to write histories, but only lives. For the noblest deeds do not always show men’s virtues and vices; but oftentimes a light occasion, a word, or some sport, makes men’s natural dispositions and manners appear more plain than the famous battles won wherein are slain ten thousand men, or the great armies, or cities won by siege or assault.



So too in Shakespeare’s Roman plays. It is the particular occasion, the single word, the moment of tenderness or jest, that humanizes the superpower politicians. One thinks of Brutus and Cassius making up after their quarrel in Julius Caesar, of the defeated Cleopatra remembering that it is her birthday, or of Caius Martius exhausted from battle forgetting the name of the man who has helped him in Corioles where he earns the surname Coriolanus.

In Plutarch’s “Life of Marcus Antonius,” Antony claims descent from Anton, son of Hercules. To Shakespeare’s Cleopatra he is a “Herculean Roman.” His allegiance to the greatest of the mythical heroes is strengthened by the strange scene in the fourth act, when music of hautboys is heard under the stage and the second soldier offers the interpretation that “the god Hercules, whom Antony loved, / Now leaves him.” The memorable image of Antony and Cleopatra wearing each other’s clothes, the “sword Philippan” exchanged for the woman’s “tires and mantles,” thus comes to suggest the cross-dressing not only of Mars and Venus (i.e. war and love), but also of the strong-armed hero Hercules and Omphale, the Lydian queen who subdued his will and set him to work spinning among her maids. The latter tale was often moralized in the Renaissance as a warning against female wiles.

But Shakespeare enjoys the staging of Cleopatra’s allure. Although the “Life of Marcus Antonius” shows more than usual interest in the main female character, the historical structure of Plutarch’s narratives was always premised on the lives of his male heroes. Shakespeare’s play alters this focus to emphasize the death of the woman, not that of the warrior, as the climax of the story. The female perspective stands in opposition to the male voice that orders the march of history. In tone and language Antony and Cleopatra may be described as a “feminized” classical tragedy: Egyptian cookery, luxuriant daybeds, and a billiard-playing eunuch contrast with the rigors of Roman architecture and senatorial business.

OVERFLOWING THE MEASURE

Though Octavius is political victor, all the poetry of the play has been on the Egyptian side. From the first intimation that “There’s not a minute of our lives should stretch / Without some pleasure now” to the final enrobing for the serpent’s kiss of death, the language of Cleopatra works its magic upon the listener. Theater’s power to create illusion and poetry’s power to create beauty are of a piece with her seductive arts.

The first line of the play is only completed in the second: “Nay, but this dotage of our general’s / O’erflows the measure” says Philo, a Roman soldier whose name evokes the Greek word for “love.” From the Roman point of view it is a monstrous embarrassment that one of the three men who rule their great empire should be disporting himself like an infatuated teenager. Perhaps he is indeed entering his dotage, approaching the second childhood of old age. From the Egyptian point of view, the power of desire is on the contrary something that transcends the petty world of tribal politics. Antony is torn between the two worlds: one moment he kisses Cleopatra and says “The nobleness of life / Is to do thus,” yet the next he says “These strong Egyptian fetters I must break, / Or lose myself in dotage.”

Romanness meant stoically controlling the passions within the restraint of reason. When Roman restraint is abandoned on Pompey’s ship, the world is rocked—and politics dissolves into comedy. In Egypt, sensual indulgence is the game. Love is imagined as something that neither can nor should be controlled or measured. Its capacity is infinite. The love of Antony and Cleopatra “find[s] out new earth, new heaven.” And love’s medium is poetry: in this play Shakespeare gives his lyrical powers freer rein than ever before or after. Though the opening lines are spoken by a Roman, their style is loyal to Cleopatra: the sentence overflows the measure of the pentameter line, preparing the way for the liquid imagery of Egypt—with the fertile River Nile at its heart—that will overcome the measured rigidity of Rome.

Against the grain of the Renaissance idealization of the age of Augustus, Antony and Cleopatra depicts Octavius as a mealy-mouthed pragmatist. The play is concerned less with the seismic shift from republic to empire than with the transformation of Mark Antony from military leader to slave of sexual desire: “Take but good note, and you shall see in him / The triple pillar of the world transformed / Into a strumpet’s fool.” To Roman eyes, eros (fittingly, the name of Antony’s armorer) renders Antony undignified to the point of risibility. But the sweep of the play’s poetic language all the way through to its closing speech—“No grave upon the earth shall clip in it / A pair so famous”—celebrates the glory and magnanimity of the lovers, whose imagined erotic union in death is symbolic of cosmic harmony.

