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JULIUS CAESAR

I.   DATE

1.  Julius Caesar was written early in 1599 .
2. It was probably the first play by Shakespeare to be performed at the newly 
constructed Globe Theatre.
II.  SOURCE

1. Thomas North’s translation of Plutarch’s The Lives of the Noble Grecians and 
Romans.
2.  Shakespeare closely used Plutarch, sometimes even seeming to versify directly from 
him.  
3.  At other times he selects, cuts, compresses, and amalgamates events from the full 
range of Plutarch’s material dealing with the history of Julius Caesar.

III.  HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

1.  The events of the play occur in 44 B.C., but earlier events are important.
     (a)  In 49 B.C., the Roman general Julius Caesar made his move to become supreme 
ruler of Rome by defying the Roman Senate’s orders and leading his army across 
the Rubicon, a stream in northern Italy.  
     (c)  His action led to civil war (and incidentally spawned the phrase “crossing the 
Rubicon” to indicate “a point of no return”).
2.  Two years later, in 47 B.C., Caesar defeated another Roman general Pompey, who 
had taken the Senate’s side in the dispute over whether a general or the Senate 
should wield supreme authority over the Roman Empire.

3.  To celebrate his victory, Caesar gave every Roman citizen a beneficent monetary gift, 
thus gaining their love and support. 
4.  Caesar subsequently pursued Pompey to Egypt where he found his foe had been 
assassinated, but Caesar lingered there for a brief affair with its queen 
Cleopatra.

5.  In 45 B.C., Caesar defeated Pompey’s sons in Spain.  Returning to Rome as a 
conquering hero, Caesar—backed by the army and the people and with the 
grudging consent of the Roman Senate—became dictator.

6.  However, Caesar seems to have wished to be named king, thus being able to 
designate his heir and consequently set up a regal dynasty, thereby ending the 
Roman Republic.  
7. Leading prominent Republicans in the city (who tolerated Caesar as dictator) 
opposed his royal ambitions.

     (a)  They assassinated him on 15 Mar. 44 B.C., while he was attending a political 
meeting at Pompey’s Theater.

     (b)  Shakespeare changed the place of the assassination to the Capitol, the Senate’s 
chamber.

8.  Birth and death dates and ages at the time of the assassination:

     (a)  CAESAR  born. 100 B.C.;  died 44 B.C.; 56 years old.
     (b)  BRUTUS  born. 85 B.C.; died 42 B.C.; 41 years old.
     (c)  ANTONY  born 82 B.C.; died 30 B.C.; 38 years old.
     (d)  OCTAVIUS born 63 B.C.; died 14 A.D.; 18 years old.


IV.  STRUCTURE:  Some critics argue that the play has a divided, two-part structure, 
while 
others contend that the play has a thematic unity.
A.  TWO-PART STRUCTURE

1.  According to some critics, the play is structured around two protagonists rather than 
one.  

2.  Acts 1 and 2 deal with events leading up to Caesar’s death; they focus almost equally 
on both Caesar and Brutus.

3.  Act 3 deals with Caesar’s death and the funeral orations designed to sway the Roman 
populace either to support his assassination or oppose it.

4.  Acts 4 and 5 deal with the long-term consequences of Caesar’s death.  The emphasis 
is on the downfall and death of Brutus, although Caesar’s “spirit” remains 
through his principal avenger Antony, his heir Octavius, and even Caesar’s own 
ghost which appears in 4.3.

5.  The INCITING MOMENT is that point early in a play in which its problem is 
presented.  

     (a)  This problem “incites” the action of the play since here the audience asks a 
question

     (b) Using this two-part orientation, the play’s first inciting moment is the 
cementing of the plot to assassinate Caesar (2.1).  At this point, we ask whether 
the plot will succeed.   
6.  The CLIMAX of a play is that scene which answers the question asked at the inciting 
moment.  
     (a)  It is that point where the protagonist of a play (and sometimes his/her allies) 
confront or are confronted by the antagonistic forces in a decisive action.   
     (b)  In Julius Caesar, the climax occurs in 3.1, where Caesar’s antagonists successfully 
bring off his assassination. 
7.  There begins the play’s second action, with its inciting moment established in the 
dueling funeral orations of Brutus and Antony (3.2.).  
     (a)  Here the audience asks which of the two factions will win.  
     (b)  The second climax comes in 5.5, when the death of Brutus indicates that the 
Antony-Octavius faction (the heirs of Caesarism) has won.  
B.  UNIFIED STRUCTURE

1.   Other critics argue that there is structural unity since both actions—the assassination 
and the tracking down of the assassins—deal with the same theme:  the evils of 
civil war.  In this interpretation, the play moves in a full circle of events.
2.  Julius Caesar shows civil war leading to civil war.

