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The Bovary of the Nile: 

 

Cleopatra and the Process of Characterization across Mediums 

 

 As the last active pharaoh in the history of Ancient Egypt, Cleopatra is a monumental 

figure whose life and actions are certainly worth not just commemoration but dramatization. 

Authors throughout history have played their part in rendering Cleopatra through text as well as 

other mediums. Perhaps the most eminent of these efforts come courtesy of Plutarch’s The Noble 

Lives of Grecians and Romanes and William Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra. However, 

several contemporary artists, filmmakers and even documentarians have chosen her as the 

subject of their own artistic expressions and historical investigations alike, all in an attempt to 

take Cleopatra out of the passage of time and bring her forward for the sake of contemporary 

audiences interested in understanding history through its most illustrious participants. From 

several film productions and additional texts to historical documentaries, the effort to flesh out 

Cleopatra and transition her from an abstract figment of the past to a recognizable human being 

beyond her label as “queen” has endured as an inspired method of reconnecting the present with 

the past in the hope of forever remembering it, refusing to leave that responsibility solely in 

purely academic hands. What began as an objective of Shakespeare in his own work became a 

testament to forging the bonds between history and poetry, and how an artist can utilize history 

as a trigger for inspiration worthy of their creative impulse without diluting the accuracy or 

significance of that history. It’s a process that’s still accepted by authors and creators today who 

follow suit with their own iterations of Cleopatra’s dynamic life story, as simultaneously 

evidenced by the 1945 production Caesar and Cleopatra and the 2009 BBC documentary 

Cleopatra: Portrait of a Killer. 
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 Caesar and Cleopatra, directed by Gabriel Pascal from a screenplay by George Bernard 

Shaw, stars Claude Rains and Vivian Leigh as the respective titular characters in a sweeping 

motion picture epic that documents the relationship and influence between them. In the film, 

Caesar takes possession over the Egyptian capital of Alexandria while attempting to bring 

resolution to the feud between Cleopatra and Ptolemy, her younger brother whom through local 

custom she has married in order to rule over Egypt together despite their simultaneous personal 

desires to rule alone. Over the course of the film, Cleopatra is portrayed as a naïve innocent 

whom Caesar takes under his wing as a protégé, mentoring her in the ways of proper command. 

In hindsight, this appears to take Shakespeare’s intentions of humanization and amplify them, 

creating a depiction of Cleopatra that’s empathetic and instantly recognizable as a flesh and 

blood being rather than a historical figment, due in no small part to Vivian Leigh’s performance. 

This brings to mind the idea that humanization in drama hinders on perspective from the creator 

at hand. Any residual convictions find their way into the character and the body of work at large 

in the inevitable mutation that comes with adaptation. For instance, throughout the film, it is 

other characters surrounding Cleopatra that influence and mold her in the ways of a queen. 

Gradually by film’s end, Cleopatra comes into her own, towing the line between calculated 

leader and adolescent pupil in a way that clearly conveys her attempts to sway any scenario in 

her favor, be it the slaughtering of an enemy of Egypt or the convincing of Caesar to take pity on 

her by playing on his sympathies. One can clearly see this at work by the end of the film, when 

Caesar questions his efforts in molding her: 

  CAESAR. As much as child as ever, Cleopatra. Haven’t I made a woman of you  

  after all? 
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  CLEOPATRA. It is you who are a great baby, who make me seem silly because  

  you will not behave seriously. 

This exchange allows for Cleopatra to be demystified by treating her as an impressionable 

canvas upon which convictions and practices are imprinted. In Antony and Cleopatra, 

Shakespeare humanizes his character not by making her prone to manipulation but rather by 

making her the one who’s capable of it through seduction and savvy, undoubtedly inherent 

human characteristics that they are. Shakespeare depicts Cleopatra as a master sensualist who 

early on in the play seems to command a perception of her and Antony’s bond that’s more 

accurate than even Antony himself can hope to realize. Of his magnificent speech in the play’s 

first act, she observes: 

            Excellent falsehood! 

  Why did he marry Fulvia, and not love her? 

  I’ll seem the fool I am not. Antony 

  Will be himself. (1.1.41-44) 

From the onset, Shakespeare presents Cleopatra as a character more than capable in her roles as 

both lover and queen without education or, rather, without devoting time in the narrative to that 

education. This business of humanization through scenario manipulation is evidenced again upon 

Cleopatra receiving word from Antony of Fulvia’s death: 

     O most false love! 

  Where be the sacred vials thou shouldst fill 

  With sorrowful water? Now I see, I see, 

  In Fulvia’s death how mine received shall be. (1.3.62-65) 
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Given Antony’s belief that the report of Fulvia’s passing would reassure Cleopatra, the striking 

unpredictability of her response and overall behavior nearly implies a criticism of Shakespeare 

for inconsistent characterization. The reality of this radical shift in demeanor is to provide a 

portrait of Cleopatra once more as a human being, capable of natural change in manner. The 

intention of this response is to bring the process of humanization to its utmost conclusion and 

force the historical figment of Cleopatra to strike upon the shores of mortality. As death claims 

Fulvia, so it shall claim her. This alteration of attitude foreshadows the conclusion of the play 

and makes Cleopatra realize the inevitable end not just of her and Antony’s love but of the love 

experienced and shared by all humans. This works to make Cleopatra a far more real and 

empathetic character in our eyes. 

