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A conversation with Stacy Schiff 

The author of Cleopatra talks with Deborah Solomon  
of the New York Times Magazine

In your new biography of Cleopatra, you take issue with historians who have 

attributed her achievements to her looks and implied that she slept her way 

to the top. 

For reasons I am sure you can explain to me, it has always been prefer-

able to attribute a woman’s success to her beauty rather than brains. 

We seem convinced that men strategize while women scheme. Men 

are authoritative while women are shrill. 

But even Florence Nightingale dismissed her as “that disgusting Cleopatra,” 

as you point out. 

By the time Florence Nightingale got her neurotic hands on Cleopa-

tra, she had been mangled beyond recognition by both history and 

literature. For their own political reasons, the Romans needed her to 

be a femme fatale who seduced Mark Antony and lusted after Rome. 

Shakespeare took it from there. 

Do we know what she actually looked like? 

Only from coins. She had a sharp, angular face, a hooked nose, and a 

strong chin. Definitely not an Elizabeth Taylor look-alike. 
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In your book, Cleopatra is depicted as warm and charismatic and comes 

across more like Bette Midler than Liz Taylor. 

Every ancient account mentions her wit and charm. Only later does 

she become a great beauty. 

What did you think of the film, which was memorable mainly for being overly 

long? 

What film? I have never let myself watch it. I’m highly suggestible and 

probably would have wound up writing a book about Elizabeth Taylor. 

How would you compare Cleopatra to Hillary Clinton? 

I wouldn’t. No one in the modern world controls the wealth or terri-

tory that Cleopatra did. 

Are you forgetting the queen of England? 

She doesn’t compare. Cleopatra essentially owned Egypt. Everyone 

in the country worked for her. And my guess is she had better jewelry. 

She was so materialistic. Were you turned off by her need to bedeck herself 

in so much jewelry, including pearls in her hair? 

If you’re the queen of Egypt, you need to look the part. 

I had no idea that she was actually Greek, rather than Egyptian. 

For nearly three centuries following the death of Alexander the Great, 

Greek Macedonians sat on the Egyptian throne. Plutarch credits Cleo-

patra with being the first of her dynasty to learn Egyptian. 
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Did you find it hard to write a life of a woman whose every last scrap of writ-

ing has disappeared? 

I was tortured by the lack of information, but I have also known the 

torture of drowning in too much information. I had just spent six years 

with Ben Franklin, for whom there are 30,000 documents in the Yale 

archive alone, including his receipts for groceries and his weekly bath. 

You’ve also written biographies of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry and Véra 

Nabokov. What do your subjects have in common? 

I’m a sucker for lost worlds. I was nostalgic even as a child. I was hap-

piest in my hometown library in Adams, Massachusetts, where noth-

ing seemed to change. 

Did you read biographies in your childhood? 

A few. I notice in retrospect that biographies for kids seemed to be about 

women who are famous for their disabilities, delusions, or sensational 

deaths. The big three were Helen Keller, Joan of Arc, and Isadora Duncan. 

It’s true that we wouldn’t be talking about Isadora if she hadn’t been strangled 

by her scarf. 

I fear that sudden demises always help. Think Lady Di or Amelia 

 Earhart or Sylvia Plath. 

Why do you think you became a biographer? 

Some people will do anything to get out of writing about themselves. 
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What hidden details should we know about you? 

I have three children, each of whom is having an idyllic childhood, 

probably because I have been at the office the entire time. 

Did your children celebrate when you won the Pulitzer Prize in biography, in 

2000? 

Yes, they understood I had won a big award for typing. 

From the New York Times, October 15, 2010, © The New York Times. All rights reserved. 
Used by permission and protected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. The 
printing, copying, redistribution, or retransmission of this Content without express 
written permission is prohibited.
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Goddess, Queen, Celebrity:  
Ten Iconic Images of Cleopatra,  

Eternal Shape-shifter

by Stacy Schiff

It seems there is no queen of Egypt for all time but one for every 

time. As a cultural icon, Cleopatra turns out to be an inexhaustible 

shape-shifter, getting mixed up with Eve, the Virgin Mary, Aphro-

dite, Salome, and, most recently, Wonder Woman.

Among our most accurate depictions of Cleopatra, and one that presumably met 
with her approval: here was how the queen of Egypt chose to appear before her 
people. The chin is strong, the nose hooked, the eyes sunken, all of which support 
the ancient assertion that she was not primarily remarkable for her beauty. 
 (Cleopatra coin, 80-drachma bronze, Hunterian Museum, Glasgow)
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In their early Baroque incarnation, Antony and Cleopatra have somehow become 
Christ and the Virgin Mary. Everything about the scene says Descent from the 
Cross. There is not even a snake in sight. (The Death of Antony and Cleopatra, 
 Alessandro Turchi, 1630–35. Oil on canvas, Louvre, Paris)

The caption says Cleopatra, but surely she’s Eve. Her snake will accompany her 
through most of the Renaissance. Piero di Cosimo paints her as a stunning bare-
breasted, alabaster-skinned maiden, coolly oblivious to the asp tangled in her neck-
lace. Two generations later Rembrandt will sketch her as a nude, holding her breast, 
and looking only vaguely concerned with the cobra winding itself around her leg.
(Cleopatra, Piero di Cosimo, c. 1485. Tempera on panel, Musée Condé, Chantilly)
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Cleopatra goes neoclassical, decorating Antony’s tomb with quiet dignity. She is 
fully clothed, possibly because the painter was Swiss-born and working in 
 England—or possibly because she was a woman. (Artemisia Gentileschi showed 
no such restraint when she painted Cleopatra in 1622, reverting to the nude- with-
snake mode.) (Cleopatra Decorating the Tomb of Marc Antony, Angelica Kauffmann, 
1770. Oil on canvas, private collection)