     (a)  At the play’s opening, Caesar is returning from defeating fellow Romans.

     (b)  In the middle the conspirators kill Caesar, thus starting a second civil war.  
     (c)  Finally at the play’s end Cassius and Brutus, the main conspirators, are hounded 
to their death by Antony and Octavius, thus ending the civil war.
3.  To indicate this circular structure, the first scene of the play (1.1) is set at the 
beginning of the day.
     (a)  Additionally, the cementing of the conspirators’ plot occurs as the sun rises in 
2.1.101-111.  
     (b)  Julius Caesar closes with a sunset:  “O setting sun, . . . . The sun of Rome is set” 
(5.3.60-63). 
4.  In this single-action interpretation of the play, the INCITING MOMENT is still 2.1, 
where the conspirators give their principal reason for assassinating Caesar.  
There we ask whether Rome will have a future of political liberty.  
5.  In this view, the CLIMAX (or answer to this question) occurs in 5.5, where the death 
of Brutus, the “noblest” conspirator (5.5.68) and chief opponent of despotism, 
signals the end of the possibility of political freedom in Rome. 
     (a)  Earlier in 4.1 Caesar’s successors—Antony and Octavius—are shown to be more 
ruthless and tyrannical than Caesar.  
     (b)  Ironically, the conspirators’ assassination of Caesar brings greater loss of liberty 
in Rome than Caesar’s rule had. 

V.  THEMES
A.  THEME OF THE EVILS BROUGHT BY CIVIL WAR
1. Shakespeare’s plays typically stress that political disorder brings disaster to society.


2.  Shakespeare’s history plays before Julius Caesar reveal a horror of civil war.  Also 
they show a divine right of kings as the only probable safeguard against civil 
dissension.

3.   Given this political philosophy, it is not surprising that that Shakespeare opens 
Julius Caesar opens with an attack on civil war.   

The tribunes  ask  why Caesar should receive  the  people’s  support, returning  as  
he  does not with conquest, but  in  triumph  over Pompey, that is, as a victor in a 
civil war, not in a war against Rome’s foreign enemies.
4.   Such civil strife heralds internal strife.  

(a)  In the play, the political state (the Body Politic) is often seen in the 
individual’s mind (the Microcosm).  

Thus, the incitement of Brutus to join the conspirators is expressed in terms of 
war:  “poor Brutus, with himself at war” (1.2.46) and “the state of man / Like to a 
little kingdom, suffers then / The nature of an insurrection” (2.1.67-69).
5.  Toward the end of 3.1, Antony conjures up the political consequences which the 
assassins of Caesar have brought forth by shouting,  “Cry havoc and let slip the 
dogs of [civil] war” (275).  He conjures up a divided homeland, the grotesque 
image of mothers smiling at their slaughtered babes, and unburied corpses (266-
77).
6.  Once the civil war is in full flourish, even such close friends as Brutus and Cassius fall 
to childish bickering (4.2 and 4.3), and the budding tyrant Antony casually 
sentences his nephew to death (4.1) and later seems to have ordered 70-100 
Roman senators executed (4.3.174-76).   

7.  Patriotism is seemingly forgotten.  During the span of the civil war (from the end of 
Act III to the last scene of the play), to show how the new masters of Rome think 
of themselves, not Rome, they never use the words “Rome” and “Roman” until 
the final tribute of Antony to Brutus:   “This was the noblest Roman of them all” 
(5.5.68).
B.  THEME OF LIBERTY VS. TYRANNY
1.  A second major theme of Julius Caesar is the opposition of political liberty, 
represented by Brutus, and tyranny, symbolized by Caesar. 
2.   Cassius incites Brutus to rebel by suggesting that under Caesar Romans have lost 
their liberty and become slaves (2.1.150ff; 1.3.103ff).   
3.  Brutus himself says that he joins the conspiracy not out of any desire for personal 
glory, but for Rome’s sake (2.1.56).


