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ABSTRACT 
William Shakespeare’s history play Antony & Cleopatra is often considered, together with the plays Coriolanus and Julius Caesar, 
as one of his three Roman history plays. Together, the three tragedies construct a history of the transformation of the Roman 
system of government, from early republic to the advent of empire. This paper will consider the role of Egypt and its prime 
representative Cleopatra in the demise of the Roman Republic in Antony & Cleopatra. In the first part, the play is considered in 
comparison to Shakespeare's other Roman plays to establish the transformation of Roman institutions and virtues culminating in 
Antony & Cleopatra. In the second part, I analyse the construction of the Egyptian sphere. During the play, the Egyptian realm is 
constructed as a virtuously inferior Oriental Other. The influence of the Egyptian Other determines the decline of the institutions 
and virtues of the Roman Republic, giving way to the autocratic Roman Empire. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
As a poet and playwright, William Shakespeare 
remains one of the most prominent figures of English 
literature. Despite their age, his works have not lost 
their current relevance and they continue to provide 
meaning for people today. Especially Shakespeare’s 
tragedies offer much potential for interpretation in 
terms of contemporary events, questions, and power 
struggles. Thus, it comes as no surprise that modern 
stage adaptations regularly occur on the schedule of 
any major theatre, especially in the anglophone world. 
These productions are often widely broadcast and stir 
debates, such as the 2017 New York Delacorte Theater 
staging of Julius Caesar, which presented the late 
dictator in analogy to US president Donald Trump. 
Regarding political motives, three plays stand out of 
the canon as particularly engaging with the question of 
state transformation and those are the so-called 
“Roman plays”, which trace the ancient Roman 
development from republic to autocratic empire. In 
this paper, I will focus on the tragedy that depicts the 
last moments of the declining Roman Republic in the 
first century BCE, Antony & Cleopatra. This tragedy 

follows the relationship of Mark Antony, a Roman 
triumvir who overseas a third of the Roman territory 
and commands his own army, and Cleopatra, Queen of 
Egypt, which is under Roman guardianship at the time. 
In Antony & Cleopatra, the Roman Republic, 
governed by the triumvirate of Mark Antony, Octavius 
Caesar, and Lepidus, is under attack from the outside 
as well as from the inside: While a revolt emerges in 
Sicily and the Parthian empire attacks Rome, the 
triumvirate has its own internal conflicts. Antony 
neglects his duty, enjoying himself at the Egyptian 
court, and Octavian eventually betrays the 
triumvirate’s internal truce, striving for complete 
power over Rome. These conflicts culminate in the 
final civil war of the Roman Republic in which 
Octavian defeats the allies Antony and Cleopatra, 
ultimately leading to their double suicide. 
Shakespeare’s Antony & Cleopatra has prominently 
influenced the representation of Cleopatra and ancient 
Egypt as an Oriental Other in European-influenced 
media since its first performance, presumably in 1607 
(Cohen, 2016; cf. Said, 1978). As this work continues 
to participate in contemporary cultural discourse, it is 
fruitful to approach it through the lens of current 
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postcolonial theory conceptualising the Oriental Other 
on the basis of the influential works by Edward Said 
on Orientalism and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak on 
Othering. In this paper, I will enquire which role the 
Oriental Other Egypt, represented by Cleopatra, plays 
for the decline of the Roman Republic in 
Shakespeare’s Antony & Cleopatra. To consider this 
question, I will first examine how Shakespeare traces 
the ancient Roman transformation from Republic to 
Empire in the context of the other Roman plays, to 
establish the decline of the Roman Republic with its 
virtues and political institutions in Antony & 
Cleopatra. Subsequently, I will analyse the depiction 
of Cleopatra and the Egyptian realm as subordinate, 
feminised, sexualised, and exotic Oriental Other. 
Finally, I will merge the two strands of analysis to 
argue that it is Egypt in its function as the Oriental 
Other that consolidates the transformation from 
Roman Republic to Empire: Egypt’s institutions 
impact its Roman colonisers as much as the actions of 
its erratic queen, who embodies the Oriental Other, 
influence Antony, who represents the dying Roman 
Republic with its virtues. The encounter of Rome with 
the Egyptian Other in Shakespeare’s Antony & 
Cleopatra consolidates the transformation from the 
Roman Republic into the Roman Empire. 

