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Juliet and Cleopatra stand out as the characters of Shakespeare who most 

embody what it is to be a woman. Instead of reading Romeo and Juliet and 

Antony and Cleopatra simply as romantic tragedies, the plays should be examined 

as the stories of strong, intelligent, capable women doing the best they could to 

take control of their worlds—worlds in which, as women, they could garner little 

control. These two women sought love and independence in spheres where their 

rights to pursue love and stand as individuals were challenged. Shakespeare, it 

seems, was not unaware of the plight of women in his own time, and created 

characters that cross time boundaries to make universal and incredibly believable 

statements about all women in all times. 

The importance of these two specific women cannot go unnoticed when 

one considers the position their names occupy in the plays they inhabit. Each pair 

of lovers has "equal claimjs] on the role normally reserved for a single 

protagonist" (Rozett 152). This is not just a case of a woman existing in a story to 

create counterbalance to the male lead, or in some way to be a foil to his exploits 

or virtues. 

Juliet and Cleopatra exist suspended in patriarchal worlds. Cleopatra, 

despite her position as the Queen of Egypt, is held prisoner both literally and 

figuratively by the Roman Empire. Juliet, the princess of her family, is held 

prisoner by the same overwhelming patriarchy on a smaller scale. Neither woman 

is at liberty to express her opinion or assert her independence. 



There is no mistaking that Cleopatra and Juliet are vastly different women 

in different situations and positions in life. Juliet is very young, and her love for 

Romeo blooms quickly. Cleopatra and Antony are more mature, and become 

almost comical figures due to their status as "simultaneously legendary characters 

of heroic proportions and aging lovers" (Rozett 159) whose flaws and follies are 

readily apparent. Juliet is a girl; her man is only a boy. Cleopatra is a woman; her 

man is a seasoned soldier. Juliet is a child in her parents' house; Cleopatra is a 

queen. It is the differences between these women that make their similarities all 

the more apparent. Regardless of the woman in question, they both exhibit the 

same strengths. 

Cleopatra and Juliet express their strength in several ways: as women 

claiming love and their own sexuality, as women taming and molding their male 

partners, as women rebelling against the political intrusion into the matters of love, 

and finally as women choosing death over life in worlds that stifle their identities. 

Both Juliet and Cleopatra could easily be taken as one-dimensional supporting 

roles to the men with whom they share their plays. Juliet could be seen as a 

young, weak girl who jumps at the first chance of love she is offered. Cleopatra 

could be viewed as a conniving, scheming, sensual woman who uses men as 

pawns for her entertainment. With Cleopatra and Juliet both, Shakespeare creates 

an illusory persona for the audience to see and forces the audience to "choose 

between an illusion which generates mythic identity and a 'reality' which forfeits 



of falsifies myth" (Wbittier 206). Though Juliet may be a young girl, she is 

capable of showing sincere and deep love, and though Cleopatra may seem to the 

Romans to be a whore, she offers gentle and meaningful expressions of her love. 

Both the Queen of Egypt and the prized child of the Capulet house must 

deal with the patriarchal societies in which they live in order to survive. Both 

women are in situations where they have less liberty than men do and are 

constrained from expressing their thoughts openly and controlling their own lives. 

Juliet is controlled by her parents; Cleopatra, by the "Roman" way of life. Though 

the obedience due to a family and the authority of a government differ greatly, 

they are similarly patriarchal situations. Neither woman is really given the credit 

she deserves. Caesar underestimates Cleopatra when he sends his servant Thyreus 

to persuade her to betray Antony. The reaction, not surprisingly, is volatile. 

Juliet's parents similarly underestimate her when they think She will go right along 

with marrying Paris. The ability of both women to express themselves and 

particularly their sexuality is limited. Sexuality in Shakespeare's plays is 

expressed in two primary ways: in the absolute purity of women, or in the 

supposed or actual infidelity of women (Neely 127). Juliet is not as pure as she 

seems, and Cleopatra is never unfaithful to Antony, though both women are 

believed to be only what they seem. Juliet's parents do not realize or understand 

the depth of Juliet's emotions until she dies. Caesar and his men are content in 

considering Cleopatra a common tramp. It is through these coverings that the 



truth of the characters of Juliet, the pure young girl, and Cleopatra, the exotic 

mistress, may be seen. 

