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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores Cleopatra as presented in the work of three nineteenth
century American sculptors: Thomas Ridgeway Gould, Edmonia Lewis and William
Wetmore Story. It illuminates their work in the context of the nineteenth century and
within the history of Cleopatra's image. Victorian opinions of Cleopatra's nature are
exposed by examining the Egyptian Queen in essays and literature of the period,
including works by Anna Jameson, Emily Dickinson, Charlotte Bronte, Nathaniel
Hawthorne and Theophile Gautier. By studying the role of Cleopatra in these literary
examples, the notion of some recent scholars of Cleopatra as a feminist symbol is
dispelled and a light shed on a deeper interpretation. Cleopatra's ethnicity is taken into
consideration against the political climate of the United States before and after the Civil
War. Eroticization of the female body through an association with the Orient is
examined against the contemporaneous American Suffrage movement. The role that
complexion and hair coloring has sometimes played in the temperament of female
heroines is explored through the work of Edgar Allen Poe, Hawthorne and Gautier, as
is the female "sexual monster" returned from the grave in the work of Bram Stoker and
Poe. Strong willed women and their tendency towards "indirect suicide" is investigated
through the writing of Edith Wharton, Kate Chopin and Henry James. These diverse
factors and events are taken into account in order to reveal the significance of
Cleopatra and her legendary sexuality and suicide to the Victorian artist and audience.
V

INTRODUCTION

Few women of antiquity have captivated the imagination of successive
generations as has Cleopatra VII ofEgypt. Her story, or more accurately, her history,
has been clouded by myth and entangled in the sensibilities of other eras, to the point
that it is nearly impossible to separate the true historical woman from the fantastic
fiction. This thesis will address the tragedy of Cleopatra, a powerful woman made
powerless, as first seen in the work of Horace and later popularized through the writing
of Shakespeare. It will examine her association with the Orient, the issue of her
ethnicity, and the importance of suicide to her story. First, however, it is necessary to
state briefly some known facts about Cleopatra in order to dispel some of the more
common myths of this ancient Queen ofEgypt. 1
Cleopatra VIl (69 BC-30 BC) was the third child of Ptolemy XII, who was
nicknamed Auletes. She was a descendant of the Macedonian general, Ptolemy, who
ruled Egypt after the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC. The Ptolemaic rulers
adopted the Pharonic practice of incestuous brother-sister marriage, and thus it is
believed that Cleopatra was largely of Greek descent. At the time of Cleopatra VII's
birth, Egypt was wealthy but politically unstable. Rome was increasingly conquering
1 For an historical account of Cleopatra's life, seeHorace's 37th Ode, The Complete
Odes and Epodes, trans. W. G. Shepherd (Harmondsworth 1983). Another classical source is Plutarch, The
Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans, trans. John Dryden, rev. ArthurHugh Clough (New York: The
Modem Library, 1932). Also, seeLucyHughes-Hallett's study Cleopatra: Histories, Dreams and
Distortions (New York, Harper and Rowe, 1990), 15-35.
1

2

many of the Ptolemies' former territories, and it was rumored on the Capitol that an
earlier King Ptolemy had left the entire empire to Rome in his will. Therefore, the
threat of annexation was constant and it became :in.ore and more difficult for Egypt to
defend itself Cleopatra's father Ptolemy Auletes eventually sought the protection of
Rome and asked Julius Caesar and the general Pompey to recognize his right to the
Egyptian throne. They complied by proclaiming him "Friend and Ally of the Roman
People," but made him pay for it -- requiring approximately the total of Egypt's annual
revenue.
In 51 BC, after the death of her father, Cleopatra ascended the throne. She was
eighteen years old and originally shared power with her younger brother, Ptolemy XIII,
to whom she was later married. They co-ruled Egypt until Ptolemy XIII drowned in the
River Nile in 48 BC.
These early years of Cleopatra VII's reign were difficult, with food shortages
and troubled international relations. When Pompey and Caesar later became enemies
and civil war erupted in the Roman Empire, Cleopatra VII allied herself with Caesar.
Pompey fled to Egypt, believing he would be welcome, but was instead beheaded.
Julius Caesar arrived a few days later and remained in order to collect the money owed
by Ptolemy Auletes heirs. Contrary to popular myth, it was not the beauty and charm of
the young Cleopatra VII that caused Caesar to remain in Egypt, it was his need of
money. Indeed, Cleopatra VII did not arrive until a later date in Caesar's stay.
Eventually, the two became lovers. Nonetheless, it was Caesar's idea that Cleopatra
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marry her youngest brother, Ptolemy XIV, and share the throne of Egypt with the boy,
who was then about twelve years old. Cleopatra was in Rome with Caesar in 46 BC,
along with her first child, Ptolemy Caesar (Caesarian), so named in order to make it
appear as if the boy were Caesar's. Whether this is true is still not known.
After Julius Caesar's death on the Ides of March, 44 BC, Cleopatra VII
returned to Egypt. Soon afterwards, Ptolemy XIV was dead. Cleopatra appointed her
infant son, Ptolemy XV Caesar, to rule with her -- basically assuring her place as sole
ruler.
Once again, civil war had broken out in the Roman Empire, and Cleopatra was
pressed to choose a side. Egypt's survival would likely depend on her decision. She
appears to have sided with the Triumvirs, led by the great-nephew and adopted son of
Julius Caesar, Octavius, and Marc Anthony, then the highest ranking official in Rome.
The Triumvirs were victorious in 42 BC. As a result, Anthony was soon in the position
to attack the Parthian empire, reviving a campaign Julius Caesar had planned to
undertake prior to his assassination. The expedition would require vast amounts of
funding, and Anthony, like many before him, went to Egypt to collect the money.
It is almost certain that the couple had met before, but it was not until their
meeting at Tarsus that the pair became lovers. Cleopatra would give Anthony the
money he needed for his Parthian campaign -- in exchange for his protection against her
enemies. This romance produced two children, the twins Alexander Helios and
Cleopatra Selene. Anthony was back in Rome at the time of their births, and, indeed,
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did not see his children or Cleopatra again until he summoned her to Antioch, Syria, in
37 BC. Once again, the occasion oftheir meeting was the need for Egypt's financial
support for the invasion ofParthia. Cleopatra in turn received extensive territories in
the Middle East region. She agreed to assist in provisioning Anthony's army and to
build a fleet to protect his Mediterranean interests. With the resumption oftheir
political alliance, their sexual relationship was rekindled. When Anthony left for Parthia
in May 36 BC, Cleopatra was again pregnant.
Anthony's Parthian campaign was a terrible failure. He retreated to Syria and
sent at once for Cleopatra. She did not arrive until January 35 BC, bringing with her
pay and clothing for the troops. Octavia, Anthony's Roman wife and the sister of
Octavius Caesar, was also on her way to Antioch with supplies. Anthony made the
decision to stay with Cleopatra and sent word to Octavia to return to Rome. Cleopatra
and Anthony returned to Alexandria in the spring of35 BC in order to raise money for
a military campaign.
Relations between Octavius and Anthony steadily worsened over the next few
years. Octavius tried to portray Anthony as an enemy to the people ofRome. For his
part, in a ceremony held on the occasion known as the Donations ofAlexandria,
Anthony proclaimed Cleopatra 'Queen ofKings' and her co-ruler son, Caesarion,
'King ofKings.' Furthermore, he announced his children by Cleopatra to be kings and
queen. He then awarded each monarch a gift ofland. This made it clear that Anthony
was annexing this land not for the Roman Empire, but for Egypt. By awarding Parthia
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to Alexander Helios, it became obvious that this conquest would now be undertaken on
behalfofEgypt and the Ptolemaic dynasty.
Anthony also declared Cleopatra's child, Caesarian, to be Julius Caesar's
legitimate son. This would enable Anthony to claim Rome for Caesarian, on the
grounds that he was the legal heir. Ifthis plan had come to :fruition, Cleopatra would
have ruled a large part ofthe east, and through the young Caesarian-- Rome and the
West. Anthony, by having awarded these territories, would serve as supreme overlord
to them all. The fatal flaw ofthis plan was that the territories Anthony had so
graciously awarded were never actually his to give.
The result ofthese extravagant gifts was further deterioration ofrelations
between Anthony and Rome. Indeed, it served to put into action the course ofevents
which led to the couple's eventual demise, beginning with their defeat at the Battle of
Actium on September 2, 31 BC. Anthony and Cleopatra were able to retreat, he to the
Egyptian border, she to Alexandria. A few months passed while Octavius settled some
political unrest in Italy.
During this time, Cleopatra raised all the money she could to rebuild Egypt's
conquered fleet. Ships were built and set afloat, only to be burned by the Nabatean
Arabs. As Octavius returned to the east, Cleopatra and Anthony lost many allies to
him. Cleopatra prepared to bargain for her future and that ofher children, going as far
as to load all ofthe wealth ofthe Ptolemies into her funeral monument and threaten to
set it afire. Anthony, in a final gesture, sent word to Octavius that he would kill himself
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if it would spare Cleopatra.
With the attack on Alexandria by Octavius, the Egyptian fleet surrendered.
Anthony, believing Cleopatra was dead, stabbed hnnself When word crone that she
was indeed alive, he was carried to Cleopatra's monument. Anthony was hoisted inside
and died in her presence. Cleopatra attempted suicide but was overpowered and taken
prisoner. However, she successfully committed suicide not long afterwards, either by
taking poison or by being bitten by an asp. It is not clear how she carried out the act.
Even Plutarch, who is often cited as the most accurate historical account, could not be
sure.
Such was the actual life of Cleopatra VII of Egypt. According to the historian
Hughes-Hallett, it is not this history that has captivated audiences and artists alike, but
the myth that has grown up around the life of Cleopatra. This transformation of her
story began in her own lifetime and was further altered over the years to satisfy the
concerns of her enemies. 2 After her death, this metmnorphosis continued in the visual
and literary arts. Often the Cleopatra presented through these mediums is a more
accurate reflection of the time period and society in which the work in question was
created than of the actual, true and historical woman. Such issues as Cleopatra's
ethnicity, which ranged from fair-haired beauty to dark temptress serve as illustration of
this. Furthermore, The Tragedy of Anthony and Cleopatra benefi.tted from the

2
Lucy Hughes-Hallett, Cleopatra: Histories, Dreams and Distortions (New York: Harper and Rowe,
1990), foreward.
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Shakespearean revival spurred by the work of English actor David Garrick (17171779), and continued through the nineteenth century in its effect on the imagination.
This thesis explores Cleopatra as presented in the work of three nineteenth century
American sculptors, Thomas Ridgeway Gould (1818-1881), Edmonia Lewis (1844?
c.1911) and William Wetmore Story (1819-1895). It illuminates these pieces in the
context of the nineteenth century, but also within the history of Cleopatra's image.
The visual representations began during her lifetime. An early example is an
ancient coin bearing the queen's image. Though Cleopatra's beauty is legendary, she is
not presented as such on the coin. In later versions her beauty does play a significant
role -- as will such factors as her opulence, powerlessness, devotion, or evil nature.
Scenes of her banquet, such as the one by Francesco Trevisani (1705-1710, Galleria
Spada, Rome) depict the lavish splendor traditionally attributed to Cleopatra.
Michelangelo's Study for Cleopatra (date unknown, Casa Buonarroti), with her elegant
coiffeur, and addition of a clinging snake, she bears resemblance to a placated Medusa.
It was common for the Egyptian Queen to be presented as submissive, whether to the
bite of the asp, as in Guido Reni's Cleopatra (circa 1635-1642, Pinacoteca Capitolina,
Rome),(Fig. 1), to Julius Caesar in the painting by Jean-Louis Gerome (late 19th
century, Mansell Collection) or before Augustus, as painted by Anton Mengs (1760,
Stourhead, Wiltshire). Scenes of Cleopatra's suicide often present her as near naked,
despite the constant assertions of ancient sources that she was dressed in royal robes.
These scenes present her as helpless and available to the viewers gaze, a prime example
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is the painting by Pietro Ricci (17th century, Bayerische Staatsgemaldesammlungen), in
which the queen falls backwards into the shadows. It is her body that is of prime
interest. Bright light pours across Cleopatra's abdomen, her hand clasps a curling asp
which leads the eye up to her bare breast and then back down. The eye is directed to
her fingers which point towards her navel, and the eye continues down to her minimally
covered genitalia. It is clear in Ricci's painting that Cleopatra's body is the real subject.
Angelica Kauffman portrays the wifely side of Cleopatra, depicting her mourning, fully
clothed, at Anthony's tomb (1769-1770, Courtland Institute of Art). Evil Cleopatras
began to appear in the nineteenth century, such as in the drawing by Frederick Sandy,
published in Cornhill Magazine (circa 1860's). Through the centuries, it remained the
practice of some wealthy women to have themselves painted as Cleopatra, an early
example is an anonymous sixteenth-century painting of a seated Venetian woman,
dressed in her finery and clutching a small snake in her right hand (Walters Art Gallery,
Baltimore, Maryland). Sir Joshua Reynolds depicted Kitty Fisher as Cleopatra about to
dissolve her earring in a goblet of vinegar (18th century, Iveagh Bequest, English
Heritage).
Evidence of some Victorian opinions of Cleopatra's legendary nature will be
exposed by examining the legendary Egyptian Queen as presented through essays and
literature of the period, including those of the American writer and critic Anna
Jameson, Emily Dickinson, Charlotte Bronte, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Theophile
Gautier. By examining the role of Cleopatra in these examples of literature from the
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nineteenth century, the notion of some recent scholars that Cleopatra was a feminist
symbol will be dispelled, and instead, a light shed on a deeper interpretation.
Chapter 2 explores aspects of this more complex reading of the Cleopatra story.
For example, Cleopatra's ethnicity will be considered in the context of the political
climate in the United States before and after the Civil War. In a related but decidedly
different vein, I will examine the effects of Orientalizing, specifically its eroticizing of
the female figure. This, in turn, will be analyzed against the contemporaneous American
Suffrage movement. Tangentially, through the work of Edgar Allen Poe, Nathaniel
Hawthorne, and Theophile Gautier, the role that hair coloring and complexion
sometimes plays in the temperament of a female character will be explored. Also
present in some nineteenth century literature is the tendency to portray women returned
from the grave as sexual monsters. This is seen, specifically, in the work of such writers
as Bram Stoker and Poe. Furthermore, the tendency towards the "indirect suicide" of
the strong willed woman in the work of such authors as Edith Wharton, Kate Chopin,
and Henry James will be studied. These factors must be taken into account in order to
fully appreciate the significance of Cleopatra and her legendary sexuality and suicide.
The sculptures of Cleopatra by Edmonia Lewis and Thomas Ridgeway Gould
will be addressed in Chapter 3. Gould's Cleopatra captured the imagination of
journalists and on one occasion was even preferred to the more renowned work by
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William Wetmore Story. 3 The Death of Cleopatra by Lewis will be examined in depth
in an attempt to uncover possible sources of inspiration and develop an iconographic
interpretation.
William Wetmore Story and his recurring interest in Cleopatra will be the focus
of Chapter 4. The sculptor's Cleopatra is likely the most notorious sculpture of the
Egyptian Queen created during the nineteenth century. There are five surviving
versions of this sculpture in museums today. Story created a final version, thought to
have been a Death of Cleopatra which is unknown except through a briefwritten
description. Furthermore, Story composed and published a lengthy poem entitled
"Cleopatra" in 1865. Certain aspects of Story's life will be examined in order to explain
his apparent fascination for Cleopatra.
In taking such diverse factors as the political climate of nineteenth century
America into consideration, and blending this with literary portrayals of Cleopatra,
women and suicide, the Cleopatra as seen through the eyes of the nineteenth century
artist and audience will be presented.