 

THE DECLINE OF THE ROMAN REPUBLIC 
 

After Coriolanus and Julius Caesar, Antony & 
Cleopatra is the last of William Shakespeare’s Roman 
plays if ordered by the historical episodes they 
dramatise. The Roman Republic had already 
undergone considerable transformation towards an 
empire when the story line of Antony & Cleopatra sets 
in. In Coriolanus, the Roman Republic is young, and 
its political institutions are still emerging—the play, 
for example, covers the introduction of the people’s 
tribunes who represent the plebs in the senate (1.1.205-
6).1 In Julius Caesar, set 450 years later, Rome had 
already conquered great parts of the Mediterranean 
territory and northwest Europe under the eponymous 
general. The Republic was already declining, when 

 
1All references to plays by William Shakespeare stem from the 
edited version by Greenblatt et al. and are referenced as 

act.scene.verse. 

Julius Caesar was proposed as sole monarch. After his 
assassination, which intended to restore the 
Republican system, a civil war flared up ending in a 
power-sharing triumvirate that consisted of Octavius 
Caesar,2 Lepidus, and Mark Antony, who became “the 
senators alone of this great world” (Antony & 
Cleopatra, 2.6.9). This is the setting in which the 
tragedy of Antony & Cleopatra sets in. According to 
Cohen (2016), “the republic is virtually dead when 
Antony & Cleopatra opens” (p. 2778); Rome is well 
into the transition from republic to empire. However, 
Rome is not yet the autocratic empire as which it is 
known after the coronation of Caesar Octavius as 
Emperor Augustus. Antony is Octavius Caesar’s last 
obstacle on his way to becoming emperor and so Mark 
Antony’s defeat in the Civil War gives way to the rise 
of the autocratic Empire. Shakespeare’s Antony & 
Cleopatra monitors the consolidation of this 
transformation from Roman Republic to Roman 
Empire. 
 One way in which this transition can be 
attested is by tracing the development of political 
power first held by a collective, later owned 
predominantly by individuals. In Antony & Cleopatra 
this transition is reflected in the characters of the play 
which hold power as individuals rather than as a 
collective, unlike in the earlier set Roman plays. 
Although individuals as heroes like Coriolanus play a 
great role in the Republic, they are controlled by the 
people and depend on the collective to gain political 
power; in Coriolanus’ case, for example, notably on 
the plebeians, as illustrated in act 3 of the same-titled 
play. In Julius Caesar, the public is still present but 
does not play a role in decision-making, other than 
being object to manipulation. While the conspirators 
around Cassius and Brutus represent the Republican 
ideals as a collective with Brutus as an individual 
spokesman (2.1.86-228), the institutional power of 
Rome lies largely in dictator Caesar and later the 
triumvirate, centralising the political power in three 
persons. In Antony & Cleopatra, the people do not 
occur as a force, but rather as individuals associated 
with a certain position within a hierarchy. If they occur 

2He was the great nephew of Gaius Julius Caesar and later 

emperor Augustus. The shortened name Caesar will in the 

following refer to Gaius Octavius Caesar. 



 

 
 

3 
  

 

Let Rome and Tiber Melt and the Wide Arch of the Raged Empire Fall! 

and utter a shared opinion, for instance as a soldier 
advising Antony against a sea battle in 3.9.62-68, there 
is no power to it as he does not listen. Like Rome, 
Egypt, too, is chiefly represented by its Queen 
Cleopatra as singular sovereign under Roman control. 
While the Roman characters are part of military 
hierarchies, with Mark Antony and Octavius Caesar on 
top, the Egyptian characters fit into the hierarchy of the 
court circling around Cleopatra. In both realms, 
attention and power is centralised in individuals as is 
the case in an empire (cf. Jones, 2018), which Egypt 
had been before its conquest and towards which Rome 
is developing, as Shakespeare illustrates with the focus 
on power-holding individuals rather than collectives. 
The emphasis of this second, Egyptian realm with its 
imperial hierarchies converging at the person of 
Cleopatra furthermore demonstrates the Roman 
transformation.  