Some critics have been guilty of overlooking Juliet, "viewing the play as 

being primarily about Romeo and treating Juliet as a subsidiary, underdeveloped 

character... reading her as little more than a child" (Brown 333). Niamh Cusack, 

who played Juliet in a modern production of Romeo and Juliet, expresses the 

typical view of Juliet. "She has no reason to be unhappy, so she does not question 

whether she is happy or not. She is an only child who talks to things, to objects, as 

if they were people" (Cusack 125). This, the actress says, helped her to find the 

youthfulness of the part. Juliet is not just a naive member of the upper class, nor is 

she a mindless puppet; she encompasses so much more than just this. 

Unfortunately, Juliet has often received such criticism. 

However, as Paris points out in the play, "Younger than she are happy 

mothers made" (1.3.12). Just because Juliet is young and inexperienced in the 

world does not mean that she has no understanding of it. But as feminist criticism 

has expanded, Juliet is receiving more "concentrated, appreciative attention" 

(Brown 333). If one looks beyond her youth, one "discover[s] not a reticent virgin 

but a multifaceted character who transcends Romeo in maturity, complexity, and 

rhetorical dexterity" (Brown 333). Juliet's strengths in these areas make her a 

noteworthy and universal character. Juliet is really a motivated, brave, and 

intelligent woman who is struggling to retain her "integrity and autonomy in a 



world that is hostile to women" (Brown 333). She shows great strength of 

character and an ability to take charge of any situation in which she finds herself. 

Though Juliet is but a child of fourteen, she is a sexual creature who exists 

in a society filled with the lewd suggestions of such characters as Mercutio, 

Benvolio, and even Romeo. She also faces suppression at the hands of her parents 

and the risk of losing her reputation of chastity. Juliet is the most desirable of 

women, being both "chaste and desirous" (Bly 97). She expresses her lust in 3.2 

quite brazenly when alone, and proves that she is mature and ready for the 

emotional and physical affections of Romeo. In the balcony scene, Juliet, while 

still unaware of Romeo's presence, talks to herself about her attraction to Romeo. 

This shows that her love is so pure and strong that she can look beyond names and 

feuds to truly appreciate Romeo. Even if her attraction is not a reaction to Romeo, 

but rather a reaction independent of him that expresses her desire for love and 

independence, Juliet shows maturity in the ability to identify' her own desires. The 

question is then raised how desire can be properly addressed if a "blunt expression 

of lust" is inappropriate for the virginal Juliet. Juliet's puns and wit express her 

"sexual knowledge and carnal desire at the same time" (Bly 98-9). Though chaste 

and contained, Juliet seems "intensely interested in the fate of [her] maidenhead" 

(Bly 101). This is no meek and mild virgin. Even though Juliet is one of 

Shakespeare's youngest female protagonists, she is "in many senses...the most 

aggressive" in her pursuit of love and independence (Brown 335). 



Cleopatra is often duplicitous and deceitful in her dealings with Antony, but 

this is how she feels she must act to claim that which she rightfully deserves— 

love. In Cleopatra, "Shakespeare has given us an image of human creative energy 

dealing with a world that is... "constantly changing (Foreman 200). Since 

Cleopatra is the dreaded "other woman," she cannot simply woo Antony in the 

traditional way. She takes her chances when she can get them. Irena Makaryk 

views Cleopatra as "a supremely self-confident being who experiences no 

discrepancy between her various roles" (Makaryk 110). In actuality, she is acutely 

aware of the parts she plays. From the beginning of the play to the end, Cleopatra 

wants to be Antony's wife, but since she cannot be, she must act the role of the 

mistress. Outwardly, this may seem an easier role to play, but "the role of 

courtesan is as constricting and, curiously, as predictable as that of wife" 

(Makaryk 118). Cleopatra's histrionics over Antony's departure at the news of his 

wife's death and her scheming to determine his mood and her reactions is a 

familiar action for the mistress and therefore, as set in convention as the actions of 

a wife. Cleopatra displays her strength again in the mastery of this difficult role. 