3

Kathryn Greenthal, Paula M. Kozol and Jan Seidler Ramirez, American Figurative Sculpture in the
Museum ofFine Arts Boston (Museum of Pine Arts, Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1986), 87-88, 9192.

CHAPTER 1
A BRIEF HISTORY OF CLEOPATRA IN LITERATURE SINCE THE
SIXTEENTH CENTURY

On the surface, the legend that has become Cleopatra appears a straightforward
story of the extravagantly seductive charmer who conquered world leaders and escaped
public humiliation through suicide. The nineteenth century brought its own experience
to the interpretations of Cleopatra, whose persona was one of the most popular themes
for the American Neoclassical sculptor.4 For centuries representations of Cleopatra,
both literary and visual, have been prominent in the fantasies of Western culture. The
paradigmatic femme fatale, Cleopatra has captured the creative imagination and
reflected the mores of the society in which the images were created. The so called
"literary" sculptors often drew their inspiration from characters immortalized in print,
and consequently, it will be useful to examme the contemporaneous notions of woman
in order to re-examine the Victorian perception of Cleopatra. While scholars have
traditionally turned their attention to literary incarnations, no one has truly gone beyond
these to juxtapose image and text in reference to Neoclassical sculptures of Cleopatra. 5

4 William Gerdts, American Neoclassical Sculptors: The Marble Resurrection (New York: Viking
Press, 1973), 122.
5
I am deeply indebted to Lucy Hughes-Hallett's Cleopatra: Histories, Dreams and Distortions (New
York: Harper and Rowe, 1990), and Mary Hamer's Signs of Cleopatra: Politics and Representation (New
York and London: Routledge, 1993) for much of the information on Cleopatra as depicted throughout history.
However, neither author deals with the sculptures by Gould, Lewis and Story.
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It is my :intention to strip away the layers ofmodem meaning through expanding the
:investigation to include the portrayal ofwomen in literature ofthe last century, certain
historical events and perceived proclivities offeminine nature. In the recent past,
Cleopatra's story has often become entwined with Feminist ideology. By surpassing the
biographical/factual and confronting the significance ofliterary, visual and historical
images, I will illuminate Cleopatra as seen through the eyes ofthe nineteenth century.
The Tragedy ofAnthony and Cleopatra by William Shakespeare, though a
product ofthe sixteenth century, was still a lingering ifnot major source of:inspiration
for Neoclassical sculptors. The Shakespearean tragedy would have also offered the
nineteenth century viewer a point ofreference when confronted by an image ofthe
legendary queen. Similarly, John Dryden had approached the subject in his poem "All
for Love." Although written in the late seventeenth century and popularly performed
throughout the eighteenth, Dryden's work endured in its appeal throughout the
nineteenth century. 6 In Shakespeare's Heroines: Characteristics ofWomen, Moral
Poetical, and Historical, 1835, the American writer Anna Jameson discusses these two
texts, concentrating the majority ofher efforts on a complex analysis ofthe historical
character Cleopatra as presented by Shakespeare. She believes that Shakespeare
retained the true nature ofCleopatra and presented it uncorrupted by his own personal
taste. This, she contends, accounts for its effectiveness as tragedy. For Jameson, The

6 David M. Vieth, editor, John Dryden, All For Love (Lincoln: University ofN ebraska Press, 1972),
xiii-xxxiv.
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Tragedy ofAnthony and Cleopatra is morally didactic, a "subject ofcontemplation and
a lesson ofconduct."7 She sees in Cleopatra an excess offeminine charms. Her "arts,"
as Jameson terms them, are repeatedly illustrated as Jameson describes Cleopatra's
manipulation ofthose around her. To a certain extent, Jameson herselfis also a victim
ofthem:
The continual approximation ofwhatever is most opposite in character,
in situation, in sentiment, would be fatiguing, were it not so perfectly natural:
the woman herselfwould be distracting, ifshe were not so enchanting. 8
With this statement, Jameson attests that Cleopatra holds fascination for women
as well as men. Nonetheless, she concentrates her efforts on explicating those aspects
ofCleopatra she views as most morally reprehensible, the woman's extreme vanity, her
weakness in the face ofreal danger, and her explosions oftemper. Jameson cites a
lengthy passage in which Cleopatra nearly kills a messenger who brings her word that
Anthony has married Octavia. She remarks that this scene is "portrayed with the most
astonishing power, and truth, and skill in feminine nature." Jameson continues to add
that the "mere idea ofan angry woman beating [a] menial [servant], presents something
,
ridiculous or disgusting to the mind.' 9
When Jameson does choose to extract those qualities which in her eyes redeem
Cleopatra, she mentions her maternal tenderness and points out that it was a true

7 Anna Jameson, Shakespeare's Heroines: Characteristics ofWomen, Moral, Poetical and Historical
1835, (London: E. Nister, New York: Dutton, 1905), 210.
8 Ibid., 211.
9 Ibid., 223.
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feature of the actual, historical woman-- just as much a part of her as her fiery temper,
vanity and womanly "arts." She explains that Shakespeare has no room left in his
tragedy for this aspect of Cleopatra's character. But Shakespeare did find a way to
redeem his Cleopatra in Jameson's eyes. In Act 3, Scene 11, she flees the Battle of
Actium and later confesses to Anthony, ''Forgive my fearful sails! I little thought you
would have follow'd." Jameson says of the scene that in the midst of all her caprices,
follies and vices, the "womanly feeling is still predominant in Cleopatra" and the change
in her attitude towards Anthony is "beautiful and interesting in itself as it is striking and
natural."10
In its effect upon the imagination, Cleopatra's suicide is viewed by Jameson as
one of the most powerful and affecting deaths of history. In her writing, she exposes
Cleopatra for what she ultimately sees her as, a "frail, timid, wayward woman" who
"dies with heroism." In this act she quite "takes us by surprise," leading us to believe
that in the case of Cleopatra, suicide was an acceptable solution.

11

Jameson expresses the view that she does not wish to be mistaken as an
apologist for Cleopatra's character, or for any other women of a similar nature. She
restates her belief in the historical accuracy of Shakespeare's portrayal of Cleopatra and
commends his ability to successfully awaken "pity for fallen grandeur."12 In comparing

10

Ibid., 228.
I I Ibid., 232.
12

Ibid., 233.
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the work of Shakespeare to that of Dryden, she tells us that Dryden's poem "All for
Love" is a beautiful work, but Cleopatra is so filled with love and sentiment that she is
almost ludicrous in his handling. Jameson also takes into account the work of English
dramatist John Fletcher, quoting a lengthy passage which she takes as magnificent
poetry� but rejects as the real Cleopatra, the "gipsy queen" as she calls her. Jameson
writes that while Cleopatra could be "great by fits and starts" she never "sustained her
dignity upon so high a tone for ten minutes all together," as she does in Fletcher's
work. 13 In :finishing, Jameson summarizes what each author made of Cleopatra.
Dryden's Cleopatra is tenderly beautiful, a verbal version of the Queen as imaged by
Guido Reni (Fig.1). She sees Shakespeare as graceful and fantastic, using impossible
and wild combinations which are woven together to create a most harmonious discord,
which Jameson believes was indeed the living woman herself. 14
Anna Jameson was not the only woman writer to be so captivated by
Shakespeare's tragedy. It has been noted that Emily Dickinson favored The Tragedy of
Anthony and Cleopatra above all other works by Shakespeare. In her essay ''Emily
Dickinson's 'Engulfing' Play: Anthony and Cleopatra," Judith Farr discusses the
lifelong fascination Dickinson had with the work and how she often drew an analogy
between the story and events in her own life, specifically her relationship with her

13
14

Ibid., 241.
Ibid., 242.

16

sister-in-law, Susan Dickinson. 15
Farr states that to admire The Tragedy of Anthony and Cleopatra in the
nineteenth century was considered risque', remarking that it was often accused of
indecency for its theme of the "baser life." Dickinson was in the habit of identifying
those she knew with works of art or literature. Moreover, she would often quote from
or paraphrase the original text in letters such as those to her sister-in-law, Susan.
According to Farr, Emily Dickinson recognized aspects of herself in Anthony and
qualities of Cleopatra in her "mercurial" sister-in-law. Farr believes that Dickinson
came to see the play as "an emblem for the domination of one person by another; for
the conflict between honor and duty on one hand and pleasure and charm on the other;
for, in sum, an allegory of all that was Roman, or Puritan, in herself and all that
attracted her in what she thought Egyptian scintillation, especially that of her sister-inlaw, Susan Gilbert Dickinson. "16 Thus, even though Dickinson may not have directly
expressed the moral indignation of Jameson, she nonetheless recognized the powers of
Cleopatra, the "arts" that Jameson had written of and applied them to herself as victim.
In her novel Villette, 1853, the British writer Charlotte Bronfe demonstrates
what was perhaps the expected and proper response of a lady to an image of the
legendary Cleopatra when she has Lucy Snowe, a well educated, moralistic school

15

Judith Farr, "Emily Dickinson's 'Engulfing' Play Anthony and Cleopatra," Tulsa Studies in
Women'sLiterature2 (1990): 231-250.
16