Octavius himself has to admit that the dead Cleopatra looks as if “she would catch another Antony / In her strong toil of grace”: “toil” is sweatily sexual, but “grace” suggests that even the most Roman character of them all is now seeing Antony and Cleopatra as something other than self-deluding dotards. The aura of Cleopatra’s last speech is still hanging in the air; the power of the poetic language has been such that a sensitive listener will half-believe that Cleopatra has left her baser elements and become all “fire and air.” She is, as Charmian so superbly puts it, “A lass unparalleled”: just one of the girls, but also the unique queen and serpent, embodiment of the Nile’s fertility and the heat of life itself.

The forms of Shakespeare’s verse loosened and became more flexible as he matured as a writer. His early plays have a higher proportion of rhyme and a greater regularity in rhythm, the essential pattern being that of iambic pentameter (ten syllables, five stresses, the stress on every second syllable). In the early plays, lines are very frequently end-stopped: punctuation marks a pause at the line ending, meaning that the movement of the syntax (the grammatical construction) falls in with that of the meter (the rhythmical construction). In the later plays, there are far fewer rhyming couplets (sometimes rhyme only features as a marker to indicate that a scene is ending) and the rhythmic movement has far greater variety, freedom, and flow. Mature Shakespearean blank (unrhymed) verse is typically not end-stopped but “run on” (a feature known as “enjambment”): instead of pausing heavily at the line ending, the speaker hurries forward, the sense demanded by the grammar working in creative tension against the holding pattern of the meter. The heavier pauses migrate to the middle of the lines, where they are known as the “caesura” and where their placing varies. A single line of verse is shared between two speakers much more frequently than in the early plays. And the pentameter itself becomes a more subtle instrument: the iambic beat is broken up, and there is often an extra (“redundant”) unstressed eleventh syllable at the end of the line (this is known as a “feminine ending”). There are more modulations between verse and prose. Occasionally the verse is so loose that neither the original typesetters of the plays when they were first printed nor the modern editors of scholarly texts can be entirely certain whether verse or prose is intended.

Iambic pentameter is the ideal medium for dramatic poetry in English because its rhythm and duration seem to fall in naturally with the speech patterns of the language. In its capacity to combine the ordinary variety of speech with the heightened precision of poetry, the supple mature Shakespearean “loose pentameter” is perhaps the most expressive vocal instrument ever given to the actor. Antony and Cleopatra is, simply from the point of view of its sustaining of a lyrical poetic voice, Shakespeare’s most beautiful play. Speech after speech soars like music while being grounded in precision of image.

Most famously, there is Enobarbus’ description of Antony’s first sight of Cleopatra. Plutarch’s Lives must have been open on Shakespeare’s desk as he composed the scene. The Egyptian queen is at Cydnus, splendidly attired and throned in state upon her barge:


The poop whereof was of gold, the sails of purple, and the oars of silver, which kept stroke in rowing after the sound of the music of flutes, hautboys, citherns, viols, and such other instruments as they played upon in the barge. And now for the person of her self she was laid under a pavilion of cloth of gold of tissue, apparelled and attired like the goddess Venus, commonly drawn in picture; and hard by her, on either hand of her, pretty fair boys apparelled as painters do set forth god Cupid, with little fans in their hands, with the which they fanned wind upon her. Her ladies and gentlewomen also, the fairest of them were apparelled like the nymphs Nereids (which are the mermaids of the waters) and like the Graces, some steering the helm, others tending the tackle and ropes of the barge, out of the which there came a wonderful passing sweet savour of perfumes, that perfumed the wharf’s side, pestered with innumerable multitudes of people. Some of them followed the barge all along the river’s side; others also ran out of the city to see her coming in. So that in the end, there ran such multitudes of people one after another to see her, that Antonius was left post alone in the market-place, in his imperial seat to give audience.



Shakespeare wrote for a bare stage and an appreciative ear. Where the director of a modern musical would tell his designer to build that barge, Shakespeare let his audience fashion the scene in their imagination by turning the prose of Plutarch’s English translator, Sir Thomas North, into richly evocative verse:


The barge she sat in, like a burnished throne,
Burned on the water: the poop was beaten gold,
Purple the sails, and so perfumèd that
The winds were lovesick with them: the oars were silver,
Which to the tune of flutes kept stroke, and made
The water which they beat to follow faster,
As amorous of their strokes. For her own person,
It beggared all description: she did lie
In her pavilion, cloth-of-gold of tissue,
O’er-picturing that Venus where we see
The fancy out-work nature: on each side her
Stood pretty dimpled boys, like smiling Cupids,
With divers-coloured fans whose wind did seem
To glow the delicate cheeks which they did cool,
And what they undid did.
…
Her gentlewomen, like the Nereides,
So many mermaids, tended her i’th’eyes,
And made their bends adornings. At the helm
A seeming mermaid steers: the silken tackle
Swell with the touches of those flower-soft hands
That yarely frame the office. From the barge
A strange invisible perfume hits the sense
Of the adjacent wharfs. The city cast
Her people out upon her, and Antony,
Enthroned i’th’market-place, did sit alone,
Whistling to th’air, which, but for vacancy,
Had gone to gaze on Cleopatra too,
And made a gap in nature.