In Antony & Cleopatra, the attention shifts 
away from the internal politics of the Roman Republic, 
as focused on in Coriolanus and Julius Caesar, and is 
instead directed at Rome’s imperial domains, notably 
Egypt. The majority of the action does not take place 
in Rome but in Alexandria and at the battlefields in the 
south-east of the Roman Empire. This shift can 
moreover be monitored by the lack of political organs 
and institutions, such as the Senate and members 
thereof, which are very present in the other two Roman 
history plays. Instead, in Antony & Cleopatra, military 
individuals, particularly Antony and Octavius Caesar, 
determine Roman politics. The opposition to the 
conquered Egypt thus consolidates Rome as a 
conquering imperial power. 
 As the political institutions are well into an 
imperial development at the beginning of Antony & 
Cleopatra, so are the Republican virtues. What is left 
are only traces of what was valued in the Roman 
Republic. Despite Cohen’s (2016) statement of the 
Roman virtues being dead at the beginning of the play 
under scrutiny, Antony can be understood as “the last 
survivor” “of a heroic culture” (p. 2778).3 His death 
therefore implies the end of Roman virtues as valued 
in the Republic, which is the final nail in the coffin of 
the Roman Republic. Moreover, the virtues depicted in 

 
3While Pompey also exhibits Republican virtues (2.7.54-82) and 
fights for a Republican cause (2.6.9-20) like Brutus (in Julius 
Caesar) or Coriolanus (in act 1 of the eponymous play), 

Shakespeare’s other Roman plays are violated in 
Antony & Cleopatra, foremost by the central Roman 
characters Antony and his companion Enobarbus. 
While Cominius asserts in Coriolanus that “valor is 
the chiefest virtue” (2.2.81) of the early Roman 
Republic, Enobarbus denounces Antony’s valour as it 
overtrumps his reason when Antony leaves to 
challenge Octavius Caesar in duel at the end of act 3. 
He clearly does not perceive valour as the highest 
virtue to strive for but rather rationality. But Antony, 
too, violates Republican virtues, as he strives for 
monarchical power (3.6.1-19) and leaves his battle to 
follow Cleopatra, which is displayed as an act of 
shame (3.10.17-23). The Roman virtues expressed in 
the play have developed over time and are not the same 
anymore as those in the Coriolanus, set at the 
beginning of the Republic. Shakespeare portrays in 
Antony & Cleopatra the death of Republican values, 
which seals the decline of the Roman Republic. In the 
play, this development is decisively influenced by an 
Egyptian Other as the following examination will 
demonstrate. 
 

THE OTHERING OF EGYPT 

 

In Antony & Cleopatra, Shakespeare approaches 
ancient history from a Roman perspective, identifying 
the Roman as Self, and the Egyptian as Other. As a 
renaissance playwright engaging with Roman sources, 
notably Thomas North’s translation of Plutarch’s Lives 
of the Noble Grecians and Romans, Shakespeare 
covers Roman, not Egyptian, history in his plays, and 
his vantage point is accordingly rather Roman than 
Egyptian. This perspective can be exposed by the role 
of Cleopatra in the play. As established in the first 
section, the acting entities of the play are individuals 
rather than collectives. Cleopatra represents the whole 
of Egypt and is addressed as such in 5.2.13; the 
depiction of her persona thus expands to the entire 
realm which she represents. While it has been argued 
that Cleopatra is the central character of the tragedy 

(Cohen, 2016, p. 2779; Čađo, 2014, p. 29), she is 
portrayed through a Roman lens, rendering her a 
subordinate and morally inferior Other. Jensen (2011) 

Pompey’s influence perishes under the imperial struggle for 

hegemony between Antony and Octavius Caesar. 
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defines Othering as “discursive processes by which 
powerful groups, who may or may not make up a 
numerical majority, define subordinate groups into 
existence in a reductionist way which ascribe 
problematic and/or inferior characteristics to these 
subordinate groups” (p. 65). Importantly, Othering is 
multidimensional, meaning there are usually several 
forms of social differentiation that create the Other 
(Jensen, 2011, p. 65). In this case, the Romans as 
colonisers constitute the powerful group.  Although 
Cleopatra is the peak of the Egyptian hierarchy and has 
authority over her people, as the leader of a conquered 
territory she is subordinate to her partner Mark Antony 
and the Roman Empire he represents.  In the play, the 
Egyptians colonised are reduced to intersecting, 
morally inferior characteristics. 