Cleopatra's victory in the arena of being a mistress causes some other 

characters in the play to apply the seemingly appropriate stereotypes. Pompey, 

Caesar, and Enobarbus see Cleopatra as a foreign delicacy. They imagine that 

Cleopatra and Antony indulge in a disgraceful orgy of culinary and sexual 



delights, with Cleopatra little more than a hussy. Some critics seem to share this 

belief: 

Coleridge, for example, speaks of Cleopatra as a "voluptuary," whose 

passion springs from the "habitual craving of a licentious nature." Michael 

Payne considers Cleopatra both a seducer and destroyer of men; T. A. Dunn 

views her as "the traditional strumpet." G. Wilson Knight writes of her as 

"not one, but all, woman wanting for man . . .Nor th rup Frye that she is "a 

whore," "a snare," "a straight temptress like other Renaissance sirens who 

entice the hero from his quest with some Bower of Bliss or lotus land" 

(Makaryk 118-9). 

Antony is not simply a victim of Cleopatra's subtle wiles, he is an active and 

willing participant in their love. At no point does Antony resist her advances or 

deny his love for her. Cleopatra is not a scheming whore, but a woman who seeks 

love in a world that will not allow a union between her and her beloved. The fact 

that Cleopatra puts up with Antony going back and forth between Egypt and Rome 

instead of seeking another, easier target shows the sincerity of her love and the 

associated devotion. All the sending of messengers from Rome to Egypt, the 

acting ill if Antony is well, the dancing if he is not well, and the feigning of her 

death is truly motivated by a deep desire for Antony's love. 

Shakespeare paints Cleopatra as being alert to her dramatic ways, and she is 

also "aware of human life as a dramatic structure, of dramatic structure as a human 



creation, and thus of the opportunity to create her own life by giving it a dramatic 

structure of her own choosing" (Foreman 176). Cleopatra is not just a lying 

courtesan; her tricks and lies are valid ways of controlling a situation she cannot 

control in any other way. When Cleopatra sends her servant Alexas to ascertain 

the character of Octavia, she is attempting to strengthen her defense, not just check 

out the competition. Behind her facade lies a deep, pure, and true love for Antony. 

In some ways, Cleopatra's melodrama makes her a more endearing, more 

realistic character. "She's over the top, she wears her desire on her sleeve; she 

knows the profound truth of camp, the 'deep' truth of the superficial: if it's worth 

doing, it's worth overdoing" (Dollimore 488)" A real woman could not just 

quietly accept the circumstances handed to her; she would react in whatever way 

she could to gain control of her life and her love. When Cleopatra throws a fit at 

the messenger who brings her news of Antony's marriage to Octavia and when she 

swoons deliciously at the news of his professed love, the audience is able to see 

her as a more realistic character who has the extremes of joy and despair they 

share, Here, Cleopatra's "campiness revels in a desire it simultaneously 

deconstructs, becoming a form of theatrical excess which both celebrates and 

undermines what it mimics" (Dollimore 489). Though Cleopatra's erratic 

behavior and inconsistencies seem to pick away at the foundation of her and 

Antony's love, the fact that she even bothers makes her love more apparent and 

therefore strengthens it. The love given to Antony from Cleopatra is as real. 



The love between Romeo and Juliet occurs at a much faster pace and at a 

much younger age. Although the speed of Romeo and Juliet's romance calls into 

question the probability of a true and meaningful love, it seems that Shakespeare is 

insinuating that "the quality of their love and the need for secrecy... compel them 

to act in haste" (Brown 342). A reader can disregard the break-neck speed of their 

romance as a sign of weakness and see through to the strengths underneath. The 

endless games Cleopatra and Antony play seem also to be a sign of the weakness 

of their relationship; however, upon closer inspection, it appears Antony reveled in 

the chase as much as Cleopatra. These two were not young and quarreling 

lovebirds, but old friends who liked to spice it up from time to time. It is true that 

Cleopatra desperately and sincerely loves Antony, but she never reveals the depth 

of her passion until it is too late. Because Cleopatra has become "typecast as a 

performer" (Makaryk 110), she is prevented from revealing her love. 