Our modern conception of genius makes creativity synonymous with originality. In matters artistic, there is no more severe accusation than that of plagiarism. A modern student might therefore be surprised to see how closely Shakespeare followed—stole—the shape of his model. The barge and all its accoutrements, the apparel of Cleopatra herself, her gorgeous attendants, the common people running out of the city to gaze upon the exotic queen, imperial Antony left alone on his throne in the marketplace: each successive detail is lifted straight from the source.

But to the Elizabethans, this procedure would have been admirable, not reprehensible. For them, there was no higher mark of artistic excellence than what they called the “lively turning” of familiar material. This was the art of “copiousness” that they were taught in school: take a piece of received wisdom (a proverb, a phrase, a historical incident, a story out of ancient myth), turn it on the anvil of your inventiveness, and you will give it new life. The art is in the embellishment.

The fluidity of the meter plays as big a part in the animation as the enrichment of the language. Line after line is run on, as Enobarbus becomes carried away by the scene that he is conjuring up. Particular energy comes from the placing of verbs at the end of the line: “made,” “lie,” “see,” “seem,” “cast.” We are carried forward by the desire to discover the object of each verb.

Shakespeare takes the golden poop and the purple sails from North’s Plutarch, but adds “and so perfumèd that / The winds were lovesick with them.” Where the historian has offered mere description, the dramatist adds reaction. He imagines the wind being affected by Cleopatra’s aura. Then the water follows suit: the strokes of the oars and their musical accompaniment are in Plutarch, but in Shakespeare the water falls in love even as it is beaten. That pain and love have something to do with each other is a thought he developed later in the play, when Cleopatra compares the stroke of death to a lover’s pinch “Which hurts and is desired.” In Plutarch, Cleopatra is like a picture of Venus, the goddess of love; in Shakespeare, she out-pictures the best imaginable picture of Venus.

The poet proves his art by transforming the historian’s plain simile into an astonishingly complex effect: a work of art usually imitates nature, whereas the very best work of art seems to “out-work” nature, whereas Cleopatra surpasses even that. So does her allure come from nature or from art? Through the poet’s imagination, Cleopatra can contrive her goddess-like appearance so that the very elements of nature—first the winds and the waves, then the rope of the tackle, then the stone of the wharf, and finally the air itself—fall in love with her. After this, is it surprising that Antony does so too? Soon he will vacate that throne on which he has been left in the empty marketplace, looking rather ridiculous. The image of vacation becomes symbolic of the whole process of the play, whereby politics and power are left behind, so strong is the allure of Cleopatra’s erotic aura. Such is Shakespeare’s quickness of mind and fertility of imagination that, Cleopatra-like, he makes effects of art seem like effusions of nature.

Shakespeare certainly acted in his own early plays, but probably not his later ones. He is unlikely to have written a role for himself in Antony and Cleopatra. But the role of Enobarbus, the admiring yet detached witness who speaks these lines, feels as if it corresponds to his own point of view. Shakespeare is a realist as well as a romantic, a skilled politician as well as a supreme poet; he is equally capable of imagining Antony’s dramatic trajectory as a rise and as a fall. He is perpetually both inside and outside the action, both an emotionally involved participant in the world he creates and a wry commentator upon it. So he invented a new character, the only major player in the story who is absent from the historical source: Enobarbus. His consciousness is vital to the audience because he seems to offer the perspective of an Egyptian in Rome and a Roman in Egypt. Intelligent, funny, at once companionable and guardedly isolated, full of understanding and admiration for women but most comfortable among men (there is a homoerotic frisson to his bond with Menas and his rivalry with Agrippa), clinically analytical in his assessment of others but full of sorrow and shame when his reason overrides his loyalty and leads him to desert his friend and master, Enobarbus is as rewarding a role as any that Shakespeare wrote. And it might just be the nearest thing anywhere in his complete works to a considered self-portrait.