First of all, Cleopatra is a woman and fulfils 
as such her position of power in a feminised way. 
When named by her position, she is almost exclusively 
referred to as “queen,” scarcely with genderless terms 
like pharaoh or leader, which stresses the fact that it is 
a woman who holds the position of power. This 
clashes with the Roman role of a woman, who is not 
supposed to be powerful in the political realm but 
rather characterised by the virtue of motherhood 
(Cohen, 2016, p. 2780). Moreover, Cleopatra’s power 
is depicted as that of a “seductress” (Cohen, 2016, p. 
2777) – it is sexual in nature. In her sexual power she 
is unrivalled, as Enobarbus informs us in 2.2.246-50. 
This is how she gained power by her relation to Julius 
Caesar, and control over Antony as “she pursed up / 
his heart” (2.2198-199), with purse alluding to her 
vagina (cf. note by Greenblatt et al. to 1.2.161). 
Furthermore, all the scenes at the Egyptian court, with 
or without Romans being present, are full of sexual 
allusions, for example in 1.5.8-18. Shakespeare 
thereby constructs a sexualised picture of Cleopatra 
and Egypt, which contradicts Roman morals of 
chastity and honour; sexual morals that are echoed in 
the Christian value system of Shakespeare’s times. 
While her femininity allows for a role of sexual power, 
it constrains her from other forms thereof, notably 
strategic and military power. Being both in Roman and 

 
4 E.g. convincing Antony to stay in 1.3, making 
Antony pardon her when he hears of her death in 

4.13-14 

Elizabethan times a male domain, it is from military 
power that Roman Republican virtues and honour 
derive in Shakespeare’s plays (Maus, 2016, p. 2933). 
Even though Cleopatra has responsibility over a fleet, 
Enobarbus deems her unfit for war because of her 
femininity (3.7.1-14) and later does not hold her 
accountable for the military decision to flee in the 
battle of Actium because, as a woman, she could not 
help her fear (3.13.3-6). Throughout the play, 
Cleopatra is volatile and short-tempered, embodying 
the female stereotype that spontaneous emotions guide 
her (upset/ hurt pride (1.3), longing (1.5), 
jealousy/rage (2.5.)) rather than reason and 
calculation, qualities that male characters like 
Enobarbus are bestowed with. This is particularly the 
case in the beginning, when the characters are 
introduced. She does not engage in or understand witty 
metaphors (3.7.9), Enobarbus denies her to be cunning  
(1.2.142-144), and when she is manipulative, her 
calculation often does not succeed.4 Cleopatra and, as 
she embodies Egypt, also the whole realm is thus 
feminised and portrayed as inferior in virtue, due to 
lacking valour, intelligence, and constraint. 

While the historic ruler over Egypt, 
Cleopatra VII Philopator, was of Macedonian origin 
and received Greek education, Shakespeare’s 
Cleopatra is marked as ethnically and culturally 
different and exotic Other. Although it is anachronistic 
to apply modern and postmodern conceptions of race 
to Shakespeare’s understanding of phenotype, in a 
current reading of the play, one can comprehend 
Cleopatra also as racialised Other, as she is described 
“with Phoebus’ amorous pinches black” (1.5.28) and 