Ibid., 232.
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teacher, view a painting she finds particularly offensive:
One day, at a quiet early hour, I found myself nearly alone in a certain
gallery, wherein one particular picture of portentous size, set up in the best
light, having a cordon of protection stretched before it, and a cushioned bench
duly set in front for the accommodation of worshiping connoisseurs, who,
having gazed themselves off their feet, might be fain to complete the business
. sitting, this picture, I say, seemed to consider itself the queen of the collection.
It represented a woman, considerably larger, I thought, than life. I calculated
that this lady, put into a scale of magnitude suitable for the reception of a
commodity of bulk, would infallibly turn from fourteen to sixteen stone. She
was, indeed, extremely well fed: very much butchers meat -- to say nothing of
the bread, vegetables, and liquids -- must she have consumed to attain that
breadth and height, that wealth of muscle, that affluence of flesh. She lay
half-reclined on a couch: why, it would be difficult to say; broad daylight blazed
round her; she appeared in hearty health, strong enough to do the work of two
plain cooks, she could not plead a weak spine; she ought to have been standing,
or at least sitting bolt upright. She had no business to lounge away the noon on
a sofa. She ought likewise to have worn decent garments; a gown covering her
properly, which was not the case: out of abundance of material -- seven and
twenty yards, I should say, of drapery -- she managed to make inefficient
raiment. Then, for the wretched untidiness surrounding her, there could be no
excuse. Pots and pans -- perhaps I ought to say vases and goblets -- were rolled
here and there on the foreground; a perfect rubbish of flowers was mixed
amongst them, and an absurd and disorderly mass of curtain upholstery
smothered the couch and cumbered the floor. On referring to the catalogue, I
found that this notable production bore the name "Cleopatra". 17
Bronte goes on in the next paragraph to have her heroine gaze upon some
"exquisite little pictures of still life" which were ''hung modestly beneath that coarse
and preposterous canvas," thus demonstrating what was likely the more appropriate
painting for a lady to view. By doing this, Lucy Snowe is meant to represent the
proper response of a woman to the material excess and lax morals of Cleopatra as
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pictured :in the pa:int:ing. However, as the chapter cont:inues events become even more
:interest:ing as Lucy Snowe is approached by a fellow teacher, Monsieur Paul Emanuel,
who is adamant that she not look at the pa:int:ing ofCleopatra:
Suddenly a light tap visited my shoulder. Start:ing, turn:ing, I met a face
bent to encounter m:ine; a :frown:ing, almost shocked face it was.
"What are you do:ing here?" said a voice.
"But sir, I'm hav:ing fun."
"You are hav:ing fun! And what are you do:ing? But first, allow me to lift
you up. Take my arm and let us go to the other side." 18
Lucy Snowe, while scornful ofthe :indulgences ofCleopatra, is not so
strong willed as to resist the orders ofM. Paul Emanuel. Yet she does get pleasure
from arguing with him:
"What is the matter, monsieur!"
''Matter! How dare you, a young person, sit coolly down, with the self
possession ofa garcon and look at that picture?"
"It is a very ugly picture, but I cannot see at all why I should not look at
it."
"Good! good! Speak no more ofit. But you ought not be here alone."
"If, however, I have no society-- no party, as you say! And then, what
does it signify whether I am alone, or accompanied? Nobody meddles with me."
"Shut up and sit down -- there!"
"But Sir,"
"But Miss, sit down and don't move, do you hear me? Only move when
I give you permission!"
"What a sad situation! And what ugly pa:int:ings!" 19
The last remark belongs to Lucy Snowe and is :in response to a series of
paintings M. Paul Emanuel has had her exam:ine, which are entitled The Life of
18
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Woman: Bride, Wife, Mother, Widow, and a body of work Miss Snowe is clearly as
unsatisfied with as the Cleopatra -- albeit for opposite reasons.
The Cleopatra does make a long lasting impression on Lucy Snowe, as
evidenced by her later recollection of the painting which she compares to the
performance of the actress Vashti. Lucy is awe struck by the performance of the
actress, who presents a character that is strong willed and determined, suffering
through an entire range of tragic emotions though the course of the performance, yet
keeping about her an air of dignity that Lucy respects. Bronte writes:
I have said that she does not resent her grief No; the weakness of that
word would make it a lie. To her; what hurts becomes immediately embodied:
she looks on it as a thing that can be attacked, worried down, tom in shreds.
Scarcely a substance herself, she grapples to conflict with abstractions. Before
calamity she is a tigress; she rends her woes, shivers them in compulsed
abhorrence. Pain, for her, has no result in good; tears water no harvest of
wisdom: on sickness, on death itself, she looks with the eye of a rebel. Wicked,
perhaps, she is, but also she is strong; and her strength has conquered Beauty,
has overcome Grace, and bound at her side, captives peerlessly fair, and as
docile as fair. Even in the uttermost frenzy of energy is each maenad movement
royally, imperially, incedingly upbome. Her hair, flying loose in revel or war, is
still an angel's hair, and glorious under a halo. Fallen, insurgent, banished, she
remembers the heaven where she rebelled. Heaven's light, following her exile,
pierces its confines, and discloses their forlorn remoteness.
Place now the Cleopatra, or any other slug, before her as an obstacle,
and see her cut through the pulpy mass as the scimitar of Saladin clove the
down cushion.20
While Lucy Snowe, hence Bronte, recognizes only excess and decadence in the
painting of Cleopatra, concerning the performance by the actress Vashti, she writes:
Where was the artist of the Cleopatra? Let him come and sit down and
20
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study this different vision. Let mm seek here the mighty brawn, the muscle, the
abounding blood, the full fed flesh he worshiped: let all materialists draw nigh
and look on.21
The power of this actress and woman clearly impresses Lucy Snowe to the
extent that she thinks others should take note of her character. Likewise, Bronte
recognizes through Vashti's performance, and in a less assertive way through the
character of Lucy Snowe, the "strong" woman -- a woman of power with apparently
some of the characteristics which American author Nathaniel Hawthorne recognized in
William Wetmore Story's sculpture Cleopatrn, 1858, and immortalized in his novel The
Marble Faun , 1860:
He drew away the cloth, that had served to keep the moisture of the
clay model from being exhaled. The sitting figure of a woman was seen. She
was draped from head to foot in a costume, minutely and scrupulously studied
from that of ancient Egypt, as revealed by the strange sculpture of that country,
its coins, drawings, painted mummy cases, and whatever other tokens have
been dug out of its pyramids, graves, and catacombs. Even the stiff Egyptian
head-dress was adhered to, but had been softened into a rich feminine
adornment, without losing a particle of its truth. Difficulties, that might well
have seemed insurmountable, had been courageously encountered, and made
flexible to purposes of grace and dignity; so that Cleopatra sat attired in a garb
proper to her historic and queenly state, as a daughter of the Ptolemies, and yet
such as the beautiful woman would have put on, as best adapted to heighten the
magnificence of her charms, and kindle a tropic fire in the cold eyes of
Octavius.
A marvellous repose -- that rare merit in statuary, except it be the
lumpish repose native to the block of stone -- was diffused throughout the
figure. The spectator felt that Cleopatra had sunk down out of the fever and
turmoil of her life, and, for one instant -- as it were, between two pulse throbs - had relinquished all activity, and was resting throughout every vein and
muscle. It was the repose of despair, indeed, for Octavius had seen her, and
remained insensible to her enchantments. But still there was a great,
21
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smouldering furnace, deep down in the woman's heart. The repose, no doubt,
hand or foot again; and yet, such
was as complete as if she were never to
was the creature's latent energy and fierceness, she might spring upon you like
a tigress, and stop the very breath that you were now drawing, midway in your
throat.
The face was a miraculous success. The sculptor had not shunned to
give the full Nubian lips, and other characteristics of the Egyptian physiognomy.
. His courage and integrity bad been ablUldantly rewarded; for Cleopatra's beauty
shone out richer, warmer, more triumphantly, beyond comparison, than if,
shrinking timidly from the truth, he had chosen the tame Grecian type. The
expression was of profolllld, gloomy, heavily revolving thought; a glance into
her past life and present emergencies, while her spirit gathered itself up for
some new struggle, or was getting sternly reconciled to impending doom. In
one view, there was a certain softness and tenderness, how breathed into the
statue, among so many strong and passionate elements, it is impossible to say.
Catching another glimpse, you beheld her as implacable as a stone, as cruel as
fire.
In a word, all Cleopatra -- fierce, voluptuous, passionate, tender,
wicked, terrible, and full of poisonous and rapturous enchantment -- was
kneaded into what, only a week or two before, had been a lump of wet clay
from the Tiber. Soon, apotheosized in an indestructible material, she would be
one of the images that men keep forever, finding a heat in them which does not
cool down, throughout the centuries.22
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Certainly Bronte was not as captivated by the idea of the femme fatale as Hawthorne.
In the foreword to The Marble Fa!!!!, William Wetmore Story was credited with
producing the sculpture of Cleopatra which is described in the text. This served to
generate a fame for the sculpture that might not otherwise have occurred. While lUlder
the spell of the writing, the nineteenth century viewer could make the stretch from
Story's sculpture to the Cleopatra immortalized by Hawthorne. It has often been
remarked, that for the modem viewer, this relationship is not as apparent.
22 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Marble Faun: or, The Romance ofMonte Beni 1860 (New York:
Penguin Books, 1990), 125-127.
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Yet another interesting aspect of the Hawthorne novel is the author's decision
to allow his heroine, Miriam, to see the power invested in Cleopatra:
"What a woman is this!" exclaimed Miriam, after a long pause -- "Tell
me, did she never try -- even while you were creating her -- to overcome you
with her fury, or her love? Were you not afraid to touch her; as she grew more
and more towards hot life, beneath your hand?" 23
Further on she confesses:
"What I most marvel at, ... is the womanhood that you have so
thoroughly mixed up with all those seemingly discordant elements. Where did
you get that secret? You never found it in your gentle Hilda. Yet I recognize its
truth."24
Hawthorne, in allowing Miriam to realize the nature of Cleopatra, paints a
strong character who is capable of not only recognizing passion when she sees it, but
also of acknowledging it as a secret of woman's nature. In this regard he parallels
Jameson.
French author Theophile Gautier provides yet another impression of Cleopatra
near the end of the nineteenth century in his excessively sensual "One of Cleopatra's
Nights," written prior to 1872 and translated into English by Lafcadio Hearn in 1894.
This bit of Orientalist fantasy portrays Cleopatra as a composite of those qualities
thought morally reprehensible about women in that she is petulant and childish,
combined with the violent temper and sensual excess that were secretly desired by
some men. Gautier's Cleopatra is too lazy and wrapped in her overpowering sensuality
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to sit upright, much less stand on her own. She requires constant attention and
demands the assistance of her servants for nearly any action she talces. He has an
apparent fascination with her "little feet" (such expressions appear often) and her
"adorably beautiful body'' that even the bath water should be pleased to touch. Gautier
compares her at one point to a work carved of marble, implying that the woman is a
work of art. He includes a ridiculous scene where Cleopatra cries out in a voice like
that of a sick child and asks to be removed from her bed -- at which point the servants
remove her and lay her upon a lion skin stretched upon the floor. The implications of
these scenes of such absolute helplessness impart the impression that Cleopatra is
nothing but a beautiful corpse, a point which I will touch upon later in discussing The
Death of Cleopatra sculptures.

As portrayed by Gautier, Cleopatra is quite a bit of fantasy. For the era she
certainly must have been scandalous. Her sensuality and violence are the focus of the
last half of the story as the beautiful yet common Meiamoun falls in love with
Cleopatra. He becomes the voyeur for the reader, spying on her as she bathes. Gautier
provides a description of a man that is nearly orgasmic as he watches, ''trembling like a
fawn" and "intoxicating himself with the dangerous pleasure of beholding the queen in
her bath."25 When he is discovered, Cleopatra first thinks of killing him, yet she is bored
with her existence, and he professes his love which causes her to change her mind. She
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decides instead to transform his "dream into reality" before exacting a penalty for his
brazen act. She allows him to spend one night with her before he is put to death.
Meiamoun is ecstatic for the opportunity, as, it is implied, the author may have been.
Gautier goes on to describe the night long orgy at which Meiamoun is so entranced by
Cleopatra that his reason leaves him and he is "ravished with delight" by her dancing
before him. After this night, Gautier writes, there would be "nothing in the world left
for him to desire."26
Gautier was writing in the late Romantic period and brings to his work some of
the attitude that the poet John Keats demonstrated when discussing an enchanting
young lady he had just met:
She is not a Cleopatra but is at least a Charmian [Cleopatra's slave girl].
She has a rich eastern look ...When she comes into a room she makes an
impression the same as the beauty of a Leopardess ... I should like her to ruin
me.21
These are but a few examples of Cleopatra in the literature of the nineteenth
century and enduring works from the centuries before.She was often the topic of
poetry found in the ever increasing supply of magazines during the nineteenth century,
as was Story's poem which I will discuss in chapter four.That Cleopatra was so easily
recognized and aspects of her nature were debated and discussed, would explain her
perseverance as a subject for painting and sculpture. She represented everything from a
26
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lesson in morality to Jameson, an object to be scorned by Bronte, an emblem for the
domination of one person by another in the eyes of Dickinson, and to many male
writers, including Hawthorne and Gautier, the femme fatale, the ultimate sexual
fantasy. The American sculptors William Wetmore Story, Thomas Ridgeway Gould
and Edmonia Lewis certainly must have been familiar with some of these notions and
ideas of Cleopatra. Each focus, in their work, on various aspects of Cleopatra and her
eventual undoing.