In order to gain control in a man's world, these two heroines must first gain 

control of men. The fact that Juliet is not able to control her own life forces her to 

resort to more clever and covert ways of establishing her independence. She 

"attempts to control her destiny by controlling the man who constitutes her 

destiny—Romeo" (Brown 334). In the balcony scene, Juliet uses falconry images 

to explain her devotion to Romeo, but she can also "be read as trying to tame 

Romeo, much as... Petruchio trains... Katherine in The Taming of the Shrew" 

(Brown 334). In this way, Juliet puts Romeo in a less powerful position in the 



relationship. She toys with him, and manages to steer the conversation directly to 

the topic of marriage. Because she is a woman, Juliet finds herself unable to make 

the arrangements for the marriage, and so orders Romeo to do so. "She achieves a 

kind of freedom in her life, limited though it may be" (Brown 347). This is a 

woman who knows what she wants, independent of her family's influence on her. 

Juliet's unique situation as a young woman still under her parent's control, and 

rebelliously in love, allows her to assert her individuality, sexuality, and 

independence in a way that would not be possible in another situation. 

Cleopatra asserts control over Antony from the same position as Juliet. As 

a woman unable to assert herself fully, Cleopatra beguiles Antony into doing her 

wishes. She reminisces about many occasions of manipulating him into amusing 

situations, the most notable of which is their exchange of clothing. She controlled 

his behavior to the point of being able to make him relinquish his "Roman and 

symbolically masculine sword Philippan" (Whittier 202). and force him to put on 

her clothes. This humorous image is remembered later in the play when Cleopatra 

attempts to help Antony dress for battle. In this touching scene, Cleopatra shows 

how much she genuinely adores the man that Antony is rather than mocking his 

position as a soldier. The restrictions that hang over both tragic heroines force 

them to attempt to tame and harness their lovers in covert ways. "When honest 

emotion fails, both are forced back into artifice, cleverness, and what has been 

10 



termed 'feminine wiles'" (Makaryk 116). When nothing is 1eft5 both women use 

what society sees as their only attributes. 

Another conflict faced by the women of these two plays is the struggle 

between love and polities, It seems that these two are irreconcilable in 

Shakespeare's world. The political climate in both plays prohibits the love of the 

four protagonists. The cruelty of political marriage "lies in its harnessing of vows 

of stability to the fickleness of political allegiance" (Dusinberre 294), For Juliet, 

the feud between the Montague and Capulet families forbids a romance between 

thftir nnlv children Fnr Clponatra the stmoolp is mora romnlev fshf; is rlefnlv in 
j - 1 ? —— O D " — - r ~ r-j — 

love with a man whose life and actions are often dictated and justified by the 

political climate of Rome. Since Antony is a member of the Triumvirate, his 

orivate life becomes tmblic concern and he marries for alliance, not for love. 
X X ' 

Marriage is presented as "a political strategy rather than a sacred bond in the 

lustless matches" (Whittier 208) between Antony and his wives, Though his 

wives do not receive his true affection, they can call Antony their husband, a 

privilege Cleopatra never has. Cleopatra and Juliet are both pestered with political 

marriages. Just when Cleopatra thinks her prayers are answered with Fulvia's 

death. Antonv is off to marrv Octavia to olease Caesar. Just when Juliet thinks she 
^ «/ ^ y 

is free to run off with Romeo, her father thrusts a hurried wedding to Paris in her 

path. 

li 



Two of the issues dramatized in Antony and Cleopatra are "sexual love and 

political struggle" (Dollimore 485). Some critics have viewed the play as being 

about a noble love that rises above the obstacles placed in front of the lovers and is 

tragically destroyed "in and by the treacherous, mundane world of power politics" 

^Dollimore 485Y Romeo and Juliet also live in a world controlled bv noli tics The 
\ S J 1 

political feud between the Capulet and Montague families stands as a constant 

barrier to their love. Though the love affairs in both cases do not exhibit flawless 

morality, it can be said that "adulterous love creates its own moral universe" 

(Dusinberre 130), and the fervent love of impassioned youths can hardly be judged 

through the eyes of standard morality. 

