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Mark Antony, Octavius Caesar and Lepidus jointly rule  
the Roman Empire. But while Antony’s head should be  
in Roman politics his heart lies in Alexandria and with 
Cleopatra, the Queen of Egypt. 

The romance infuriates Octavius, who thinks that  
Antony is neglecting his duties to Rome. And so, to 
appease his political ally, Antony agrees to marry 
Octavius’ sister Octavia. But as soon as Octavia’s  
back is turned, Antony shoots through to Egypt and 
shacks up again with Cleopatra.

Now Octavius is really riled. He declares war on  
Antony – on the whole of Egypt – and fortune and  
Antony part here. 

The former friends battle it out at sea and Antony looks 
set to win until Cleopatra suddenly flees and a lovesick 
Antony follows suit. The victorious Octavius offers 
Cleopatra a peace deal in exchange for Antony’s life  
but Antony intervenes before she can accept. 

Antony triumphs in a subsequent battle against  
Octavius, but the third battle really is no charm.  
Antony’s soldiers abandon him fearing bad omens  
and Antony is roundly defeated. Our hero blames  
his leading lady, believing Cleopatra sold him out  
to Octavius, but in reality? Never was there a queen  
so mightily betrayed.

In a rage, Antony threatens to kill Cleopatra but she 
retreats to her tomb and sends word that she has saved 
him the job and killed herself. Heartbroken, Antony falls 
on his sword but can’t quite, for the love of love, seem  
to get it right. He survives but is mortally wounded, living 
only long enough to profess his love to Cleopatra one last 
time. Meanwhile, Cleopatra commits suicide by holding a 
snake to her breast. 

In Ancient Egypt, love truly bites.

SPEED  
READ
A quick flick through  
Antony and Cleopatra
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The Antony And Cleopatra 
character lowdown
—
Costume Design by  
Anna Cordingley

 SOOTHSAYER
Spoiler alert: the soothsayer can  
see into the future.

AGRIPPA 
Octavius Caesar’s friend and adviser. 
Agrippa is a politically astute wheeler-
dealer, always thinking two moves 
ahead.

ANTONY
Legendary Roman leader who, until 
recently, always put duty first. Now  
he’s lazy and loved up (or just having  
a midlife crisis, depending on who  
you believe).

 CLEOPATRA 
The charismatic Egyptian ruler is 
revelling in her romance with Antony. 
Like her lover, Cleopatra is torn between 
state affairs and affairs of the heart. 

OCTAVIUS CAESAR 
Along with Antony, Octavius is one 
of the three rulers of Rome. Shrewd, 
ambitious and decisive, he is losing 
patience with Antony’s dalliances.

LEPIDUS 
The third member of Rome’s ruling trio, 
Lepidus wants to calm the escalating 
tensions between Antony and Octavius. 
He is right to feel nervous.

ENOBARBUS
As Antony’s long-time military buddy, 
Enobarbus has seen more than his share 
of mayhem and mischief. Takes life with 
a healthy dose of cynicism.

 POMPEY 
As Rome’s rulers bicker among 
themselves, Pompey has sensed 
the whiff of opportunity. Armed and 
dangerous.

CHARMIAN
Unswervingly loyal companion to 
Cleopatra. Charmian is here for a  
good time, not a long time.

OCTAVIA 
Octavia is servile, obedient and willing 
to do anything to help her brother 
Octavius Caesar. In other words, she  
is the absolute opposite of Cleopatra. 
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As rulers of nations Antony and Cleopatra are the  
ultimate power couple but in many ways Cleopatra  
rules the relationship. Whenever the warrior hero Antony 
leaves her side, Cleopatra’s magnetism draws him back. 

In his book On Shakespeare, John Bell describes 
Cleopatra as “undoubtedly one of Shakespeare’s most 
magnificent creations and probably the greatest female 
role ever written. She is fantastically intelligent, sensual 
and self-regarding; comfortable with her body and her 
passions but painfully aware of encroaching age.” 

As if there were any doubt about who the real star of the 
show is, consider this. Time and again in Shakespeare’s 
tragedies the playwright honoured his central character 
with a climactic death in the final Act. (Think of Hamlet, 
King Lear, Macbeth and Othello.) In Antony and Cleopatra, 
Shakespeare kills off Antony at the end of Act 4, giving 
Cleopatra the grand finale when she dies in Act 5. It is 
her death that brings the story to its conclusion. 

NO 
CLEOPATRA? 
NO PARTY.

Antony and CleopatraBell Shakespeare

Image:  
Antony and Cleopatra rehearsals, 
2018 © Prudence Upton
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The early scenes in Antony and Cleopatra are oozing with 
classic Shakespeare lines; some heart wrenching, some 
wise, some hilarious. As you watch the play, listen out for 
these gems:

QUOTE, 
UNQUOTE

THE TRIPLE PILLAR OF  
THE WORLD TRANSFORMED 
INTO A STRUMPET’S FOOL. 
Act 1, Scene 1

IF YOU FIND HIM SAD, SAY I AM 
DANCING. IF IN MIRTH, REPORT  
THAT I AM SUDDEN SICK. 
Act 1, Scene 3

IN TIME WE HATE THAT WHICH  
WE OFTEN FEAR. 
Act 1, Scene 3

MY SALAD DAYS, 
WHEN I WAS GREEN IN JUDGMENT,  
COLD IN BLOOD,
TO SAY AS I SAID THEN! 
Act 1, Scene 5

AGE CANNOT WITHER HER,  
NOR CUSTOM STALE 
HER INFINITE VARIETY. 
Act 2, Scene 2



William Shakespeare must have been 
box office gold when this play was first 
staged. (He had recently written Othello, 
King Lear and Macbeth.) Actor Richard 
Burbage played Antony but few other 
details remain about the play’s earliest 
performances.

In retelling history, Shakespeare rarely 
let the facts get in the way of a good 
story. However, Antony and Cleopatra 
is more accurate than most. Between 
51BC and 30BC Cleopatra was crowned 
queen of Eqypt, she had affairs with 
Julius Caesar and Antony, and she  
and Antony took their own lives.

In Cleopatra’s own time, enemies 
portrayed her as a sex bomb who 
manipulated men to do her bidding. In 
fact, it was her intellect that kept her in 
power. She spoke many languages and 
was educated in maths, philosophy, 
oratory and astronomy.

Overseas, many A-Listers have trod 
the boards in Antony and Cleopatra 
including Judi Dench, Helen Mirren and 
Kim Cattrall as Cleopatra; and Patrick 
Stewart, Anthony Hopkins and Laurence 
Olivier as Antony.

Peter Evans’ 2018 production is a rare 
chance to see Antony and Cleopatra live 
on stage in Australia. Bell Shakespeare 
has staged the play only once previously 
in its 28-year history.

Off the stage, and on the silver screen, 
more than 50 incarnations of Cleopatra 
have appeared in the past century. 
Elizabeth Taylor famously starred 
opposite Richard Burton in the 1963  
movie Cleopatra. Soon after came  
the spoof Carry On, Cleo. A decade  
later, Hildegarde Neil played the role, 
starring opposite Charlton Heston in 
Antony and Cleopatra.

SAY  
WHAT?

WAY BACK WHEN MODERN LOVE
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Post-show conversation starters 
to make you look smart
—
Image:  
Antony and Cleopatra rehearsals, 
2018 © Prudence Upton
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