CHAPTER2
A CLIMATE FOR CLEOPATRA

In order to establish a context for the fascination of nineteenth century artists,
writers, and audiences with representations of Cleopatra, certain aspects of her story
must be examined alongside events and general tendencies of the day. There are many
factors, only a few of which I will be able to mention here, that likely contributed to the
popularity of Cleopatra in the nineteenth century. These components are as diverse and
far ranging as the Egyptian Revival period in art and architecture, the issue of
Cleopatra's ethnicity and coloring in Antebellum and post Civil War America, and the
beginnings of the American Suffrage movement. Furthermore, there was a pronounced
tendency in the work of some nineteenth century writers to transform dead women in
their work into sexual monsters. Finally, I will examine the issue of suicide and how it
may have been a factor in the popularity of Cleopatra. Only by examining such issues
can a sense of what Cleopatra may have signified to the nineteenth century artist and
audience be established.
Napoleon's invasion of Egypt in the late eighteenth century sparked a wave of
interest in things Egyptian, and fueled the Egyptian Revival. To greatly generalize the
movement, this style affected everything from architecture to decorative household
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objects and jewelry. 28 Egypt, which became much more accessible to tourists at the
end of the eighteenth century, was a popular destination for wealthy Europeans and
Americans. Exhibitions of Egyptian artifacts were organized and toured the museums
that were then cropping up throughout America and Europe. By the middle of the
century there was even a popular book detailing the life and objects of ancient
Egyptians: The Manners and Customs of the Ancient Egyptians by Sir J. Gardner
Wilkinson, 1837. Though Wilkinson's book paid strict attention to detail and discussed
aspects of ancient Egyptian life, the public fascination was mainly with appearances.
The curiosity was not in the actual, true culture of ancient Egypt, but rather, the Egypt
of the imagination. This land, as it was depicted in much of the writing, painting
sculpture of the nineteenth century, was a land of opulence, excess and indulgence.
The desire for Egyptian design and a lingering appeal for Classical Greek and
Roman civilization did spark an interest in the history of the House of Ptolemy, of
which Cleopatra VII was the last ruling monarch. In the nineteenth century there was
some speculation about her Macedonian origins. History has left no reliable description
of Cleopatra's coloring, so some Westerners questioned the pallor of her complexion.
As queen of an African country, she was just as likely to be black as white. 29 Possibly
she had more Egyptian blood in her than Macedonian and was, therefore, linked
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ethnically with Africa as opposed to Europe. Artists prior to the nineteenth century
typically visualized Cleopatra as Caucasian, often with blond hair and blue eyes. 30
Though references were made to her plausible African heritage, she is never depicted as
African until William Wetmore Story's Cleopatra of 185 8. In that piece and subsequent
variations, Story strove to create the idealized African type, such had been done
centuries earlier with the Classical Caucasian female. 31
Story created the first Cleopatra shortly after completing The Libyan Sibyl.
Strikingly similar in conception, the two are often referred to as companion pieces.32
The Libyan Sibyl, representing an oracle of the North African country, was created
with sympathies to the abolitionists and slaves in the United States. Indeed, Story
referred to it as his "Anti-Slavery sermon in stone".33 According to Jan Seidler in A
Critical Reappraisal of the Career of William Wetmore Story (1819-1895), American

3° For example, the fresco Cleopatra's Banquet (1747) by Giambattista Tiepolo in the Palazzo Labia,
Venice, Guido Cagnacci's The Death ofCleopatra (1659, Kunsthistoriches Museum, Vienna) and Pietro
Ricci's Death ofCleopatra (17th century, Bayerische Staatsgemaldesammlungen, Munich). An example of
Cleopatra with a darker complexion, brown hair and eyes but still Caucasian has been attributed to Artemisia
Gentileschi, Cleopatr!!, (1621-1622, Milan, Amedeo Morandotti). Dark haired Cleopatras were also painted by
Guido Reni, Suicide ofClecyatra (17th century, Collection of Her Majesty The Queen) and found in fifteenth
century manuscript illustrations in the collection of the British Library.
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Sculptor and Man of Letters, Story had conceived the idea of The Libyan Sibyl prior to
the start of the Civil War in America, but as tensions built and war erupted, Story's
feelings about the Sibyl likely changed to accommodate his political views.
Furthermore, the fact that the Sibyl was to be exhibited in England may have tempted
Story to take the opportunity to try and appeal to the humanitarian side of viewers.The
Libyan Sibyl clearly did this, while Cleopatra rarely engaged that sort of comment. In
writing of the two sculptures in 1864, the American critic and art collector James
Jackson Jarves presented a rare example of this type of commentary:
Their greatness consists in the originality of thought.They are the
growth of new art blood. We may ethnographically object that Cleopatra,
sprung from Hellenic blood, could not be African in type.Still it is a generous
idea, growing out of the spirit of the age -- the uplifting of downtrodden races
to an equality of chances in life with the most favored, -- to bestow upon one
of Africa's daughters the possibility of the intellectual powers and physical
attractions of the Grecian siren. 34
Thinking of this sort was not all that uncommon in America prior to the Civil
War. Yet with the reality of emancipated slaves flooding into the North in search of
work, attitudes began to change.Jarves was no exception. In 1887 he reassesses his
earlier statements:
Story has forgotten that Cleopatra was wholly Greek in race and
culture; her face has no ethnological type ...the mouth is vulgar. 35

34 James Jackson Jarves, The Art Idea (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1960), 224.
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Clearly, Jarves' ideas about the "downtrodden" race had changed by this point,
as had those of others. The sad fact is that following the abolition of slavery, the influx
of former slaves into areas of life where they had previously been absent caused racial
tensions to fl.are as they never had before. Many people, some former abolitionists
among them, gave in to their prejudice as laws and policies of discrimination and
segregation were put into effect across the nation. Story was alone in choosing to
represent Cleopatra as the African ideal; indeed, there are no other artists who depicted
her as having primarily African blood in her veins. In the years following the Civil War,
the tendency to associate Cleopatra with Africa decreased. Instead she became more
entrenched with aspects of Oriental culture.
There are several reasons for this increase in association with the Orient. The
historian and critic Lucy Hughes-Hallett speaks of European imperialism as a leading
cause to this fascination in her book Cleopatra: Histories, Dreams and Distortions. She
makes a case for Cleopatra as the "sexual counterpart" ofEurope's exploration and
annexation of foreign territories, pointing out that nineteenth-century Cleopatras
generally recline among cushions amid Oriental extravagance, waiting, like Asia, to be
penetrated.
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Hughes-Hallett writes that in this period, Cleopatra ceased to be ''the

great lady" and became ''the exotic alien." At the same time Romantic nationalism was
on the rise. The proliferation ofideas by Western anthropologists and historians
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branded all non-white races as socially, morally and politically weak. The manner in
which Cleopatra was Orientalized was primarily the work of fantasy and drew its
power from the foreignness of ideas presented to a western culture. The Orient
depicted was a land of such exotic excess that it appears to have been a fiction; no
such Orient existed. 37 When these ideas are combined and applied to post-Civil War
America, a case can be made for the tendency to Orientalize Cleopatra in order to
disassociate her from any ties with Africa, and hence, the newly freed slaves.
Furthermore, there may have been a desire to remove any connections from the
burgeoning movement of women suffragists in America from the created fantasy of
Cleopatra.
The suffrage movement made it difficult if not impossible for the public to
ignore the existence of powerful women. A majority of America was not yet ready to
accept this realization. In July of 187 6 a group of women, led by Susan B. Anthony,
composed, distributed and read their own version of the Declaration oflndependence
at the Philadelphia Centennial's festivities of July 4th. Celebrating the first one hundred
years of the United States and looking forward to the next century, these women
proclaimed themselves no longer governed by the laws of a country in which they could
not vote. This event stood in stark contrast to the Centennial Exhibition which
displayed no less than six versions of Cleopatra with sculptures by the American artists
William Wetmore Story, Edmonia Lewis, Thomas Ridgeway Gould and Margaret
37
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Foley. 38 The English painter Valentine Prinsep contributed his painting The Death of
Cleopatra, 1870. There was even a wax version of Cleopatra, apparently shown in
"extreme dishabille" and animated -- quite the popular attraction according to one
source. 39 In light of the growing suffrage movement and the demonstration at the
Exposition, the need to disassociate Cleopatra from "familiar" women was all the more
potent.
American audiences were warmed to the idea of the woman of power and
incarnation as the sexual woman or femme fatale primarily through European literary
sources. 40 Some American authors caught on to the trend as well. The best known
among them is Edgar Allan Poe. He, like many of his contemporaries, contrasted the
"dark" woman with the "fair" woman, endowing the former with an intense sexuality
not shared by the fair woman. This is seen in his work "Ligeia," 1838, a tale told by the
widowed narrator once married to the dark Ligeia and now haunted by her memory.
The widower comes to hate his blond, fair skinned second wife, Lady Rowena
Trevanion, the complete opposite ofLigeia. When she dies, the widower sits next to
her deathbed, thinking not of the fair Lady Rowena, but of the dark Ligeia. Suddenly
the deceased returns from death, but it is not Rowena, it is Ligeia, who has overcome
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the spirit of the second wife and returned through her.
Poe was by no means alone in playing this contrast of the dark woman against
the fair. It was used again and again in nineteenth century literature. 41 It can even be
seen in some of the literature discussed in the previous chapter. For example, in The
Marble Faun, 1860, Nathaniel Hawthorne paints the character of Miriam as a dark
woman of mystery, in contrast with the "gentle" character of Hilda who is described as
a "slender, New England girl." We are told in the third chapter that '1here were many
stories about Miriam's origin and previous life, some of which had a very probable air,
while others were evidently wild and romantic fables." In citing a few of these,
Hawthorn suggests Miriam may be the daughter of a Jewish banker and tells us this is
suggested by the "rich Oriental character" of her face. Another possible history for her
is that she is the child of a "Southern American planter, who had given her an elaborate
education and endowed her with his wealth; but the one burning drop of African blood
in her veins so affected her with a sense of ignominy, that she relinquished all." 42
Miriam has passion in her nature and thus can recognize it in the Cleopatra sculpted by
her colleague, the artist Kenyon. Hawthorne does not give the fair Hilda credit for
possessing such passion or even the ability to recognize it.
Across the ocean, Theophile Gautier also fantasized about the sensual, dark
woman. His Cleopatra has long tresses "as dark as a starless night" which contrast with
41
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her ''vapory'' white skin. Cleopatra's darkness and the concept ofOriental mysticism is
intensified further by the comparisons ofCleopatra's hair and skin to the night sky and
a vapor which inevitably vanishes. Gautier's Cleopatra, like the Orientalist fantasy
itself, is a mirage which would disappear with actual, first hand knowledge ofthe
Orient. 43
Cleopatra could function as the perfect fantasy ofthe dark, sensual femme
fatale for the proper nineteenth century American audience because ofher eventual
redemption through her capture by Octavius and suicide. This added dimension to the
story and allowed Cleopatra to be a vehicle for indulgent fantasy. Her ultimate and
morally justified demise safeguarded this role in the popular imagination. Once again,
this is an idea seen repeatedly in the work ofsome nineteenth and early twentieth
century writers.
The clearest examples ofthis form ofredemption, what I term "indirect
suicides" -- are women characters who die as a result oftheir assertion oftheir own
will. None set out with the obvious intention to destroy themselves, yet ultimately, it
was through their own thoughtless actions that they meet their demise. In Edith
Wharton's The House ofMirth, 1905, Lily Bart dares to take control ofher life and,
through necessity, her :financial future. She puts herselfat the mercy ofan unscrupulous
man and ends up paying for her shortcomings with an "accidental" overdose ofsleeping
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potion. It is accidental, but the reader understands death was essentially the only option
left for Lily of whom we are informed very early on that "she was so evidently the
victim of the civilization which had produced her, that the links of her bracelet seemed
like manacles chaining her to her fate." 44 Being a woman of twenty-nine, unmarried
and unable to keep pace with the expensive lifestyle of her friends, Lily has failed to
fulfill the purpose for which she was bred -- to get married. She is unable to separate
herself from the excesses to which she is accustomed, and so embarks on the path
which eventually leads to her downfall.
In The Awakening, 1899, by Kate Chopin, Edna Pontellier becomes discontent
with her life as a wife and mother as she begins to "recognize her relations as an
individual to the world within and about her." Awakened out of her "life long, stupid
dream" by the friendship of young Robert LeBrun, Edna dares to assert her
independence. She begins to associate with artistic, independent women, takes a house
of her own and nearly commits adultery. The end result of her foray into independence
is the realization that she cannot return to her old life, and so, unable to further escape
societal confines, she walks to the beach, changes into her swimming clothes only to
discard them as she reaches the waters edge. As Edna enters the water, she feels "like a
new-born creature" and swims out to sea. She thinks of her family and how they had no
right to think that they should possess her, body and soul. She swims on and on, her
arms and legs grow tired and still she swims, the implication being that she drowns
44 Edith Wharton, The House ofMirth 1905 (New York: Bantam Books, 1984), 6.
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herself to obtain freedom.
In Daisy Miller, 1878, Henry James presents a hard-headed, free-thinking
coquette unwilling to submit to the rules of society. Daisy contracts malaria while on an
ill-advised adventure to the Colosseum to view the Roman moonlight accompanied by
a young man ofquestionable character. She becomes ill and dies as a result of her
poorly thought out actions. The message here is plain and straightforward -- for those
women who go against the grain of accepted society, death is the only escape. Cloaked
in the form of"indirect suicide," dying as a result of careless actions was more
palatable to the nineteenth century public than actual self murder. Suicide, in the
Western, Christian world would have generally been looked upon with shame and
disgust.
Though not without legal penalties, suicide had been an acceptable option for
those of the highest echelon ofEuropean society.45 However, as society underwent
rapid change in the nineteenth century, attitudes towards suicide changed as well. In the
early years of the century, it was considered intolerable by the vast majority of people
in England, and was often associated with the working classes who were struggling to
survive in the cities. Repeated instances of suicide in one family could tarnish a good
name and bolster suspicions of inherited insanity. Finally, for a family that was
struggling to make ends meet, the loss of the suicide's earnings was reprehensible. The
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tide ofopinion began to change mid-century within the artistic community, for which
Romanticism was making suicide for love or philosophical reasons acceptable.46
Suicide was always more readily accepted in the cities than in rural
communities, perhaps because it occurred more frequently. In mid-nineteenth century
London, a "good suicide" was fodder for the tabloids as well as newspapers that
catered to families. It was considered much more interesting than a murder or an
accidental death. 47 A "good suicide" was typically that ofa woman, and usually
involved some tale ofsexual dishonor and/or abandonment. Citing certain cases from
history, it can even be seen as a time honored tradition for women. The ancient Greek
poet Sappho hurls herselffrom the Leukadian cliff when abandoned by her beloved
Phaon. Dido, the Queen ofCarthage, stabs herselfwith her lover Aeneas' sword when
he leaves her. In the nineteenth century, the Roman poet Ovid's collection oflove
letters from these women was popular reading material. Therefore, suicide was seen as
an acceptable, honorable and romantic means ofescape for the abandoned mistress. For
the majority ofmen, however, suicide was rarely perceived as good. Men were not
allowed the same reaction for sexual remorse as women. Indeed, those who committed
suicide were most commonly interpreted as villains or cowards.48 By the same token,
for varying strata ofsociety, the suicide ofa woman was not without its moral lessons
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either.The middle class often perceived the female suicide as primarily a smner for
initially having fallen victim to her desires and then committIDg the further SID of taking
her own life. On the other hand, the lower classes often saw the suicide of a female as
the last option for a helpless victim of society.49
In her book Suicide ID Victorian and Edwardian England, Olive Anderson
makes the case that a really good suicide, one that could suit all imagIDations of the
age, was rare. She writes:
What was needed to satisfy all tastes was lavish qualities of high life
and low life, romance and brutality, mystery and suspense, pathos and tragedy,
busIDess and domestic scandals, exotic foreigners and bizarre suicide
methods ...50