ABOUT THE TEXT

Shakespeare endures through history. He illuminates later times as well as his own. He helps us to understand the human condition. But he cannot do this without a good text of the plays. Without editions there would be no Shakespeare. That is why every twenty years or so throughout the last three centuries there has been a major new edition of his complete works. One aspect of editing is the process of keeping the texts up to date—modernizing the spelling, punctuation, and typography (though not, of course, the actual words), providing explanatory notes in the light of changing educational practices (a generation ago, most of Shakespeare’s classical and biblical allusions could be assumed to be generally understood, but now they can’t).

Because Shakespeare did not personally oversee the publication of his plays, with some plays there are major editorial difficulties. Decisions have to be made as to the relative authority of the early printed editions, the pocket format “Quartos” published in Shakespeare’s lifetime and the elaborately produced “First Folio” text of 1623, the original “Complete Works” prepared for the press after his death by Shakespeare’s fellow actors, the people who knew the plays better than anyone else. Antony and Cleopatra, however, exists only in a Folio text. In places it is poorly printed, so editorial emendation is often necessary. It is unfortunate that there is no Quarto text for comparison. The following notes highlight various aspects of the editorial process and indicate conventions used in the text of this edition:

Lists of Parts are supplied in the First Folio for only six plays: Antony and Cleopatra is not one of them, so the list here is editorial. Capitals indicate that part of the name which is used for speech headings in the script (thus “Mark ANTONY”).

Locations are provided by the Folio for only two plays, of which Antony and Cleopatra is not one. Eighteenth-century editors, working in an age of elaborately realistic stage sets, were the first to provide detailed locations (“another part of the palace”). Given that Shakespeare wrote for a bare stage and often an imprecise sense of place, we have relegated locations to the explanatory notes at the foot of the page, where they are given at the beginning of each scene where the imaginary location is different from the one before. In the case of Antony and Cleopatra, the key aspect of location is the movement between Egypt and Rome.

Act and Scene Divisions were provided in the Folio in a much more thoroughgoing way than in the Quartos. Sometimes, however, they were erroneous or omitted; corrections and additions supplied by editorial tradition are indicated by square brackets. Five-act division is based on a classical model, and act breaks provided the opportunity to replace the candles in the indoor Blackfriars playhouse which the King’s Men used after 1608, but Shakespeare did not necessarily think in terms of a five-part structure of dramatic composition. The Folio convention is that a scene ends when the stage is empty. Nowadays, partly under the influence of film, we tend to consider a scene to be a dramatic unit that ends with either a change of imaginary location or a significant passage of time within the narrative. Shakespeare’s fluidity of composition accords well with this convention, so in addition to act and scene numbers we provide a running scene count in the right margin at the beginning of each new scene, in the typeface used for editorial directions. Where there is a scene break caused by a momentary bare stage, but the location does not change and extra time does not pass, we use the convention running scene continues. There is inevitably a degree of editorial judgment in making such calls, but the system is very valuable in suggesting the pace of the plays.

Speakers’ Names are often inconsistent in Folio. We have regularized speech headings, but retained an element of deliberate inconsistency in entry directions, in order to give the flavor of Folio.

Verse is indicated by lines that do not run to the right margin and by capitalization of each line. The Folio printers sometimes set verse as prose, and vice versa (either out of misunderstanding or for reasons of space). We have silently corrected in such cases, although in some instances there is ambiguity, in which case we have leaned toward the preservation of Folio layout. Folio sometimes uses contraction (“turnd” rather than “turned”) to indicate whether or not the final “-ed” of a past participle is sounded, an area where there is variation for the sake of the five-beat iambic pentameter rhythm. We use the convention of a grave accent to indicate sounding (thus “turnèd” would be two syllables), but would urge actors not to overstress. In cases where one speaker ends with a verse half-line and the next begins with the other half of the pentameter, editors since the late eighteenth century have indented the second line. We have abandoned this convention, since the Folio does not use it, nor did actors’ cues in the Shakespearean theater. An exception is made when the second speaker actively interrupts or completes the first speaker’s sentence.

Spelling is modernized, but older forms are very occasionally maintained where necessary for rhythm or aural effect.

