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In Act 2 Scene 2 of the play Enobarbus refers to Cleopatra as having an “ 

infinite variety”, this is conceivably in reference to her ever changing 

personality and her rapidly shifting moods. Throughout the play a wide range

of moods are displayed by Shakespeare through her character, from a loving

and caring woman, to an evil and manipulative queen. 

In the scene where she is described as having “ infinite variety” Enobarbus is

giving an overall description of her boat and its magnificence which only 

compliments the beauty of Cleopatra herself. This suggestion of her being of 

extraordinary beauty is carried right through the play through many other 

characters actions and descriptions. Not only do we gather the impression 

that she is beautiful form the way Antony is so seduced and enticed by her 

but also descriptions from characters like Enobarbus. It is apparent that the 

boat is set to symbolise her in likeness and beauty. 

“…like a burnished throne” 

Quotations like this again exemplify the thought and history of her successful

reign over Egypt and her unpredictable success as a female ruler. 

The Greek historian Mestrius Plutarchus views Cleopatra as a purely negative

influence over Antony and this view is displayed in some of his workings. 

“…if any spark of goodness or hope of rising were left in him, Cleopatra 

quenched it straight and made it worse than before” 

“ Cleopatra has brought him beside himself by her charms and amorous 

poisons” 
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This point is reinforced by Shakespeare by the way he represents her as 

manipulative, in scenes where Antony is not there we can see how her mind 

process works and her thinking behind her actions. It can arguably be 

conceived as intelligence the way that she so successful convinces Antony 

that she is worthwhile and genuine. Plutarch also refers to Cleopatra as 

having magical abilities, which much alike Enobarbus’ descriptions elevates 

her to a supernatural and goddess like status. 

It is hard when analysing the text to fully understand reasons why 

Shakespeare made this character behave in such away however it is clear 

that part of her behaviour is controlled by what other people around her say 

and the way that they act. The biggest and most apparent example of this is 

Antony, a man who whether with or away from Cleopatra has a significant 

effect on her actions. When she is with him she behaves like a dominant and 

controlling woman, in the relationship between the two protagonists she is 

clearly the one in charge. By doing this she is able to manipulate Antony into

getting her own way and keep complete control over him. This idea is also 

closely linked with the theme and idea of her intelligence and general 

superiority over all others, hence why she is queen of Egypt. 

We see a drastic change in her behaviour when she eventually loses this 

power and Antony returns to Rome due to the death of his wife Fulvia. Here 

she is seen to be an insecure and dependent woman who longs for the return

of Antony and struggles to live without him. Without him by her side she 

becomes an erratic and unpredictable character which is clearly displayed to

the audience in Act 2 Scene 5 when a messenger brings her news of Antony. 

Impatience and frustration is an obvious focus of the scene as she doesn’t 
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allow the messenger to speak before she is threatening to kill him if he tells 

her anything that she does not want to hear. 

“…thou hast lived too long.” 

This play was never performed during Shakespeare’s own lifetime as it was 

believed that to display such a controversial character to such an unready 

audience would have been a bad move. Despite the fact that at the time 

they were being rules by Queen Elizabeth I society still did not believe that a 

woman should have such power and be so influential on people lives, 

especially a character like Antony who is supposedly a Roman war hero who 

is strong and commanding. 

This would have put a negative reflection onto the supposed dominant males

of society. However this was not the only reason, in the Shakespearian 

theatre all characters were played by men, even the female roles. 

Shakespeare understood that he had depicted Cleopatra in such an 

extraordinary and complex way that no man would effectively be able to 

perform the part on stage and convey her character in the desired way. It 

was also feared that such a plot and portrayal of a female queen would have 

caused great offence to Queen Elizabeth herself. 

This play works much more successfully to the modern audience as today’s 

society is much more accepting of powerful women however performances 

of this are still a rarity as it is still hard to find such diverse actresses to play 

her role. 
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The variations in Cleopatra’s character are further highlighted through the 

contrasting character of Octavia who becomes Antony’s wife over Cleopatra. 

She is seen to be very undemanding and have little say in the relationship. In

the case of her marriage with Antony she is purely used as a political device 

and to gain more power and bring the triumvirate together; very much in 

opposition to Cleopatra who is the driving force of the relationship and 

commands all actions. Octavia can be seen as the model wife of that era as 

she does what she is told and obeys her husband. This is why I believe 

Cleopatra appeals to the modern audience much more as she shows, at 

times, strength for woman kind. 

Overall I believe that despite the clash between Shakespeare’s opinions and 

other historical ones she is still a very demanding and entertaining character

to read/watch. Shakespeare delivers her role in an effective and conflicting 

manner which displays the characteristics of some women in a engaging 

way; the use of a variety of techniques aids this also. 
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