All of these are elements present ID the story of Cleopatra. Over the course of the
second half of the nm.eteenth century attitudes changed so much that, accordmg to
Anderson, by 1893 The Daily Chronicle reported that nmeteen out of twenty people
believed suicide was permissible under certam circumstances.Furthermore, it was
barely considered a SID by some. 51 Despite popular support, the government still
considered suicide a sin, however reticent they were to find the victim guilty of any
crime.In the countryside, opinions were slower to change. Attitudes towards suicide
were, therefore, often connected to the area ID which one lived, the cities acceptIDg and
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forgivmg, the countryside treating it as a crime.
According to Barbara Gates in her book Victorian Suicide: Mad Crimes and
Sad Histories there existed the common misconception throughout the nineteenth
century that women were more predisposed to suicide than men. Women who
committed suicide did, and often still do, choose less gory methods of killing
themselves. Drowning in a body of water or jumping from an extreme height were
frequently the preferred methods for the woman of the nineteenth century.52
Oftentimes, women who committed suicide were perceived by the public as monsters,
bristling with female energy and will. Even though they had disposed of themselves,
they were still considered to be dangerous as they "threatened the very being of males
who were their counterparts in willpower ... these monstrous women suggested that
willpower was a way into, not out of, self-destruction." 53 Furthermore, Gates examines
the work of the Italian criminologist Cesare Lombroso and his book The Female
Offender, 1893, in which he discusses many aspects of women, including female
suicide. Lombroso asserted the belief that female offenders were horribly dangerous
because they lacked piety and materialism and possessed "intensely erotic tendencies"
and thus, were dangerous in life and in death. 54 If a woman opted to live on after a
betrayal, she became a fallen woman and dangerous contagion to any good female that
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came into contact with her. 55 The majority ofwomen did live on, in actuality and in the
literature ofthe nineteenth century. It is in the visual arts that we witness the spectacle
offemale suicide most often.56 The "living death after a sexual fall" was preferred for
literature, but in the visual arts, it was ''the contrast between loveliness in death and
guilt in life, between will-lessness and willingness ... [that] Victorians wanted to see in
art about suicidal women. It amounted to a kind ofnecrophilia."57
As early as the eighteenth century necrophilia became an area offascination.
This saw its full flowering in such late nineteenth century literature as Bram Stoker's
Dracula, 1897, probably the most erotic ofnineteenth century horror genre books to be
written. Who can forget the capture and near seduction ofJonathan Harker in the den
offemale vampires?:
I was afraid to raise my eyelids, but looked out and saw perfectly under
the lashes. The girl went on her knees, and bent over me, simply gloating. There
was a dehoerate voluptuousness which was both thrilling and repulsive, and as
she arched her neck she actually licked her lips like an animal, till I could see in
the moonlight the moisture shining on the scarlet lips and on the red tongue as it
lapped the white sharp teeth. Lower and lower went her head as the lips went
below the range ofmy mouth and chin and seemed about to fasten on my
throat. Then she paused, and I could hear the churnish sound ofher tongue as it
licked her teeth and lips, and feel the hot breath on my neck. Then the skin of
my throat began to tingle as one's flesh does when the hand that is to tickle it
approaches nearer -- nearer.I could feel the soft, shivering touch ofthe lips on
the super--sensitive skin ofmy throat, and the hard dents of two sharp teeth,
just touching and pausing there.I closed my eyes in a languorous ecstasy and
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waited -- waited with beating heart. 58
Furthermore, Lucy Westenra is transformed by death. According to the constant
account ofher fian�e, she becomes even more beautiful.59 In a few paragraphs the
character ofLucy personifies everything that is desired and feared in the sexual woman:

When Lucy -- I call that thing that was before us Lucy because it bore
her shape -- saw us she drew back with an angry snarl, such as a cat gives when
taken unawares; then her eyes ranged over us. Lucy's eyes in form and color;
but Lucy's eyes unclean and full ofhell-fire, instead ofthe pure, gentle orbs we
knew. At that moment the remnant ofmy love passed into hate and loathing;
had she then to be killed, I could have done it with savage delight. As she
looked, her eyes blazed with unholy light, and the face became wreathed with a
voluptuous smile. Oh, God, how it made me shudder to see it! With a careless
motion, she flung to the ground, callous as a devil, the child that up to now she
had clutched strenuously to her breast, growling over it as a dog growls over a
bone. The child gave a sharp cry, and lay there moaning. There was a cold
bloodedness in the act which wrung a groan from Arthur; when she advanced to
him with out-stretched arms and a wanton smile he fell back and hid his face in
his hands.
She still advanced, however, and with a languorous, voluptuous grace,
said:
"Come to me, Arthur. Leave these others and come to me. My arms are
hungry for you. Come, and we can rest together. Come, my husband, come!"
There was something diabolically sweet in her tones -- something ofthe
tingling ofglass when struck -- which rang through the brains even ofus who
heard the words addressed to another. As for Arthur, he seemed under a spell;
moving his hands from his face, he opened wide his arms ... 60
Edgar Allan Poe picked up on this "transformation through death" in much of
his writing. Joy Kasson points out in her book Marble Queens and Captives, that Poe
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transformed Madeline Usher through her death into a sexual monster that rises from the
grave with a "low moaning cry" that can be interpreted as orgasmic pleasure. 61 Poe was
no stranger to this device as he also used it in "Ligeia" as discussed earlier in the
chapter.
In regards to viewing the dead woman as erotic object seen through visual art,
Joy Kasson writes:
A fascination with female victimization dominated American ideal
sculpture in the mid-nineteenth century, most notably in such captivity subjects
as The Greek Slave, but also in a variety ofworks that represented women in
peril. Artworks and the narratives that elaborated on them told an overt story of
female passivity, resignation and self-abnegation, yet these same tales throbbed
with anxious uncertainty as they insisted that victimized women could triumph
over their enslavers, wielding a spiritual power that belied their temporal
powerlessness. Tales offemale vulnerability reflected a widespread uneasiness
about the stability ofwoman's identity in a period ofrapid and disorienting
change. Idealizing a lost idyll ofdomestic tranquility, narratives ofendangered
women suggested a dangerous transition to an unknown world. The most
stirring -- and disturbing -- representations offemale victimization, in sculpture
as in literature, were those that portrayed female powerlessness at its most
extreme: in death. 62
Due to its very nature, death renders its victim submissive to the gaze ofthe
viewer. In nineteenth century sculpture a dead man was rarely shown.63 Memorials to
the deceased depicted men in life rather that death. More common were dead children
and infants -- usually commissioned specilically as mourning pieces. The dead woman,
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on the other hand, was one of the most popular subjects. She needed very little real
story or history to support her end. Oftentimes, through some consequence of her
death, she has become partially or completely nude, as in Edward Augustus Brackett's
Shipwrecked Mother and Child, (1850, Worcester Art Museum, Worcester,
Massachusetts). The pathos of this piece was meant to keep it securely within the
bounds of respectable sculpture, but it was too much for the American audience of the
mid-nineteenth century and Brackett's piece went unsold as a result.

64

Partial nudity was most permissible with a clear narrative based on an actual
history. When combined with death, the theme would be hard to resist. Furthermore, as
evidenced through examples of literature, death carried an added dimension when it
involved a beautiful, strong willed woman, and even more if it could tell a tale of
suicide, too. Cleopatra, and the history that had grown up around her by the nineteenth
century, embraced many of these aspects. These points taken into account, The Death
of Cleopatra would have appealed to sculptors as a powerful and popular subject.
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CHAPTER3
DEALING WITH THE DEATH OF CLEOPATRA