Cleonatra isn't iust looking for social annroval of her and Antonv's 
i J l i j 

romance. She wants marriage to be an emotional commitment, not political. 

Juliet feels the same way. But since both women are "constrained by socially 

constructed roles" (Makaryk 120), they must wait for their men to make the first 

move, whether bv allowing them to orooose as Cleooatra hones, or beguiling them 
> J 1 1 1 1 -1 w 

into making wedding arrangements as Juliet does. 

In death. Juliet and Cleopatra claim another kind of strength Roth love 

tragedies end with a "tragic sequence" that consists of the heroine faking her 

death, the male lover killing himself and ultimately, the heroine committing 

suicide. "This pattern confers upon the four title characters a role characteristic of 

the tragic protagonist—that of causing the death of another" (Rozett 152). The 
12 



mere fact that all four lovers can be protagonists gives equal weight to the men 

and the women of each play. Shakespeare gives to the heroines a "prominence 

that links them more closely with the women of the comedies than with the 

women of the tragedies" (Rozett 153). Typically, Shakespeare's tragic women 

stand in the background and his comedic females are more in the forefront. 

The deaths of Juliet and Cleopatra in and of themselves can confirm the 

strength of these women. Both deaths occur at the end of a sequence of events 

that tested their integrity (Rozett 154) Juliet was reigned in tightly by her parents 

and the conventions of Verona, not to mention the obligation conferred by the 

warring of the Montagues and Capulets. Despite these obstacles, Juliet pursued a 

love that seemed beyond her reach, and when the object of her desire ended his 

life, there was no nobler choice than to end hers. Even in the lines that close 

Romeo and Juliet . "For never was a story of more woe/Than this of Juliet and her 

Romeo" [italics mine], the importance of Juliet is boldly expressed. Traditionally, 

a woman's name followed that of her husband and Juliet's oosition in this line 
X 

gives her the importance in death she lacked in life. Since her only chance to 

control her life died with Romeo, Juliet's suicide may be her "last act of defiance, 

her last act of controlling her own destiny by exercising the power to take her own 

life" (Brown 353). 

The Romans mock and ridicule Cleopatra as an idle and useless sovereign. 

They question her way of life and consider her connection to Antony scandalous. 

13 



In the end, Cleopatra proves herself loyal and more resolute than her persecutors 

and even her lover in ending her life. Cleopatra's greatness rises high above her 

failings, and the audience shares in her "triumph over Caesar" and joins her in 

"celebrating a love that defies time and circumstance" (Rozett 159). On reflection, 

it seems that there is no acceptable alternative to Cleopatra's death. She exhibits 

pride and decorum in the face of adversity, treated her lover with ultimate loyalty, 

and watched him die with unquestionable grief. How could she continue to live 

with any dignity? Cleopatra showed unsurpassed dignity as her attendants dressed 

her in her royal raiment as she prepared to die. In a way, the audience wants 

Cleopatra to die because for her to do anything else would diminish her strength 

immensely. For the characters in Antony and Cleopatra suicide is "a noble 

gesture, an assertion of love toward a friend or lover... triumphant in the way that 

the deaths of saints and heroes are" (Rozett 162-4). There is joy at the death of 

Cleopatra interwoven with deep sadness at her loss. 

As Cleopatra faces death, she is threatened with becoming a "living 

fiction... a puppet in Caesar's satiric triumph" (Whittier 206). As she thinks about 

the reaction of the populace after her death, she worries that she will be presented 

shamefully in a play after her death. "Antony/Shall be brought drunken forth, and 

I shall see/Some squeaking Cleopatra boy my greatness/In the posture of a whore" 

(5.2.18-21). Cleopatra is not ignorant to how she is perceived by others, She 

recognizes and rejects it: Shakespeare paints that clearly. Her feeling of 

14 



individuality is far too strong to accept that this is how she will be seen in history. 

