Antony and Cleopatra | Rose Finch

“The play’s structure confuses and alienates the audience, much like the two main characters”

Shakespeare’s largely criticised use of structure within his tragedy ‘Antony and Cleopatra’ will be explored by examining the structural devices used throughout the play. Personally, I agree to an extent that the play’s structure can confuse and alienate the reader alongside Antony and Cleopatra, however there are also limitations to this view. 

Primarily, the structure is seen to alienate the reader through its use of compressed chronology. According to Plutrach’s ‘Life of Marcus Antonius’ (in which Shakespeare used as his primary source for Antony and Cleopatra, after it’s translation by Sir Thomas North in 1579) the events occurring in the play actually spanned for ten years. However, through Shakespeare’s use of short and circumscribed scenes, events seem to follow each other immediately, when in reality there were large gaps between seemingly quick events. From this we can perhaps deduce that due to events taking such a long time Shakespeare may have made them much more succinct so as to speed the audience through all the events and thus the tension that is built for the audience creates a higher level of anticipation for the play’s tragic outcome. This is supported by the lack of comic relief scenes within the play, which keeps the audience interested in the plot, and allows no point of rest or reflection. Shakespeare’s exploration of chronology is evident in Act 3, Scene 2, Antony is seen to leave for Athens with Octavia, which then after one unrelated scene they are seen to be organising her leave to return to Caesar. Antony’s language towards Octavia such as “gentle Octavia” suggests that in this seemingly short space of time Antony and Octavia’s relationship has evolved from being less forced towards more relaxed and comfortable which would be impossible in the time span Shakespeare has offered. The use of more friendly and admiring adjectives on Antony’s behalf overall alienates him as a character as the audience has not seen him and Octavia’s relationship develop which is highly confusing; this is why critics like R.H. Case have argued that there is a sense of clutter, and believed that ‘Antony and Cleopatra was rather hastily written’.

Furthermore, Shakespeare’s audience, who are accustomed to Shakespeare’s traditional form of tragedy may find it a hard adjustment with their preconceptions of what to expect from Shakespeare’s tragedy. As explored by Jones ‘the short scenes leave no room for the grander movements of feeling’. ‘Antony and Cleopatra’ has over forty scenes which are all marked by a flux device that Shakespeare uses in his stage directions by emptying the stage at the end of scenes for then new characters to re-enter. This constant fast paced movement of characters on and off stage may perhaps detach the audience from the plot and subplots of the play, as some scenes like Act 3, Scenes 8 and 9, which are 7 and 4 lines long respectively) happen very quickly and it may be hard to keep track of the events occurring in these scenes, since they move on and off stage so quickly. Some critics have even commented that due to the fast pace of the play it is in fact highly unstageable. All of this evidence suggests that the audience will feel alienated due to structure.

A major structural device used by Shakespeare to in fact charm the audience is the touchstone. Fundamentally, it is believed that Enobarbus is the touchstone of the play. However, I disagree and believe that many of the servants who express their own views on the events of play are in fact touchstones in their own right. This is due to the fact that although Enobarbus does reveal a lot of information to the audience and almost changes their entire opinions on the events and characters of the play. An example of this is when Enobarbus reveals that he ‘will seek/someway to leave him [Antony]’ the stress on the sibilance highlights Enobarbus’ need to find a way to leave Antony and emphasises to the audience that if Enobarbus, Antony’s most loyal follower, is wanting to leave him Antony must be making awful mistakes and so the audience begins to question his decision-making and thus from this point on the audience begins to doubt Antony and his leadership skills. However, much more minor characters carry a similar role to Enobarbus, for example Ventidius only appears once in the play, but yet as Jones writes ‘we see Antony and Caesar through his eyes’, due to the running theme of politics throughout the play it can be argued that these revelations of opinion are crucial to the audience’s understanding of the implications of the actions of the triumvirate. Politically, Antony and Caesar seem to take no care of the effects their actions had on the Roman empire, this is relatable to the Elizabethan audience as her actions of going to war with the Spanish Armada were not considered in terms of how it would affect the general public. Seeing society break down and split in the play (people were either on Antony’s side or Caesar’s side) would have been similar to the religious divide in the country between Catholics and Protestants. Henceforth, the opposite argument to the statement can be seen as the reality of truth is highlighted through Shakespeare’s use of the touchstone.

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, more than five centuries after it was claimed ‘Antony and Cleopatra’ was written, the quality of Shakespeare’s structuring is still up for debate today, however after evaluating both sides of the argument I can conclude that Shakespeare does both alienate and charm the audience. 
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