It has already been demonstrated that Cleopatra often :functioned as a masthead
for many more intricate and interlocking themes. Painters and sculptors represented her
and many events from her life: the moment she is delivered to Caesar concealed in a
carpet, at a lavish banquet with Anthony, testing poisons on prisoners, contemplating
her suicide, committing suicide, and after her death. The Death of Cleopatra served as
the inspiration for sculptures by William Wetmore Story, Edmonia Lewis and Thomas
Ridgeway Gould during the :final decades of the nineteenth century. According to
Edgar Allen Poe, there was no topic filled with such poetry and melancholy as the
death of a beautiful woman. 65
American sculptor Edmonia Lewis' The Death of Cleopatra of 1876, was only
recently found and identified (Fig. 2). Fallen from the public eye and used as a grave
marker for a beloved racehorse named Cleopatra, the sculpture eventually found its
way into a contractor's storage yard before being rescued in 1988 by a fire inspector
and his son's Boy Scout troop.66 American sculptor Thomas Ridgeway Gould's
Cleopatr� 1873, originally purchased by Isaac Fenno and now in the collection of the
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Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, presents the Queen of Egypt suffering the throes of
death (Fig. 3). American sculptor William Wetmore Story's final version of Cleopatra,
which is understood to have been entitled The Death of Cleopatra 1884, survives only
through written description.
For all the apparent similarity in theme, the pieces under discussion are vastly
and significantly varied -- suggesting that to each artist The Death of Cleopatra held
substantially different meanings. I will discuss the pieces, beginning with the versions
by Gould and Lewis, and ending with what is known of Story's iconographically more
obscure variation on the theme of Cleopatra. Though evidence has been presented to
suggest that influences for the theme of Cleopatra were plentiful, little attention has
been given to the impact of Story's wildly successful Cleopatra of 1858. The piece and
the accompanying fanfare may well have influenced Gould and Lewis in their decision
to sculpt their own interpretations of The Death of Cleopatra.
Thomas Ridgeway Gould (1818-1881), a Boston born and bred sculptor,
shared similarities with his friend and colleague William Wetmore Story. Gould did not
embark on his career as a sculptor until he was nearly forty years old. He was born into
a successful merchant family and worked in his brother's dry-goods business until it
was destroyed during the Civil War. Gould apparently had an enlightened upbringing,
being well educated to the point that he was an expert on Shakespeare. The fine arts
were not neglected. He took lessons in painting and modeling in the Boston studio of
artist Seth Chaney, alongside William Wetmore Story. In the 1860's Gould eventually
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opened his own studio in Boston and carved primarily "portrait likenesses" of wellknown men. He received critical success in these endeavors and was thus encouraged
to try his luck on a larger scale in the international artists' colony of Florence, Italy,
arriving there in 1868.67
In this first decade in Florence, Gould produced a series of work based on
Shakespearean themes, drawing on his extensive knowledge of the author's work.
Indeed, it appears Gould enjoyed a reputation quite apart from his sculpture as a
respected drama critic and Shakespearean scholar. Thus, it is probable that his
Cleopatra of 1873 rests heavily on the Queen as presented in The Tragedy of Anthony
and Cleopatra. The moment which Gould depicted has been identified as Cleopatra's
final climax when she proclaims "The stroke of death is as a lover's pinch I Which hurts
and is desir'd."68 With her dress having slipped off her shoulder, her hand clutching at
the back of her head for support, and the dazed expression of her eyes, Gould's
Cleopatra appears to swoon in sexual ecstasy. The piece successfully communicates the
eroticism of the quote. Writing in The Art Journal in January of 1871, James Jackson
Jarves describes the piece:
... Gould has ventured on the more dubious roll of presenting her at a
moment when the strong tide of Oriental voluptuousness courses warmest
through her veins. She becomes indeed the most passionate woman of history,
67
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whose name is a byword for the force of sensual attraction and dominion over
men. Reclining with her head thrown back on an antique chair, in wanton
relaxation of posture, but decorously draped, but with the contours of her
lovely limbs well accentuated, Cleopatra is rapt in a waking dream of ecstatic
passion. Her features are sufficiency comely, but more American than Eastern in
type. So intense is her feeling, she bends her right foot backwards, forcing a
painful strain on the muscles of the instep to obtain relief There is a serpent-like
elasticity and flexibility in the entire figure; but the outlines of the body and a
portion of its anatomical physiognomy are not equal in grace and precision, and
indeed, voluptuous abandon, to the head, which is better modelled in every
respect. 69
Jarves contrasts Gould's Cleopatra with the celebrated version of 1858 by William
Wetmore Story, referring to Story's piece as the "beautiful, accomplished, intellectual
mistress of pleasure in a meditative pose, the paragon of feminine fascination."70 There
is but one version of Gould's Cleopatra. It was purchased by a successful wool
manufacturer, Isaac Fenno. He displayed the sculpture in a special gallery he built
adjoining his mansion. Gould's work was widely admired. The sculptor and physician
William Rimmer is known to have thought it a magnificent piece, and is remembered as
preferring it to Story's Cleopatra of 1858. 71
Gould's Cleopatra is likely the most obviously sensual of all the Cleopatras I
will discuss. The carving is sensitive and pleasing with many parts of the figure standing
out as exceptional in quality. Gould has kept ornamentation to a minimum. Cleopatra
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wears a simple band of a headpiece and an :intricate belt around a garment which is
otherwise pla:in but for the jewel which clasps the right sleeve. She seems to have been
wear:ing a cape which now trails across the top of the chair back and down to the floor,
end:ing :in a decorative fringe. The chair upon which Gould's Cleopatra rests is Greek :in
design.. The ornamentation of the chair is :in keep:ing with this, except for what appears
to be a cobra carved on the uppermost edge of the back support.
The composition of Gould's Cleopatra is mov:ing and suggests she is on the
edge of eternal sleep. The face is a sculptural tour de force, with the pupils of the
heavily lidded eyes carved deep :into the marble. Thick locks of hair cascade down her
back and frame the neck as they cont:inue to trail down towards the exposed breast.
Accord:ing to art historian Jan Seidler Ramirez, this piece was popular with the
n:ineteenth century American audience because of the comb:ination its risque qualities
coupled with the realization of the onset of death. Furthermore, the expert quality of
the modeling and carv:ing would have aroused delight of a ''technically obsessed"
American art audience while also help:ing to account for the figures slight dishevelment
:in dress, which was a supreme way of demonstrating skill.72 Consider the evidence
suggested in earlier chapters on the fantasy of sexual transformation through death and
the femme fatale legend that had grown up around Cleopatra. It seems clear that for a
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large part of the audience, the sculpture Gould created certainly would have titillated as
much, if not more so, than it preached any moral message.
Edmonia Lewis (1844?- c.1911) created her sculpture The Death of
Cleopatra in 1876. It had its American debut at the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition
where it was generously praised, though much attention was focused on the fact that
its maker was not only a woman, but also half Native American, half African
American. 73 The macabre realism demonstrated by the accurate portrayal of the effects
of death has often been cited as cause for critical praise. However, it must be noted that
it is impossible to say exactly what these "effects" looked like when the piece was new.
Lewis' sculpture suffered for nearly a century exposed to the elements of nature. When
it was finally rediscovered in the storage yard, well-meaning Boy Scouts painted it with
latex paint. Finally it was given a thirty-thousand-dollar restoration by the Smithsonian
Institution, to which it was donated by the Forest Park Historical Society. The resulting
surface is what is termed "sugary" and does tend to interfere with the details, most
especially the expression on the face.
Edmonia Lewis' The Death of Cleopatra has again been the subject of much
praise since its rediscovery in 1988. When the story of Lewis' fascinating life is read
alongside it, the piece is a miraculous success. Lewis was one of America's first women
sculptors, a member of the group Henry James termed the "White Mamorean Flock"
73
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and ofethnically mixed lineage. She attended Oberlin College and had some instruction
from the sculptors Edmund Brackett and Anne Whitney before sailing for Rome in
1865 to make her career as a sculptor.
The majority ofLewis' work, at least those pieces which have captured the
most critical attention, are those reflective ofher ancestry, ethnicity and political
concerns. In example, Forever Free, 1867 (Howard University, Washington, D.C.), is a
sculpture offormer slaves, and the Old Arrow Maker, 1872 (National Museum of
American Art, Smithsonian Institution), presents a distinguished elder Native
American.Lewis also carved historical portraits ofpolitical activists Colonel Robert
Gould Shaw, 1867 (on loan from the Museum ofAfro American History to the Boston
Athenaeum) and Abraham Lincoln, 1871 (San Jose Public Library). A significant
amount ofthe literature on Lewis' The Death ofCleopatra follows in the same vein,
reading the events ofher life alongside the iconography ofthe sculpture. A principal
example ofthis is seen in the work ofMarilyn Richardson in her essay "Edmonia
Lewis' The Death ofCleopatra: Myth and Identity."
Richardson swiftly provides Lewis with highly specific knowledge of
Cleopatra's history and significance.She makes a case for the design ofCleopatra's
cloak as having been pulled from a description ofceremonial garb associated with Isis
in The Golden Ass by the Roman philosopher and satirist Apuleius:
Part ofit fell down in pleated folds and swayed gracefully with a
knotted fringe along the hem ... Lastly, a garland wholly composed ofevery
kind offruit and flower clung ofits own accord to the fluttering border ofthat
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splendid robe.74
The cloak bears flowers and leaves but no fruit or fringe of any kind. Richardson
repeatedly raises the argument that Lewis was familiar with Plutarch's account of the
death of Cleopatra. She contends that Lewis would also have been familiar with the
work of Apuleius and, furthermore, would have recognized :in Cleopatra an association
with Isis. Hence, Lewis would identify a relationship between Ethiopia and Egypt. 75
Richardson did not need to pursue such a meander:ing and conjectural l:ine of reason:ing.
The correlation between Cleopatra and Isis can be :interpreted through the asp which is
found :in virtually all portrayals of the Death of Cleopatra. Lewis would not have been
alone :in :interpret:ing Cleopatra :in this way, but was this her :intent? Scholars have
questioned whether or not artists recognized the association of Cleopatra/Isis or were
merely subscrib:ing to the accepted fact that Cleopatra died by the bite of the asp.
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Plutarch is often cited as a long surviv:ing and time-honored source for the
:interpretation of Cleopatra. However, Lewis appears to have had a preference for
Shakespeare's account of Cleopatra rather than those recorded by Plutarch and
Apuleius. The conflict arises when it is noted that Plutarch does not descnbe
Cleopatra's death as it is traditionally visualized. The most striking departure from the
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history is the presentation of Cleopatra in a general state of undress in most visual
representations. The bared breast was present in some literary versions, such as that of
Shakespeare, who has his Cleopatra hold the asp to her breast as though it were a
suckling babe. 77 The presence of the bared breast and the inclusion of the asp in Lewis'
sculpture suggests that the visual tradition of Cleopatra's death was stronger for Lewis.
If she did consult a literary work, Shakespeare appears as the more feasible source for
inspiration, as he is in keeping with the manner in which she chose to represent the
dead Egyptian Queen.
Further investigation of the adornments displayed on The Death of Cleopatra
also attests to the visual tradition as the main influence for Lewis. The amount of
ornamentation presented by Lewis can be summed up as Orientalist, yet Lewis
smothers her piece in objects and many appear as if they sprang completely from her
imagination. In general, the profusion of decoration results in a lack of elegance and
does more to discredit the notion that she researched accurate details.
Cleopatra sits upon a throne composed of thick slabs of marble carved from a
single block. The basic shape of the chair is similar to one upon which Khafre is shown
in a work dating to 2500 B.C., which was rediscovered in 1858 and is currently in the
collection of the Egyptian Museum, Cairo (Fig. 4).78 The sphinxes adorning the front
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supports may have been influenced by this as well, however it is noted that the faces
adorning the throne ofK.hafre are cats, while Lewis used human faces. On the right side
ofLewis' The Death of Cleopatra, there is a hint of a rising sun -- this may have been
meant as an attempt at representing Osiris. The griffin that is carved here is of a wholly
Greek origin. The throne back onto which Cleopatra reclines is emblazoned with lotus
like designs, a motif which is frequently seen in combination with papyrus in Egyptian
art. The most distracting feature of Lewis' ornamentation is the attempt at hieroglyphs
adorning the sides of the back support, which resemble no real hieroglyphic writing in
their graphic simplicity. With this poor choice, she calls into question the actuality of
many other design features of this piece.
The majority of Cleopatra's jewelry is worn away to the point that it is difficult
to determine how legitimate the influences were. Some of the objects with which she
adorns her sculpture can be found in The Manners and Customs of Ancient Egyptians
by Sir J. Gardner Wilkinson, which was originally published in 1837. For example,
Lewis' Cleopatra wears what appears to be an amulet around her neck, which almost
takes the shape of a heart. Lewis may have been attempting a representation of a
"bulla" as mentioned in Wilkinson's book. Such a necklace consisted of a string of
beads with a charm suspended in the middle. This represented truth and justice. It has

chair is extremely decorated with ornament that bears no resemblance the ornament on Khafre's chair.
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also been "supposed to indicate the heart."79 In Wilkinson's view, it is usually found
represented in scenes ofjudgment and symbolizes the good works of the deceased. The
''bulla" was often made of gold or hardstone and was also believed to bring the wearer
wisdom and virtue. It could also help predict the future and acted like an amulet to
ward offmisfortunes. A "bulla" was also appealed to in times oftrouble. 80 In light of
this information, the suggested heart shape does not seem all that far-fetched.
Subsequent evidence ofLewis' familiarity with The Manners and Customs of
the Ancient Egyptians appears when one considers the shape of Cleopatra's sandals.
They are similar to a pair illustrated in the book which are based on shoes worn during
the reign ofRamses. The sandals worn by Lewis' Cleopatra are very plain. Women and
men of rank most likely would have worn more elaborately decorated footwear. 81 The
headdress Lewis' Cleopatra wears is the nemes headdress which was worn by the
ancient Pharaohs. 82
Cleopatra's dress does not bear resemblance to that which is described in
Wilkinson's book, but rather is the standard flowing gown typically seen in paintings
and sculptures of the Neoclassical period. 83 More obvious, are the possible visual
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influences which can be seen in other prominent works of art on display in the years
surrounding the making ofLewis' The Death of Cleopatra. Her sculpture bears a
strong resemblance to Valentine Prinsep's painting of 1870 by the same name (Fig. 5),
in the way in which the hands are posed, the design of the bracelet on the right arm,
and the manner in which the sleeves button on the side with three fasteners. The pose
of the Lewis Cleopatra has been compared to many ancient and early Neoclassical
works. It has never been compared to Bernini's Ecstasy of St. Teresa, 1645-1652, in
the Comaro Chapel of Santa Maria della Vittoria in Rome, to which it has the strongest
resemblance in actual positioning of limbs and angle of the head (Fig. 6). Lewis may
have seen the piece :frequently in Rome as Santa Maria della Vittoria was within
walking distance of her studio, and she is known to have been a devout Catholic.
Conceivably she would have been studying the art on display in many of Rome's
cathedrals and chapels. During this time, Lewis produced a copy ofMichelangelo's's
Moses whether for practice, money, or in admiration of a man who delivered his people
from slavery, it is not known. This could be seen as further evidence that she was likely
studying the works on display in Rome. Bernini's Ecstasy of St. Teresa was apparently
covered for a time in the nineteenth century, due to its erotic qualities. However, it was
on view in the years surrounding Lewis' time in Rome judging from the description in
Reise in Italien by Hippolyte Taine, published in America under the title Italy in 1869.
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Though Bernini was despised by the majority of the Neoclassicists, Lewis, in her mixed
references, may not have held the same disdain for his work. Perhaps the pose of
Bernini's piece, with the scandalous, sexual references exposed by this point in history,
appealed to Lewis as a way of bringing some of the power invested in Story's
Cleopatra ,1858, by Hawthorne's novel -- without her having to sacrifice the historical
basis for which she strove. Thus, Lewis may have been familiar with other visual
sources and pulled heavily from them for the basic form of The Death of Cleopatra.
If Lewis did indeed attempt to identify her Cleopatra with the femme fatale of
the imagination, this would work directly against Richardson's attempt to add a
feminist spin to Cleopatra by printing the oft quoted remark by Lewis that she had "a
strong sympathy for all women who have struggled and suffered."85 The quote may
work very well when applied to other pieces by Lewis, but it falls flat when attached to
Cleopatra. She was, as has been put forward in the earlier chapters so entrenched with
a mythical, monstrous power and sexuality that it would have been practically
impossible for the viewer or an artist to disassociate her from this.
Richardson, in her interpretation of Lewis' The Death of Cleopatr!!, presents
the sculpture as a statement by Lewis against "the erotic exploitation of the non-white
female body as the exotic other."86 Comparing Lewis' Cleopatra to a portrait on a coin
which was minted during the Queen's lifetime, Richardson believes the sculptor tried to
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capture the likeness of the actual historical woman. The portrait captured on the coin is
the ancient Egyptian ideal of womanly beauty, which may account for the angular face
of Lewis' Cleopatra. However, what does it do for Richardson's argument for Lewis'
Cleopatra as an early feminist work? Cleopatra -- as presented by Lewis is neither
African nor Macedonian nor Caucasian. She is the representation of the ancient
Egyptian ideal, a type that, like today's glossy images of airbrushed supermodels -- did
not exist in the real world.
Lewis and Gould probably recognized the potential Cleopatra held for
establishing their careers, in light of what the theme had done for Story who was
literally catapulted to fame with the help of Hawthorne's The Marble Faun. It is said
that Story had been on the verge of quitting the profession and returning home to the
United States and his law career when he and his Cleopatra met with such fame. It
would be only natural that success should inspire others to try the theme as well.

