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The Tragedy of Mariam 
 

To name Cleopatra is to evoke inconstancy and sexual freedom - or, that is one way of thinking 
about Cleopatra. Mary Sidney’s Tragedie of Antonie works against this portrayal, presenting 
Cleopatra as a fairly conventional early modern wife. Nevertheless, Cleopatra has what Linda 
Charnes terms a “notorious identity,” a disassociation from historical context through fame. 
Consequently, any dramatic representation of Cleopatra must negotiate with or against her 
previous representations. We see this in Elizabeth Cary’s Tragedy of Mariam, where the 
characters reference a more traditional, inconstant Cleopatra. I argue that, in both texts, through 
Antony and Mariam’s attempts to use Cleopatra’s image to demonstrate their own constancy, 
Cleopatra’s image becomes a site of negotiation over what it means to be constant. By 
narrativizing the historical events and the act of creating the legend of Cleopatra’s inconstancy, 
both plays use Cleopatra’s image to demonstrate the difficulty in defining “constancy” and the 
stakes of the term for women. 
 
By considering Antonie and Mariam together, we understand how Cleopatra becomes a rhetorical 
pawn not just for Antony and Mariam, but for Sidney and Cary, who use the character to expose 
the plight of women in early modern England. Cleopatra’s ability to invoke constancy and 
inconstancy reveals both the powerful cultural purchase of the word “constancy” and the near 
impossibility of realizing constancy because of the wide terrain the term covers. Although 
Sidney’s Cleopatra does successfully represent herself as faithful within the text, Mariam and 
Antony are both able to construct their identities at the expense of Cleopatra’s. Sidney and Cary 
both use the historical narrative of Cleopatra’s downfall, and the related cultural narrative of 
Cleopatra’s inconstancy, to turn Cleopatra’s tragedy into a tragedy for all early modern women, 
trapped within a system that demands women’s constancy without knowing how to define it. 


