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Researching the Un-researchable for Cleopatra 

 The 1963 motion picture epic Cleopatra infamously cost $44 million to produce ($320 

million in 2018 USD1), and the skyrocketed budget is made evident onscreen by the larger-than-

life sets, lavish costumes, and incredibly extravagant yet incredibly realistic narrative 

environment. When the characters are interacting in palaces exponentially taller than they are, or 

when Cleopatra and her son are entering Rome on a 35-foot-tall, 70-foot-wide sphinx,2 this is 

because they actually are, and the result is a visually enthralling experience. 

This is quite a feat, considering the near lack of material available for the production 

designers to use for research purposes. As a result, the team of designers, decorators, and 

costumers no doubt had to look for historical context clues as to how to construct every set, prop, 

and dress in the film. Arguably, this research was essential not only the more extraordinary 

sequences, such as the ceremonial entrance mentioned above, but also (and perhaps more 

importantly) for the more intimate and character-driven moments in the film. For example, 

scenes early on in the film depict Caesar in the palaces of Alexandria discussing post-war 

negotiations, first with his men, then with Cleopatra. The scene feels quite contemporary, very 

dialogue-driven rather than action-driven, but nevertheless extravagant due to the realistic 

production and costume design. The palace looks made of real stone; hieroglyphics carved into 

the walls suggest a rich history to this setting; and the costumes are complex, vibrant, and 

frankly, quite expensive-looking (probably because they were). 

As the production design team researched this scene alone, so many questions without 

answers no doubt were asked. How tall would the buildings have been? Of what would they have 



been made out of? What kind of chairs would Caesar and his men have been sitting in during 

their negotiations? What story would the hieroglyphics have told on the walls—or, perhaps more 

importantly, what story should they tell? Considering that the Library of Alexandria was burned 

to the ground during a battle (a scene actually depicted in the film), these questions would have 

needed to be answered probably based on the history of countries or cities that Alexandria has 

negotiated with, fought with, or done business with—or simply any shred of historical 

documents or graphics that could be found. 

Scenes like these that are not depicting the more well-known, life-altering moments in the 

story of Cleopatra, Caesar, and Marc Antony are perhaps most fascinating to consider in terms of 

their research. Dialogue scenes featuring Cleopatra being cared for by her servants, bathing, or 

even seducing Caesar or Marc Antony in her bedroom likely had little to no documentation in 

terms of locations, color palettes, vegetation, or overall visual design. However, despite this, 

what is perhaps most admirable about this production design is the fact that the narrative 

environment still serves the story. As the four-hour film presses on, and Cleopatra’s power 

fluctuates between many years, countries, and men, the production design changes alongside. 

The first scene depicting Cleopatra features her spilling out of a rug, wearing a simple robe and 

well-kept hair—but by the film’s end, she has worn multiple costumes of varying colors, sizes, 

and (probably) weights, all capturing her power struggle as well as her emotional journey. 

The fact that the narrative environment is so lavish and realistic is astounding not simply 

because of its price, or because of the fact that writer/director Joseph L. Mankiewicz was 

basically writing the film as he went along, “writing new pages of the script at night and shooting 

them the next day”3. This is astounding also, and perhaps most of all, because of the research that 

had to be compiled from anywhere available in order to recreate a nearly un-researchable culture 

and create a plausible, natural narrative environment. This arguably is what makes Cleopatra 

such an enormous, if infamous, achievement. 
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