CH.APTER4
WILLIAM WETMORE STORY'S CLEOPATRA: MAKING A CASE FOR
EROTIC FANTASY

William Wetmore Story (1819 -1895), was born in Salem, Massachusetts to an
established New England family. His father was Joseph Story, an Associate Justice of
the United States Supreme Court and a founder and teacher ofthe Harvard Law
School. 87 The younger Story graduated from Harvard in1838 and its law school in
1840. He soonjoined the Boston law firm ofHillard and Sumner. 88 He was interested
in poetry, painting and sculpture throughout his youth and thus, when his father died in
1845, William Wetmore Story was elected by the Mount Auburn Cemetery in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, to create a life- size portrait ofJudge Story to be placed at
Mount Auburn.
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Story traveled to Italy in184 7 and was captivated by the allure of

Italy and the experience ofbeing a professional sculptor. He settled permanently in
Rome in1856 and set up his sculpture studio. 90
Though he is often remembered for his later success, the early years in Rome
were not immediately profitable. Story had nearly exhausted his resources and was
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apparently ready to abandon bis dream ofbecoming a sculptor and return to the more
stable profession oflaw before the miraculous success ofbis Cleopatr� 1858 at the
London Exposition of 1862. 91 The piece was created after the completion ofbis North
African The Libyan Sibyl, 1858, current location unknown, and is often connected with
it in conception and ideology, sometimes as representing sympathies with the
abolitionists. 92 Story sold the :first version ofCleopatra at the 1862 International
Exhibition in London and subsequently was commissioned over the next fourteen years
to produce four, possibly five, near copies ofthe original.93 Story's fascination with the
theme did not end with the original sculpture and following versions. He wrote a
lengthy poem entitled "Cleopatra," which was published in 1865. In 1884, Story began
working on a piece representing the death ofCleopatra. Evidently it was never realized
in marble. 94 In recognizing Story's intense fascination with Cleopatra and in seeking to
identify the possible factors that account for such an allure, it is necessary to
re-examine some earlier evidence in comparison to the life ofStory, as well as to talce
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into account the writings of the artist and certain background histories. 95
For an American of the upper middle class such as Story, to make the decision
to become a sculptor in the nineteenth century was viewed as romantic and
irresponsible. 96 He was not without his own doubts, and for good reason as he already
had a wife and children to support. Nonetheless, Story sailed to Rome for the first time
in 1847 and was so captivated by Italy that increasingly he desired to give up his life in
America. He attempted from the first to establish himself in Rome, but had to return
home to America in order to earn money when his earliest work failed to sell. While he
finally felt comfortable enough in 1856 to settle permanently in Rome, success was not
immediate. He was apparently near the point of giving up and returning to America
when Cleopatra brought him the acclaim he so desired. Despite the fame that resulted
from Cleopatrf!, Story is remembered by Nathaniel Hawthorne to have been of a
melancholy nature. Some have pointed to the early instances of failure as factors in his
lifelong struggle with depression.97 Hawthorne recognized that Story seemed to have a
propensity for worry when he wrote:
There seems to be a vein of melancholy :in William Story which I was
not aware of in my previous acquaintance with him. He acknowledged that for
three years past he had lived in dread that some sorrow would come to
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counterbalance the prosperity ofhis present life. 98
Hawthorne expanded on this idea in his French and Italian Notebooks, writing:

Mr. Story is the most variously accomplished and brilliant person, the
fullest ofsocial life and fire, whom I have ever met; and without seeming to
make an effort, he kept us amused and entertained the whole day long; not
wearisomely entertained neither, as we should have been ifhe had not let his
fountain play naturally. Still, though he bubbled and brimmed over with fun, he
left the impression on me that ...there is a pain and care, bred, it may be, out
ofthe very richness ofhis gifts and abundance ofhis outward prosperity. Rich,
in the prime oflife, ...and children budding and blossoming around him as
fairly as his heart could wish, with sparkling talents, -- so many, that ifhe
choose to neglect or fling away one, or two, or three, he would still have
enough left to shine with, -- who should be happy ifnot he? ...99
Story's life was not so charmed as one could be lead to believe through reading
Hawthorne's account.He struggled with critical success throughout much ofhis career
and was saddled with the heavy burden ofhaving first been acknowledged as a great
legal mind, not as an artist. He lost a favorite son to a childhood disease and lived to
see many ofhis friends and his beloved wife, Emelyn, pass before him.100
Story's tendency towards melancholy would have likely been indulged in
reading the work ofthe English Romantic poets, specifically Byron, Shelley and Keats.
His appreciation for the work ofthese men would have been profound, as he was also a
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poet. Story carved a plaster bust of Percy Bysshe Shelley (ca. 1853-1854, Keats
Shelley Memorial Association, Rome), a subtle hint at his admiration of the romantic
style. It is likely he may have also taken the romantic fatalistic attitude a step further
and identified with Keats and his earlier mentioned remark concerning surrendering to a
powerful, sensual woman. If Story did not recognize this fantastical representation of
Cleopatra with his first interpretation of the subject, it is likely he came to realize it in
later versions with the help of others such as Hawthorne and various critics writing for
the art papers of the day. 101
Each of the versions that Story created from the original of 1858 is slightly
different, suggesting the idea of Cleopatra remained fertile in his imagination. The first
version, which was so praised by Hawthorne when viewed in its clay state, is the
plainest of the surviving four. With each version, Story added a bit of ornament,
suggesting he also had the tendency to associate Cleopatra with the Orient and its
opulent luxury. The first version of Cleopatr� 1858, (Los Angeles County Museum of
Art), is sparsely adorned with a scarab bracelet which is purely Victorian in design, but
for the Egyptian character added by the scarabs (Fig. 7). Other Orientalised elements
are: the snake bracelet which is modeled after a Greek antique, the sandals ornamented
with a scarab, and an elaborate headpiece embellished with a cobra that is ready to
strike. Furthermore, Story's Cleopatra wears a ring on her wedding finger that is

Henry James noted in William Wetmore Story & Friends that Cleopatra was already well
established in the publics imagination.
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snnilar in style to a typical Western engagement ring of the nineteenth century. 102 All in
all, Story's use ofjewe]ry on Cleopatra manages to convey the idea of Oriental
ornament, but, with the exception of the Greek snake bracelet, the pieces are not
modeled after ancient pieces ofjewe]ry. This does not change in the subsequent
versions of Cleopatra as he varies little from piece to piece, appearing to work almost
from a closed set ofjewe]ry designs.Stylistically, the pieces he chooses to use remain
Victorian jewe]ry designs into which Egyptian items, notably the scarab, are
incorporated.
In each version of Cleopatr� the headpiece Story created is patterned with a
striped design and embroidered with trim that appears to feature a cobra motrr. The
headdress is modeled after those traditionally seen adorning Pharoahs. The carving of
Cleopatra's gown becomes more heavily pleated in the later versions, which renders the
effect of the drapery heavier and increasingly sensual.
The positioning of Cleopatra's thumb and forefinger changes from the first
version in all following pieces.From Nathaniel Hawthorne's son, Julian, we learn that
this was an area of concern for Story:
I remember very well the statue of Cleopatra while yet in clay ...
Cleopatra was substantially finished, but Story was unwilling to let her go, and
had no end of doubts as to the handling of minor details.The hand that rests on
her knee -- should the forefinger and thumb meet or be separated? If they were
102
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separated, it meant the relaxation of despair; if they met, she was still meditating
defiance or revenge. After canvassing the question at great length with my
father [Nathaniel Hawthorne], he decided that they should meet; but when I
saw the marble statue in the Metropolitan Museum the other day I noticed that
they were separated. 103
Between his carving of the various Cleopatras, Story never let the legendary
Queen leave his thoughts. In 1865 he published a poem inspired by the woman in
Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine. His sculptures do not record what is clear in the
artist's poem. Story's attitude towards Cleopatra was becoming more violent and
libidinous. The poem is full of erotic imagery:
Cleopatra
Here, Charmian, take my bracelets,
They bar with a purple stain
My arms; tum over my pillows-
They are hot where I have lain:
Open the lattice wider,
A gauze on my bosom throw,
And let me inhale the odors,
That over the garden blow.
I dreamed I was with my Anthony,
And in his arms I lay;
Ah, me! the vision has vanished-
Its music has died away.
The flame and the perfume have perished-
As this spiced aromatic pastille
That wound the blue smoke of its odor
Is now but an ashy hill.
Scatter upon me rose leaves,
They cool me after my sleep,
103
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And with sandal odors fan me
Till into my veins they creep;
Reach down the lute, and play me
A melancholy tune,
to rhyme with the dream that has vanished,
And the slumbering afternoon.
There, drowsing in golden sunlight,
Loiters the slow smooth Nile,
Through slender papyri, that cover
The sleeping crocodile
The lotus lolls on the water
And opens its heart of gold,
And over its broad leaf pavement
Never a ripple is rolled.
The twighlight breeze is too lazy
Those feathery palms to wave,
And yon little cloud is as motionless
As a stone above a grave.
Ah, me! this lifeless nature
Oppresses my heart and brain!
Oh! for a storm and thunder-
For lightning and wild fierce rain!
Fling down that lute -- I hate it!
Take rather his buckler and sword,
And crash them and clash them together
Till this sleeping world is stirred.
Hark! to my Indian beauty-
My cockatoo, creamy white,
With roses under his feathers-
That flashes across the light.
Look! listen! as backward and forward
To his hoop of gold he clings,
How he trembles, with crest uplifted,
And shrieks as he madly swings!
Oh, cockatoo, shriek for Anthony!
Cry, "Come, my love, come home!"
Shriek, "Anthony! Anthony! Anthony!"
Till he hears you even in Rome.

66

There -- leave me, and take from my chamber
That wretched little gazelle,
With its bright black eyes so meaningless
And its silly tinkling bell!
Take him, -- my nerves he vexes-
The thing without blood or brain,-
Or, by the body oflsis
I'll snap his thin neck in twain!
Leave me to gaze at the landscape
Mistily stretching away,
When the afternoon's opaline tremors
0'er the mountains quivering play;
Till the fiercer splendor of sunset
Pours from the west its fire,
And melted, as in a crucible,
Their earthly forms expire!
And the bald blear skull of the desert
With glowing mountains is crowned,
That burning like moltenjewels
Circle its temples round.
I will lie and dream of the past time,
Aeons of thought away.
And through thejungle of memory
Loosen my fancy to play;
When a smooth and velvety tiger,
Rubbed with yellow and black,
Supple and cushion footed
I wandered, where never the track
Of a human creature had rustled
The silence of mighty woods,
And, fierce in a tyrannous freedom,
I knew but the law of my moods.
The elephant, trumpeting, started
When he heard my footsteps near.
And the spotted giraffes fled wildly
In a yellow cloud of fear.
I sucked in the noontide splendor,
Quivering along the glade,
Or yawning, panting and dreaming,
Basked in the tamarisk shade,
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Till I heard my wild mate roaring,
As the shadows of night came on,
To brood in the trees' thick branches
And the shadow of sleep was gone;
Then I roused, and roared in answer,
And unsheathed from my cushioned feet
My curving claws, and stretched me,
And wandered my mate to greet.
We toyed in the amber moonlight,
Upon the warm flat sand,
And struck at each other our massive arms- How powerful he was and grand!
His yellow eyes flashed fiercely
As he crouched and gazed at me,
And his quivering tail, like a serpent,
Twitched curving nervously.
Then like a storm he seized me,
With a wild triumphant cry,
And when we met, as two clouds in heaven
When the thunders before them fly.
We grappled and struggled together,
For his love like his rage was rude;
And his teeth in the swelling folds of my neck
At times, in our play, we drew blood.
Often another suitor -For I was flexile and fair -
Fought for me in the moonlight,
While I lay couching there,
Till his bowl was drained by the desert;
And ruffled with triumph and power,
He licked me and lay beside me
To breathe him a vast half hour.
Then down to the fountain we loitered,
Where the antelopes came to drink:
Like a bolt we sprang upon them,
Ere they had time to shrink.
We drank their blood and crushed them,
And tore them limb from limb,
And the hungriest lion doubted
Ere he disputed with him.