Antony and Cleopatra as mythical lovers, surrounded by cherubs. Cupid takes his 
aim; Aphrodite appears to be offering her benediction. The only discordant note is 
struck by Cleopatra’s left leg, flung carelessly across Antony’s lap. It has been sug-
gested that it was painted red later, to camouflage Cleopatra’s shamelessness and 
appease Victorian sensibilities. (Title unknown, Jeroen Le Clerc, c. 1680, tapestry, 
Goldsmiths’ Hall, London)
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Cleopatra presides as an Elizabethan queen, or as a blond Venus, or at least certainly 
without a hint of the East, down to the architecture, the lace, and the dogs. She is 
poised to dissolve a pearl in vinegar, another irresistible subject for artists. (The Ban-
quet of Cleopatra, Giovanni Battista Tiepolo, 1743–44. Oil on canvas, The National 
Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne)

Cleopatra dies once in the late Baroque period, again, with more feeling, at the end 
of the nineteenth century, proof that you can coax endless variations from grief, a 
semi-clad woman, and a venomous reptile. (The Death of Cleopatra, Reginald Arthur, 
1892. Oil on canvas, Roy Miles Gallery, London)
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An academic painter who had traveled to Egypt a decade before, Jean-Léon Gérôme 
tended toward historical subjects. He also sported an orientalist streak, as does nearly 
every nineteenth-century French painting of Cleopatra; Napoleon’s Egyptian cam-
paign left an impression. Cleopatra’s jewelry never looked quite so good.  (Cleopatra 
Before Caesar, J. L. Gérôme, 1866. Oil on canvas, private collection) 

Alexandre Cabanel depicts Cleopatra testing poisons on her prisoners, the perfect 
subject for belle époque France. He works from Plutarch’s description, in which 
Cleopatra, experimenting daily, discovers that the most efficient poisons induce 
sharp pain, as is evident at left. The cub may be the sole accurate detail. (Cleopatra 
Testing Poisons on Those Condemned to Death, Alexandre Cabanel, 1887. Oil on canvas, 
Royal Museum of Fine Art, Antwerp)
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This piece originally appeared in slightly different form at http://www.huffingtonpost.com/ 
stacy-schiff/cleopatra-images-wrong_b_781099.html#s178220&title=1Cleopatra_coin_80. 
Reprinted with permission.

The reigning Cleopatra, at least since 1963. In the Joseph L. Mankiewicz version, 
Elizabeth Taylor sprawls on the floor before Rex Harrison’s Caesar, having been 
unwound from inside a roll of carpet. Historically speaking, Cleopatra smuggled 
herself into the palace in a heavy-duty sack rather than a carpet. We do not know if 
the unveiling took place before Caesar, though the original girl-in-a-cake idea is dif-
ficult to resist. Having played Eve, the Virgin Mary, and Juliet, Cleopatra will go on 
to become an exotic, coolheaded action hero in the 1973 blaxploitation classic 
 Cleopatra Jones. A CIA agent, she is superconfident, superstylish, Superwoman.
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Questions and topics for discussion

 1. Stacy Schiff writes, “It is not difficult to understand why Caesar 

became history, Cleopatra a legend” (page 5). What are the differ-

ences between the two? How are these differences related to 

gender?  

 2. Discuss the role of subjectivity in historical records. How does 

Schiff factor that subjectivity into her account? Do you think it’s 

possible to document events that are close to us in time? Or do 

chroniclers’ subjectivities necessarily bias their accounts?   

 3. How do you think Cleopatra felt as she traveled to meet Caesar 

for the first time? What are the differences between that meeting 

and her first encounter with Mark Antony? How did the circum-

stances of the initial encounters set the tone for the relationships? 

 4. Despite her political ambition, Cleopatra has been painted as a 

seductress and siren rather than as a powerful and adept ruler. Do 

you think it’s still the case that men are said to strategize whereas 

women manipulate?  

 5. Discuss women’s roles and rights in ancient Egyptian and Roman 

society. Did they surprise you? Why or why not? Women in Egypt 

enjoyed an equality close to what they enjoy today; it was then 

lost for some two thousand years. Could that happen again?  
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 6. Although Cleopatra came from a long line of strong female rul-

ers, do you think she felt out of place on a political stage domi-

nated by men? Is there any indication that she doubted her 

abilities? Can you imagine her in a Roman military camp, for 

example?  

 7. Cleopatra lived in an era of rampant murder, covert political alli-

ances, and fierce betrayal. Has human nature changed in two 

thousand years? In what ways is it different and in what ways is it 

the same?  

 8. Do you think that Cleopatra loved Caesar and Mark Antony, or 

were their relationships purely for political leverage? What makes 

you think so? 

 9. What do you think of Cleopatra as a woman, mother, lover, part-

ner, and ruler? Was she admirable or detestable? Why?

10. Can you retell Cleopatra’s story as one of her subjects might have 

written it? How does it diverge from the Roman account? 

11. Why has Cleopatra’s story captivated artists and audiences for 

more than two thousand years? Why does she interest you?   

12. Are there any modern women whom you would compare to 

Cleopatra? What characteristics do these women share with her? 

Discuss how these women are depicted in histories or in the 

media today.
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