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Imagery in Antony and Cleopatra’s Death Scenes


Most critics agree that Shakespeare uses the imagery of love and death in the death scenes of Antony and Cleopatra; however, one critic goes further and adds the themes of light and darkness and sleep and death.  It is evident that all three themes--love and death, light and darkness, and sleep and death--are used in Antony and Cleopatra’s death scenes.


The first theme is that of love and death.  Katherine Vance MacMullan feels that Antony and Cleopatra’s deaths are the result of the accumulation of their passion for each other.   Even in the arms of death, they seek the pleasures of love.  This fact is evident because Antony dies in Cleopatra’s arms with one last kiss.  Their suicides are merely a step taken toward their union and marriage in death (401-2).  Other critics agree that their death is the achievement of a perfect relationship never achieved in life.  Sheila M. Smith calls this relationship the stable one of husband and wife as Cleopatra’s death scene seems like a ceremonial preparation for a royal marriage.  She feels that  in the play “…the idea of eternity in sexual harmony is embodied…” (172-3).  The material world stops when Antony dies, and the only the love world of Antony and Cleopatra remains (170).  However, other critics find a different outlook about love and death.  David Kaula gives another aspect of the imagery of love and death.  He points out that death to Cleopatra means the freedom to rejoin Antony in all of the splendor of their first meeting (222).  Obviously,
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rejoining Antony outweighs living without him.  Another critic, Richard Harrier, agrees that Cleopatra has weighed both sides of whether to commit suicide or not, and she concludes that regaining Antony offsets her losses (65).  Cleopatra believes that she can only be reunited with Antony in death, which is preferable to living without him.  Finally, David Daiches sums it up by saying that in death Cleopatra can now call Antony her husband, which she could not in life (357).  Thus, the death scenes become the final expressions of their love for each other.

The imagery of light and darkness is the second theme.  MacMullan feels that Shakespeare uses it to depict love and tragic loss.  She points out that Antony and Cleopatra are associated with the stars and cosmic forces of the universe.  She observes that “…Antony is portrayed in images of light…and omens of darkness presage his fall.”  Both deaths are seen as the quenching of light.  Antony decides to die because the source of his light has been extinguished.  She points out that when Antony dies, Cleopatra says that her lamp has gone out.  Cleopatra also describes Antony as the source of light of vast regions of the earth (406-7).  She feels that the lovers see each other in images of light, and their deaths are the quenching of that light (408).  Thus, the light of Antony and Cleopatra vanishes with their deaths.


There is only one critic who discusses the imagery of sleep and death in any detail.  MacMullan says that Cleopatra is still vital and enticing even in her sleep of death (401).  She goes on to state that Antony looks at death as the sleep of a lover with his loved one 

after the day is over and that Cleopatra’s dream is a symbol of her desire for death.  She points that even Caesar says that Cleopatra looks more like sleep that death.  Finally, she concludes that Cleopatra is enchanting and seductive even in death (405-6).  Thus, their
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deaths become only the sleep of lovers.


In conclusion, the three themes of death in Antony and Cleopatra as reviewed by several critics are the imagery of love and death, light and darkness, and sleep and death.  Most critics discuss the imagery of love and death.  They agree that Antony and Cleopatra are united in death in a more perfect relationship than they have on earth.  Thus, death is the final expression of their passion.  One critic discusses the theme of light and darkness and the theme of sleep and death.  She points out that the radiance of Antony and Cleopatra is extinguished with their deaths, and their deaths become only the sleep of lovers.  From these critics’ articles, it is evident that there are at least three themes of death in Antony and Cleopatra with the main one and the most dramatic being the image of love and death.
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