Punctuation in Shakespeare’s time was as much rhetorical as grammatical. “Colon” was originally a term for a unit of thought in an argument. The semicolon was a new unit of punctuation (some of the Quartos lack them altogether). We have modernized punctuation throughout, but have given more weight to Folio punctuation than many editors, since, though not Shakespearean, it reflects the usage of his period. In particular, we have used the colon far more than many editors: it is exceptionally useful as a way of indicating how many Shakespearean speeches unfold clause by clause in a developing argument that gives the illusion of enacting the process of thinking in the moment. We have also kept in mind the origin of punctuation in classical times as a way of assisting the actor and orator: the comma suggests the briefest of pauses for breath, the colon a middling one, and a full stop or period a longer pause. Semi-colons, by contrast, belong to an era of punctuation that was only just coming in during Shakespeare’s time and that is coming to an end now: we have accordingly only used them where they occur in our copy texts (and not always then). Dashes are sometimes used for parenthetical interjections where the Folio has brackets. They are also used for interruptions and changes in train of thought. Where a change of addressee occurs within a speech, we have used a dash preceded by a full stop (or occasionally another form of punctuation). Often the identity of the respective addressees is obvious from the context. When it is not, this has been indicated in a marginal stage direction.

Entrances and Exits are fairly thorough in Folio, which has accordingly been followed as faithfully as possible. Where characters are omitted or corrections are necessary, this is indicated by square brackets (e.g. “[and Attendants]”). Exit is sometimes silently normalized to Exeunt and Manet anglicized to “remains.” We trust Folio positioning of entrances and exits to a greater degree than most editors.

Editorial Stage Directions such as stage business, asides, or indications of addressee and of characters’ position on the gallery stage are only used sparingly in Folio. Other editions mingle directions of this kind with original Folio and Quarto directions, sometimes marking them by means of square brackets. We have sought to distinguish what could be described as directorial interventions of this kind from Folio-style directions (either original or supplied) by placing them in the right margin in a different typeface. There is a degree of subjectivity about which directions are of which kind, but the procedure is intended as a reminder to the reader and the actor that Shakespearean stage directions are often dependent upon editorial inference alone and are not set in stone. We also depart from editorial tradition in sometimes admitting uncertainty and thus printing permissive stage directions, such as an Aside?. (often a line may be equally effective as an aside or a direct address—it is for each production or reading to make its own decision) or a may exit or a piece of business placed between arrows to indicate that it may occur at various different moments within a scene.

Line Numbers in the left margin are editorial, for reference and to key the explanatory and textual notes.

Explanatory Notes at the foot of each page explain allusions and gloss obsolete and difficult words, confusing phraseology, occasional major textual cruces, and so on. Particular attention is given to non-standard usage, bawdy innuendo, and technical terms (e.g. legal and military language). Where more than one sense is given, commas indicate shades of related meaning, slashes alternative or double meanings.

Textual Notes at the end of the play indicate major departures from the Folio. They take the following form: the reading of our text is given in bold and its source given after an equals sign, with “F2” indicating a reading that derives from the Second Folio of 1632, “F3” one that derives from the Third Folio of 1663–64, “F4” one that derives from the Fourth Folio of 1685, and “Ed” one that derives from the subsequent editorial tradition. The rejected Folio (“F”) reading is then given. Thus, for example: “3.6.14 he there = Ed. F = hither” means that at Act 3/Scene 6/line 14, the Folio compositor erroneously printed “hither” and we have followed editorial tradition in emending to “he there.”





KEY FACTS

MAJOR PARTS: (with percentage of lines/number of speeches/scenes on stage) Mark Antony (24%/202/22), Cleopatra (19%/204/16), Octavius Caesar (12%/98/14), Enobarbus (10%/113/12), Pompey (4%/41/3), Charmian (3%/63/10), Lepidus (2%/30/6), Menas (2%/35/3), Agrippa (2%/28/7), Dolabella (1%/23/3), Eros (1%/27/6), Scarrus (1%/12/4).

LINGUISTIC MEDIUM: 95% verse, 5% prose.

DATE: 1606–07. Perhaps performed at court Christmas 1606 or Christmas 1607. Registered for publication in May 1608 (though not actually published prior to the First Folio); it seems to have influenced a play by Barnabe Barnes that was performed and published in 1607.

SOURCES: Closely based on the “Life of Marcus Antonius” in Plutarch’s Lives of the Most Noble Grecians and Romanes, translated by Thomas North (1579); there are some exceptionally close verbal parallels. The main addition is the character of Enobarbus, who is only mentioned very briefly in Plutarch. Shakespeare also seems to have known Samuel Daniel’s Cleopatra (1594, a play written to be read rather than performed); Daniel, in turn, seems to have been influenced by Shakespeare when revising his play in 1607.

TEXT: The First Folio of 1623 is the only early text. Apparently set from a scribal transcript of Shakespeare’s manuscript, it is notably inconsistent in the spelling of proper names and has a plethora of minor errors but few major ones.
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