“tawny” (1.1.16; cf. Čađo, 2014, p. 26). Certainly, she 
is not portrayed as Greek or Hellenistic, with which the 
Romans as well as a Renaissance audience might 
identify as Self, sharing mutual cultural origins. 
Instead, she is depicted as ethnically different. One 
way in which this manifests is in spiritual terms. The 
Egyptian court does not invoke Greek gods but alludes 
to Roman mythology (e.g., 1.5.18) or invokes the 
Egyptian goddess of fertility, earth and moon, Isis, that 
Cleopatra incarnates at her wedding (3.6.17) and is 
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referred to (3.13.155; cf. Cohen, 2010, p. 2780). 
Moreover, the ancient, mythical spirituality of Egypt, 
which nourishes exoticism, is furthered by a language 
of animated “earth” in regard to Egypt. Mary Thomas 
Crane (2010) argues that there is a cognitive and 
perceptual difference between Egypt and Rome, 
expressing itself in the dichotomy of fertile, spiritual 
and sensitive “earth,” and conquered, visual, and 
humanly modifiable “world.” While the term “world” 
occurs in Antony & Cleopatra to refer to the Roman 
realm, earth implies an Egyptian conception.  Even 
though Crane (2010) argues for an alternative 
understanding of the Roman-Egyptian binary relation 
(p. 102), the conceptual difference that she introduces 
substantiates the perception of Egypt as profoundly 
different from the perception of Rome, which gives 
way to Othering from the colonising, in this case 
Roman, perspective. 

In Antony & Cleopatra, this Other is, 
however, not just different from the Roman Self, but 
more specifically portrayed as an exotic Oriental 
Other. Egypt is referred to as “the East” multiple times 
and its exotic, often sexual characteristic is stressed, 
for example when Antony affirms "I' th' East my 
pleasure lies" (2.3.41) or that "The beds i' th' East are 
soft" (2.6.50). The Oriental, exotic, luxurious and 
erotic characteristics of Egypt climax in Enobarbus’ 
sensual description of its queen in 2.2.202-230. While 
the Romans appreciated Egypt for its luxury, 
festivities and exoticism, it is seen as a foreign realm, 
a conquest that is now dominated by Rome, but 
remains different. The fascination with the Other—the 
sexuality (e. g. 1.2.131-151), the strange animals 
(2.7.26-27), the extensive drinking (2.6.129)—does 
not express respect and equal value but rather the pride 
of colonial domination; all this belongs now to the 
Roman conqueror, as Lepidus expresses towards 
Antony “your serpent,... your sun, … your crocodile” 
(2.7.26-27). All the binaries of Rome and Egypt 
explored previously exemplify Orientalism; the 
opposition of a disciplined, masculine Roman West as 
opposed to a feminised, irrational, emotional East, as 
Paul Cantor (2014) illustrates (cf., pp. 71-72).  While 
Orientalism, as suggested by Edward Said (1978), is 
an inherently modern conception to explain a modern 
sociopolitical phenomenon, it nourishes from earlier 
representations of the Oriental Other like 

Shakespeare’s Antony & Cleopatra. The exotic 
Cleopatra continues to inform the imaginary of the 
Orient, which allows for the contemporary 
stereotyping of “the East” whose politics Said explores 
in his work. It is this fantasy of the luxurious, spiritual, 
idle, and sexualised Egyptian that segregates Egypt as 
Oriental Other from the Roman Self. 

The danger that this exotic Other bears is 
expressed in the symbolism of snakes, which are 
linked to Cleopatra. In multiple instances Cleopatra is 
referred to as Antony’s serpent (e.g., 1.5.25, 2.7.26) 
and in death she unites with them, tucking an asp to 
her breast and wrist, killing herself with their poison 
(5.2). While serpents in some cultures symbolise 
fertility and the earth, which also fits the representation 
of Cleopatra as established above (cf. Crane, 2010), a 
Shakespearean audience, well-versed in the Bible, 
would understand serpents first  and foremost as 
symbol of deceitfulness and seduction, based on 
Genesis 3 when the serpent tempts Eve to eat the 
forbidden fruit, causing ‘the fall of men’ (cf. Cohen, 
2016). This connotation connects Cleopatra directly to 
sin, as opposed to virtue. Also, when she invokes 
serpents in her anger, demanding that “kindly 
creatures / Turn all into serpents” (2.5.78–9), they 
symbolise evil. Furthermore, their occurrence in the 
play is about half of the time in reference to their 
poisonous characteristic, which alludes to Cleopatra’s 
capability to be harmful, in the end even fatal, towards 
Antony and the Roman Republic. And, indeed, she 
seduces Antony to abandon Roman virtues and live an 
Orientalised lifestyle, leading to the definite end of the 
Roman Republic. 