 The introduction to Cleopatra: Portrait of a Killer paints the titular figure in a far more 

unsavory light than the Vivian Leigh version, or even Shakespeare for that matter. According to 

the documentary, the “dark side of Cleopatra” had been lost to time. But in 2009, a tomb 

containing skeletal remnants was uncovered during an excavation in the ancient city of Ephesus, 

now modern-day Turkey. The remains, though incomplete, are thought to be those of Cleopatra’s 

sister, Arsinoë IV.  Through a dramatic reenactment, the documentary foretells of an event 

documented by Roman historian Cassius Dio in which Marc Antony, at Cleopatra’s request, has 

Arsinoë collected from the Temple of Artemis at Ephesus and put to death. The accuracy of 

these events, of course, are left to speculation. Nevertheless, they portray Cleopatra to be a far 

more ruthless figure than other specified works. In doing so, the documentary once again seeks 

to humanize Cleopatra, this time for its own individual pursuits of commenting on the 

prospective barbarism that may have surely come with the territory of ancient rule, a practice still 

evidenced in the actions of contemporary warlords and dictators who have little patience for 
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diplomacy or compassion. This speaks to the employment of characterization as a literary device, 

founded on the individual creators and their respective intentions when presenting their 

interpretation of a given subject matter. As with the 1945 film production and Shakespeare, 

Portrait of a Killer examines the warring divide that boiled within Cleopatra between passion 

and reason, humanity and political standing. Of finding the remains of Arsinoë, the documentary 

concludes that “the picture it paints is a very different one from the romantic legend. Not just a 

cunning politician, a beautiful queen or an amorous seductress. This is the portrait of a killer” 

(Cleopatra: Portrait of a Killer).  

 These personal characteristics are utilized to inform and influence the actions of 

characters. In Antony and Cleopatra, Caesar is a figure of uncompromising reason. His time 

through the narrative is spent scheming and plotting against his enemies and he stands in stark 

defiance of Antony’s hedonistic lifestyle in Egypt. Cleopatra, by and large, is governed by her 

passions as is evidenced by her frequent forfeit of control to drink, the desire for pleasurable 

presentation with fine garments, and the overall allure of temptation she carries about with her. 

The documentary more than implies but outright assures that such allure can easily veil danger, 

allowing Cleopatra to be underestimated by her enemies who may think her merely a woman. 

For the sake of the documentary’s point, proper characterization is made and through actor 

reenactment and crafted writing, the portrait of a killer is made sound. This notion of duality 

within Cleopatra, defined by the multiple roles of “woman,” “queen,” “lover” and “killer” that 

she inhabits at any point in time, also lends itself to Shakespeare and the implication of false 

speech in his play. This can be seen in the opening of Act 1 Scene 3 where Cleopatra gives 

Alexas specific and manipulative instructions upon his discovery of Antony: 

    See where he is, who’s with him, what he does. 
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  I did not send you. If you find him sad, 

  Say I am dancing; if in mirth, report 

  That I am sudden sick. Quick, and return. (1.3.2-5) 

The back and forth and general shifting in behavior--whether it be to gauge Antony’s affections 

for her or to garner pity from Caesar or to display an imposing presence over her subjects 

throughout Egypt--seems to clearly bear the majority of the weight of Cleopatra’s 

characterizations not simply through Shakespeare but through all iterations past and present, 

dramatic and historical. This observation causes one to recognize not only the presence of 

speculation but the necessity for it. Human observation and literary interpretation do not operate 

in a vacuum or in a realm of groupthink. Characters are forged by layers both fabricated and 

examined by the custodians of their legend, from Plutarch to William Shakespeare to Vivian 

Leigh and Portrait of a Killer director Paul Elston. Every effort is made so with the aim of 

simultaneously predicting how events and personages might have unfolded and behaved while 

not doing so at the expense of the author or performer’s creative individuality. 

 Legendary filmmaker Stanley Kubrick once remarked that in making a film, one does not 

attempt to capture a photograph of reality but, rather, a photograph of the photograph 

(Nicholson; Harlan). Whether the subject is fictional or historical, as is the case with Cleopatra 

specifically, one’s ability to craft a dramatization hinges not on a direct translation of their source 

but rather an abstract idea of that source as made tangible when funneled through the mind of the 

creator themselves. One can come to such a conclusion by mere virtue of the fact that creators 

have no possible means of proximity with their subject. Steven Spielberg can’t call up Abraham 

Lincoln to act as a consultant on a film about him nor can he rely on any personal memory of 

that historical period given his distance from it. Similarly, filmmakers and dramatists both past 
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and contemporary have to make do with what they individually feel is inherent in the character 

of Cleopatra. Because even though she was a historical figure and indeed she had lived, 

Shakespeare and other creative minds interested in examining her life are simply too far 

removed. Time and myth have eroded Cleopatra from a living, breathing woman into a character 

whose behaviors and practices authors can only imagine within the forums of period drama. The 

key then becomes prevalent in areas of research, collective understanding and ultimately 

choosing a characterization that benefits the dramatic intentions of the individual work. 

Cleopatra is made a more romantic figure by Shakespeare because that is what Shakespeare 

demands of her as a subject whom, within the context of his own work, must adhere to his 

exclusive vision. Just as she embodied various roles interchangeably over the course of her life, 

so it should be that she embody differing roles dependent on the creative authority responsible 

for telling her tale. That is a testament to the brilliance of not only Shakespeare but any creator 

and it is, in essence, the foundation of creation itself. 
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