Nevertheless, her love and faith for Antony cannot be forgotten and she must go to 

her death. Even Cleopatra's last line confirms her strength. The line both stops 

and continues, trailing at the word 'stay,' "as do her icon and her story" (Whittier 

208). In her death, she has still managed a great success, stopping the motion of 

the play and proving her worth to the very man who challenged and mocked it— 

Caesar. 

Throughout most of the play, Antony seems to have lost his warrior status, 

and along with it, his masculinity. His death is not at a moment of great strength, 

but at one of great weakness. He is badly beaten militarily, and his true love has 

supposedly ended her life because of him. Cleopatra, however, dismisses her 

womanhood voluntarily at the time of her death. "I have nothing of woman in me; 

now from head to foot/I am marble constant" (5.2.239-40). Cleopatra is such a 

great woman that she can give away the very thing that makes her great. She 

makes Antony the source of value in the world; with him gone, nothing in the 

world has value. "What Cleopatra will try to do is purge the woman and become 

the tragic heroine" (Foreman 177). At the moment of her death though, she 

reclaims a part of it, referring to the asp that is killing her as a baby sucking at her 

breast, the irrefutable image of woman as mother to all. 

Shakespeare seems to suggest that for these women "and perhaps for all 

intelligent, strong-willed women... a physical death is preferable to a spiritual 

15 



death in a world that denies women power over their own lives" (Brown 353). 

That denial of power for Juliet came in the shape of her family, and for Cleopatra, 

it took the shape of Roman politics. Cleopatra's suicide might be seen as more 

"noble," at least in Roman terms, because she was killing herself rather than 

admitting military defeat. However, both women expressed a higher nobility in 

admitting that death was preferable to life without their lovers. These suicides 

were not weak, meaningless ways out of a difficult situation. They were the well-

executed plans of women who would not live in a world that could not accept 

them, but would rather dwell in death with their lovers. All four deaths in both 

plays are "voluntary and self-imposed acts" which assert the individual's power 

over his or her own fate (Rozett 163), In death, as they could not be in. life, Juliet 

and Cleonatra were recognized and elorified for their streneth Since the obiect of 
• • r c .. . • c • - - - - - - j • 

the audience's perspective is fixed in death, each woman could be seen for more 

than they seemed in life (Whittier 208). Death often prompts an expression of 

admiration that went unsaid before it, 

After their deaths, Cleopatra and Juliet are "eulogized... as exemplary 

models of female perfection" (Neely 129). The Montagues and the Capulets are 

able to reconcile their differences, at least for the time being* when Juliet dies 

Old Montague suddenly realizes the worth of his enemy 's daughter, and Old 

Capulet can see the error of his ways in trying to restrain his daughter's untamable 

spirit, Cleopatra dies not only in lamentation of the loss of her Antony, but as a 

16 



way of protecting herself from the fate she will certainly meet at the hands of her 

captors. Because Cleopatra is too proud to be ruled by Caesar, she dies in order to 

"achieve transcendent expression of her desires and to triumph over Caesar" 

(Neely 131). Ironically, Caesar realizes and expresses her greatness only after she 

is dead, knowing she is greater than he assumed. In the same way, Juliet fully 

expresses her desires in suicide. 

Shakespeare's plays can not be read through a lens of misogyny or 

patriarchal authority. To do so is to deny the very thing that makes them great. 

The women of Shakespeare, particularly Juliet and Cleopatra, provide an insight 

into the mysterious realm of the female psyche. By closely examining these two 

characters, a reader not only can see right into the minds of women conflicted by 

powerlessness, but also garner an understanding of the female mind in general. 

Romance is not a mere exchange of vows or physical affection, it is the struggle 

for two people to maintain and assert individuality while combining their assets 

into a whole. Patriarchy stands in direct opposition to this effort. 

The strength and integrity of these two female characters is tested 

repeated ly throughout the course of the plays. Through the trials of being a 

woman in a patriarchal society, finding love in the loveless world of 

Shakespeare's tragedies, and overcoming political obstacles, Juliet and Cleopatra 

prove their worth as more than just the virgin of Verona and the Queen of the Nile. 
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