 
EGYPT’S INFLUENCE IN THE DECLINE OF 
THE ROMAN REPUBLIC 
 

On an institutional level, the encounter with the 
Egyptian colony changes the young imperial Rome. In 
Antony & Cleopatra, the two realms, Rome and Egypt, 
are demarcated in opposition to each other, 
constituting two separate entities. Yet, by their 
confrontation, they influence each other mutually, as 
Cohen (2016) demonstrates in the eroticisation of 
Rome and the militarisation of Egypt (p. 2777). While 
Egypt transforms under the colonial rule, the impact 
on Rome is even greater, as Cantor (2014) utters: 
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“Rome’s encounter with Egypt, with its centuries of 
imperial rule behind it, accelerates the corruption of 
traditional Roman institutions” (p. 70). Those 
traditional institutions are the remnants of the 
Republic, which are violated prominently in Antony’s 
coronation and the outset of his and Cleopatra’s 
dynasty (3.6.1-19). Shakespeare presents this 
particular event through Octavius Caesar’s 
contemptuous eyes, which exposes the influence of the 
pompous, luxurious, hierarchical, and sexual Egyptian 
Other on the triumvir. As Cantor (2014) points out, 
Caesar’s contempt derives from the clash of the 
centralisation of power in a god-like sovereign and the 
Roman Republican values, while Antony’s “imperious 
behaviour” (p. 70) fits to the Empire that Rome has 
otherwise already become. However, Octavius Caesar 
reveals a very similar behaviour in centralising the 
Roman political power after Antony’s defeat, in 
becoming the first Roman Emperor Augustus (Cantor, 
2014, p. 71). Among the circumstances that lead to the 
tragic fall of Mark Antony, the impact that the Othered 
Egypt and its queen had on him are central. 

Cleopatra’s deceitful and volatile actions 
greatly influence Antony’s behaviour and lead to his 
fall, giving way to the autocratic Roman Empire. 
While Cleopatra develops into a more and more 
complex character over the course of the play, the 
characteristics stressed as being responsible for 
Antony’s fall are those of the exotic Other, examined 
in the last section. Firstly, it is Cleopatra and her 
luxurious, indulgent, and sexualised lifestyle at court 
as well as her mocking that made Antony neglect his 
duties in Rome in the first place (1). Secondly, 
although Cleopatra offered her fleet to support 
Antony’s naval power and insisted on participating in 
the sea battle (3.7), she flees from the scene at Actium 
and thus makes Antony give up this decisive battle and 
leave as well (3.10). In the second sea battle near 
Alexandria, the surrender of her fleet causes again the 
defeat, this time the final one. Thirdly, Cleopatra’s 
attempt to manipulate Antony into pardoning her by 
feigning her own death triggers Antony’s own death 
(4.14). These actions that characterise Cleopatra as 
deserting, manipulative, and eventually poisonous 
Other all influence Antony’s fall and with it the end of 
the Roman Republic. But it is not only Cleopatra’s 
actions that lead to the decline; more important is the 

way Antony responds and how he behaves under the 
influence of the Other. 