68

That was a life to live for!
Not this weak human life,
With its frivolous bloodless passions,
Its poor and petty strife!
Come to my arms my hero,
The shadow oftwighlight grow,
And the tiger's ancient fierceness
In my veins begins to flow.
Come not cringing to sue me!
Take me with triumph and power,
As a warrior that storms a fortress!
I will not shrink or cower.
Come, as you came in the desert,
Ere we were women or men.
When the tiger passions were in us,
And love as you loved me then! 104
The poem, replete with sensual and erotic imagery, supports the notion that
Story sympathized with the sexual fantasy ofCleopatra ifnot directly indulging in it
himself 105 The very thought ofidentifying the Egyptian Queen with a carnivorous
jungle cat adds to the likelihood ofCleopatra as the ultimate carnal fantasy as well.
Furthermore, throughout the poem there are instances ofwhat could be determined
sexual imagery, Cleopatra speaks ofthe heat in the first few stanzas, the heat that she
spreads to the pillows ofthe bed upon which she reclines, she cries out for the passion
ofa thunderstorm and the lightening and "wild fierce rain." The imagery ofa cockatoo
swinging backward and forward, trembling, "with crest uplifted," shrieking for
104 Black.wood's Magazine, 98 (August 1865): 254-257.
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Anthony is especially suggestive ofsexual passion. The lion (Anthony) seizes the
tigress (Cleopatra) ''with a wild triumphant cry," we are told his "love like his rage was
rude," and that in the ferocity ofpassion, they often drew blood. Finally, Cleopatra
calls to Anthony to come and make love to her, as he did when he was a lion.
Story was not alone in his sexual fantasy ofCleopatra. Other nineteenth century
writers realized their dreams in poetry or short fiction, some ofwhich were also printed
in literary magazines. James Jackson Jarves in The Art Journal of1871 refers to the
subject ofStory's sculpture as "the seductive queen ofEgypt" and the "intellectual
mistress ofpleasure", Edward Everette Hale in Ninety Days Worth ofEurope, 1861
mentions Cleopatra's "raving hot blood" and passionate temper, while leading to his
beliefthat she was, indeed, African in descent. Even the most benign versions ofher
story, such as one entitled "Anthony and Cleopatra" by Henry William Herbert, an
American writer, which appeared in Graham's Magazine, 1852, acknowledged
Cleopatra as the woman ofall women, and held that to have loved Cleopatra is to.have
loved all womankind. By far the more typical fascination for Cleopatra was a
pronounced erotic fantasy, such as that chronicled by Algernon Swinburne in his poem
"Cleopatra," published in Cornhill Magazine in 1866. Swinburne begins with a physical
description ofthe Queen in which ''Her mouth is as :fragrant as a vine . .. ," she
possesses "amorous deep lips." She is, for Swinburne, also the femme fatale as he asks:
Shall she not have the heart ofus
To shatter, and the loves therein
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To shed between her fingers thus?106
In another instance, Swmburne discusses Michelangelo's drawmg of Cleopatra,
equating the Egyptian Queen with a snake. "What is lovelier or more luxuriously loving
than a strong and graceful snake?" 107
With the next sculptural version ofCleopatra (Fig. 8), completed in 1865 and
currently in the collection ofTue Spanierman Gallery, New York, the tendency to
ornament becomes more pronounced with the addition ofa beaded necklace and a
change in the sash around Cleopatra's waist. Her gown falls further from her breast,
exposing more ofher body, the heavy weight ofthe fabric making it seem as if with any
further movement, the other breast would also be exposed. Story ornaments the very
name "Cleopatra" by writing it in Greek letters across the base on the 1866 version of
Cleopatra (Fig. 9), in the collection ofthe West Foundation, Georgia Museum ofArt,
University ofGeorgia, Athens. In his Cleopatra of 1869, Metropolitan Museum ofArt,
Story begins to decorate her surroundings, adding arches to the stool on which she
rests her feet. Her jewelry becomes more prominent with the addition oftwo scarabs to
the pendent ofher necklace (Fig. 10). In these last three renderings, Cleopatra's fingers
are relaxed, suggesting that Story began to see her as complying with her fate. Coupled
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with the apparent engagement/wedding ring with which he adorns his Cleopatra, she
becomes a temptress redeemed through her marriage, but, ultimately surrendering to
her fate.
Story may have been unusual for the nineteenth century in that he apparently
had a close and loving relationship with his wife, Emelyn Story, to whom he was
married for fifty years. He was devastated by her death in 1893 and created the
monument Angel ofGriefWeeping over the Dismantled Altar ofLife to mark her grave
in the Protestant Cemetery in Rome. It is said that the last years of his life were :filled
with mourning for her loss and he followed her to the grave in less than two years.
Would a close relationship with his wife have expanded his view ofCleopatra to be
that ofa temptress also capable ofreal love and emotion? Perhaps the fiery passion of
Cleopatra sprang from Story's known fascination for Adelaide Ristori, an Italian
actress active in Rome during the years he spent there. He is said to have followed
behind her "like a shadow." 108 Ristori is reported to have been the inspiration for the
brooding quality found in many of Story's marble heroines. 109 The exact extent of
Story's infatuation with Ristori is unknown, but to follow her "like a shadow" leads to
assumptions ofobsession on the part of Story, ifnot with the actual woman then with
the idea of her. Story may have brought this same obsession to the idea ofCleopatra.
Though Story's poem appeared in a national magazine, due to its
108
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explicit sexual overtones it is unlikely it was considered appropriate to share with a
member ofthe opposite sex. This is further brought into question when Story, for
unknown reasons, neglects to send a portion of"Cleopatra" to the wife ofpainter Elihu
Vedder. In a letter dated June 11, 1877, he questions her desire to have a bit of the
"Cleopatra" copied. Story is vague in his response and does not send the "Cleopatra"
but two poems of a far more sentimental nature. no From this one can draw the
conclusion that Story did indeed recognize the eroticism of that which he had written
and thus, it was not the type of poem a gentleman would share with a lady, particularly
one who was married to a colleague.
Lastly, there is Story's reclining Cleopatra, 1884-85, currently
unaccounted for and known only through written description. The description bears
resemblance to a painting of Cleopatra Awaiting the Arrival of Anthony by Sir
Lawrence Alma Tadema, 1883, which is strong in the Orientalist tradition as well (Fig.
11). Story would probably have seen this work on one of his frequent trips to England
to visit such friends as Robert Browning. Story's piece has sometimes been interpreted
as a "Death of Cleopatra," but might possibly represent another moment from the
Queen's life. It is impossible to say with only the scant written description surviving:
a glorious female figure halfreclining in languid grace upon a couch of
slender design, delicately :finished with lotus flowers in low relief A tiger's skin
is halfthrown across its center, the fine head and claws lying flat on the floor as

no Story instead sent copy of his poems "In the Rain -- In England" and In the Moonlight -- In Italy''.
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foreground. A soft, full cushion ofEastern stripes and silken textures supports
the elbow ofher superb arm, upon which is the serpent bracelet that bars "with
purple stain." Her head, entwined with the mystic uroeus or basilisk of
sovereignty, rests upon her folded hand. Her face is full of beauty, intelligence,
and sorrow, while passion seems fairly to ebb and flow through the splendid
form, across which some priceless gauze is thrown. m
. Even without the presence of the sculpture, the quote stands alone as evidence
strongly in support of the femme fatale. It suggests that Story, like so many others
before him and those soon afterwards, fell victim to the powers and charms of
Cleopatra. Under this spell, he created one of the nineteenth century's most notorious
works ofNeoclassical sculpture.
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CONCLUSION

It has been demonstrated through this paper that the appeal of Cleopatra to the
nineteenth century audience surpassed a fascination for the facts of her life. The true
woman sparked a flame in the imagination of generations, a blaze which ignited even in
her own lifetime. Often the Cleopatra presented through the arts is a more accurate
reflection of the time period and society in which the work in question was created than
of the true, historical woman.
By analyzing the role that Cleopatra played in some of the literature of the
nineteenth century, this thesis has broadened the significance of Cleopatra to include
more than the traditional femme fatale interpretation. In examining the political climate
of nineteenth century America, further importance was given to issues of race in
presenting Cleopatra. The relationship of physical coloring and sensuality was taken
into account as were the prevailing attitudes towards suicide and dead women.
In studying The Death of Cleopatra by Edmonia Lewis, elements of style were
taken into account, as well as possible influences and suggested iconography in order
to broaden the interpretation of this work. Cleopatra by Thomas Ridgeway Gould is
more traditional in presenting Cleopatra as the epitome of sensual excess. The technical
skill demonstrated in the work served to cloak the eroticism of the sculpture.
William Wetmore Story's Cleopatra was likely the most notorious sculpture of
the Egyptian Queen in the nineteenth century. His final salute to the legendary femme
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fatale was a work thought to have been entitled The Death of Cleopatra. The piece is
known today only through a brief written description. Moreover, Story's poem
"Cleopatra" of 1865 demonstrated his understanding ofthe highly sexualized woman.
Such divergent actualities as the political climate of nineteenth century America
were combined with literary accounts of Cleopatra, women and suicide. These factors
were taken into account and the layers of meaning cloaking the story of the Egyptian
Queen were removed to reveal a wider interpretation ofthe woman to the nineteenth
century artist and audience.
Cleopatra has undergone yet another revival of interest in the late twentieth
century. Lucy Hughes-Hallett gives a detailed account ofthe history of Cleopatra as
presented by poets, painters, historians, play writes, film makers, etc. in Cleopatra:
Histories, Dreams and Distortions (1990). Hughes-Hallett argues that Cleopatra has
traditionally been recreated again and again -- always in keeping with the fantasies of
the era in which she is being reinvented. Therefore, rather than accurately reflecting the
character of Cleopatra, these representations reveal characteristics ofa certain society.
Mary Hamer's Signs ofCleopatra: History, Politics, Representation (1993), takes into
account the cultural interests Cleopatra's image has served, beginning with such early
appearances of the Egyptian Queen on the Temple ofHathor and on ancient coinage.
Hamer continues citing examples of representations ofCleopatra, and those who are
represented as Cleopatra in Baroque paintings. Lastly, she presents Cecil B. de Mile's
film Cleopatra of 1934. Claudette Colbert, who normally played witty, charming,
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independent contemporary women, plays Cleopatra. In the film Cleopatra is bored with
her role as Queen of Egypt, and in comparison to Caesar, has little in the way of official
duties. Her main function is to be dressed in her robes and put on display. In de Mille's
production, Cleopatra will come to her own self-realization through true love. The
message delivered by the film, among others, is that the political arena is no place for a
healthy woman. The film can be viewed as a response to the changing role of women of
the first half of the twentieth century and as a glamorization of the value of knowing
your place. This film witnessed the launching of a line of products which women could
purchase from such retailers as F.W. Woolworth's and Macy's, thus leading women to
identify themselves further with de Mille's Cleopatra.
My own research has focused on the associations Cleopatra may have
unleashed in the minds of the nineteenth century and specifically in the American
imagination. As has been inferred from the discussion of de Mille's treatment of
Cleopatra, the power of her as femme fatale ended with Romanticism. Cleopatra has
been the subject of many films, books and articles since the turn of the century.
Currently, she is even appearing in a cartoon television commercial promoting prunes -
as she complains about the children and mentions her "mummy," all in a sharp, Rosie
O'Donnell like accent. It does appear that her femme fatale status has vanished in
recent years, leaving the door open for future scholarship to contemplate Cleopatra's
place in the late twentieth century.
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Fig. 1 Guido Reni, Cleopatra, circa 1635-1642. Oil on Canvas,
Pinacoteca Capitolina, Rome.
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Fig. 2 Edmonia Lewis, The Death of Cleopatra, 1876. Marble.
National Museum of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Gift of
the Historical Society of Forest Park, Illinois.
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Fig. 3 Thomas Ridgeway Gould, Cleopatra, 1873. Marble, Gift
from the Isaac Fenno Collection. Courtesy, Museum of Fine Arts,
Boston.
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Fig. 4 Khafre, c. 2500 BC, Diorite. Egyptian Museum, Cairo.
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Fig. 5 Valentine Prinsep, The Death of Cleopatra, 1870. Location
Unknown..
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Fig. 6 GianlorenzoBernini, The Ecstasy of St. Theresa, 1645-1652.
The Cornaro Chapel, Santa Maria della Vittoria, Rome.

83

Fig. 7 William Wetmore Story, Cleopatra, 1858. Marble. Los
Angeles County Museum of Art, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Henry M.
Bateman.
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Fig. 8 William Wetmore Story, Cleopatra, 1865. Marble.
Spanierman Gallery, New York.
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Fig. 9 William Wetmore Story, Cleopatra, 1866. Marble. Georgia
Museum of Art, University of Georgia, Athens. Acquired in
memory of George and Elma West, and Arthur and Eunice
Eichenlaub for the West Foundation by their grandchildren.
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Fig. 10 William Wetmore Story, Cleopatra, 1869. Marble. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of John Taylor Johnston, 1988.

Fig. 11 Sir Lawrence Alma Tadema, Cleopatra Awaiting the Arrival
of Anthony, 1883. Oil on Panel. Margaret Brown Collection.
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