The greatest effect has the Egyptian Other on 
Antony’s Roman virtues. The play opens with Philo’s 
comment on what has become of the once god-like 
general, who used to embody the Roman Republican 
values of valour, masculinity, activity, rationality and 
discipline; and whose life is now circling around sex 
with Cleopatra (1.1.1-9). Antony adopts during the 
play most of the characteristics established above as 
morally lessening the Egyptian Other: He is feminised, 
being “not more manlike /Than Cleopatra” (1.4.5-6) 
and  “is become the bellows and the fan/ To cool a 
gypsy’s lust” (1.1.9-10) that is constantly having sex 
with Cleopatra. He furthermore gives in to his fear of 
being overtrumped by the younger Octavius Caesar at 
the warning of a soothsayer and decides to go back to 
“Th’ East where my pleasure lies” (2.3), intending to 
return to his hedonistic lifestyle. Leaving Rome, he 
also leaves his position within the system of checks 
and balances of the Roman Republic, allowing Caesar 
to dispose of the third Triumvir Lepidus (3.5) and 
causing the war between the remaining two triumviri. 
In this war, Antony proves to have become militarily 
inept when he decides to first fight by sea, even though 
his fleet is inferior to Caesar’s (3.7). Similarly, he 
leaves the battle of Actium, abandoning his troops 
(3.10), which probably constitutes the climax of his 
loss of Roman virtue, chiefly valour, the utmost 
Republican virtue as established earlier. In both 
instances Antony’s decisions are led by emotions 
rather than rationality, another feminising and, from 
Roman perspective, inferior characteristic that he 
adopted from the Egyptian Other. While he restores his 
Republican virtues in showing the valour and rationale 
to kill himself to save his honour, those Republican 
values die with him. His defeat also means the end of 
the Roman Republic, both virtuously and 
institutionally, as Antony had been the last instance 
that could prevent Octavius Caesar from becoming the 
first autocratic Roman Emperor. In this sense, 
Antony’s exclamation in reaction to Cleopatra’s 
teasing “Let Rome in Tiber melt and the wide arch/ Of 
the ranged empire fall!” (1.1.34-35) in the very first 
scene of the play, when he decides to ignore the 
messenger from Rome to spend time with Cleopatra 
instead, can be understood as a prophecy: the empire 
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he knows will fall or at least melt and form a “new 
world order” (Cantor, 2014, p. 78) under Octavius 
Caesar as Emperor Augustus. The quote also reveals 
the influences of the Egyptian Other in this process, as 
Antony adopts both the Roman conception of the 
world as crafted arch, and the Egyptian elementary and 
nature-bound idea to melt in Tiber (cf. Crane, 2010, p. 
105). In the context of the scene, these two lines 
furthermore illustrate Cleopatra’s manipulative 
influence, as she, the idle, jealous seductress mocks 
him into abandoning his duty. 

  

CONCLUSION 
 
The encounter of Rome with the Egyptian Other in 
Shakespeare’s Antony & Cleopatra consolidates the 
transformation of the Roman state from Republic to 
Empire. The comparison with Shakespeare’s other 
Roman history plays Coriolanus and Julius Caesar 
illustrates that this transformation is already well 
progressed when the action of Antony & Cleopatra 
sets in – on an institutional level as well as virtuously. 
The shared power of the triumvirate is one of the few 
remaining connections to the Roman Republic in 
Antony & Cleopatra, constituting the final obstacle 
before the manifestation of the autocratic Roman 
Empire. At the end of the tragedy, the downfall of 
Mark Antony, and with him the Republican 
institutions and virtues, give way to Octavius Caesar’s 
rise as Emperor Augustus. The end of both, Antony as 
character and the Roman Republic he represents is 
fatally confirmed by the influence of Cleopatra and the 
Egyptian realm. This realm is throughout the play 

constructed as a feminised, sexualised, culturally 
different, oriental, deceiving – in sum – morally 
inferior but exotic Other. The Othered Egypt, bundled 
in its queen, actively and passively impacts the decline 
of Roman Republican institutions and values, most 
prominently with Cleopatra’s influence on Antony, 
whose actions determine the victory of Octavius 
Caesar over Mark Antony, enabling his autocratic rule 
– the end of the Roman Republic. 
 The analysis of Shakespeare’s Antony & 
Cleopatra in light of postcolonial theories reveals the 
destructive potential of the Oriental Other in 
contemporary receptions of the play.  As 
Shakespeare’s early 17th century interpretation of 
Roman history continues to prevail in contemporary 
society shaped by coloniality, a contemporary 
audience receives the play differently than an English 
Renaissance one. Approaching the play from a 
postcolonial perspective allows to understand current 
representations of Cleopatra and Egypt, which 
participate in maintaining contemporary power 
relations. In the context of examining the 
transformation of the Roman political system in 
Antony & Cleopatra, the political import of the 
representation of the Oriental Other becomes visible. 
While Egypt’s influence is not the sole cause, it 
decisively contributes to the decline of the Roman 
Republic and seals its fate. The influence that the 
Oriental Other plays in the decline of the Roman 
Empire in Shakespeare’s Antony & Cleopatra, as 
analysed in this paper, continues to inform 
contemporary representations of Cleopatra, ancient 
Egypt and the Orient.
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