4.   After the murder of Caesar, the  conspirators  proclaim  “Liberty,  freedom  and  
enfranchisement”  (3.1.78,  81, 110),  and  in future ages Brutus and Cassius agree 
that  they shall be called  “the  men  that gave our country liberty” (3.1.118).

5.   In his speech from the pulpit, Brutus pleads that the death of Caesar has brought 
liberty:  “Had you rather Caesar were living and die all slaves, than that Caesar 
were dead, to live all free men?” (3.2.23-24)

6.   However, as mentioned above in note III.5(b), the conspirators turn out to be wrong 
in their belief that by killing one possible tyrant, they kill the spirit of tyranny and 
ensure the prevalence of liberty.  

Brutus brings to Rome anarchy and the horrors of civil war, not his promised 
“Peace, freedom, and liberty” (3.1.112).
VI.  MAJOR CHARACTER:  JULIUS CAESAR
A.  INTRODUCTION   
1.  The two main figures—Caesar and Brutus—are both noble, yet each is weak and 
flawed. Neither achieves the stature of either hero or villain.  

2.   Caesar or his spirit dominates the play, even though he speaks only about 130 lines 
in a play of about 2,700 lines.

3.  Concerning Caesar’s portrayal, Shakespeare was caught between two traditions:  The 
medieval tradition praised Caesar, while the Renaissance tradition was hostile to 
Caesar.
4.   Which did Shakespeare favor?  Some critics argue that how Shakespeare meant 
Caesar to be interpreted in the play Julius Caesar might be gained by examining 
how Caesar is treated in earlier plays by Shakespeare. 

Yet even there ambiguity exists.  
5.  For instance, in 2 Henry VI (4.1) and in Richard III (3.1), Caesar is praised.   
However, in As You Like It, Rosalind jests that Caesar was a braggart.  Likewise 
Falstaff makes  fun  of Caesar’s boasting in the second part  of 2 Henry IV (4.3).

6.  Thus a dual view of Caesar is seen in Julius Caesar since both imperfect and heroic 
aspects are incorporated.
B.  IMPERFECT ASPECTS OF CAESAR

1.  The 56-year-old Caesar is portrayed physically as a most imperfect figure, with his 
infirmities accentuated:  He is deaf and subject to epileptic fits.  
     (a)  Recently Cassius said Caesar suffered from a fever in Spain, causing him to whine 
like a “sick girl” (1.2.128).  
     (b)  That his marriage is sterile is perhaps meant to signal Caesar’s impotency.  

2.  Caesar’s mental faults and character flaws are also emphasized.

     (a)  He is shown to be susceptible to flattery (2.1.203-12).  He carries confidence in 
himself to the extreme; and he engages in excessive self-praise and bragging, 
even comparing himself to the Olympian gods (2.1. 10-12, 34-35, 44-47).

     (b)  Caesar’s hubris (excessive pride) is stressed from  the  beginning:  His  self-
infatuation,  which  makes him disregard  all  warnings,  is repeatedly  
emphasized, from his first contemptuous  dismissal  of the  soothsayer (1.2.24) 
until his refusal to read Artemidorus’s petition (3.1.6-8).  

     (c)  His hubris is heightened with each appearance until it reaches its climax in his 
last speech in the Capitol, where he declares himself above “ordinary men” 
(3.1.38) and equal with the Olympian gods:  “Hence!  Wilt thou lift up Olympus?” 
(3.1.75)   

     (d)  It is this pride which brings about Caesar’s downfall.
C.  HEROIC ASPECTS OF CAESAR:
1.   However, Caesar is obviously a great general and astute in politics.  
     (a)  His insight into Cassius (1.2.192-210) shows he is still a shrewd judge of 
character.  
     (b)  He is a loving husband to Calpurnia and except for one brief interval (just after 
Brutus’s funeral oration) is beloved by the common people.
2.  Even Brutus finds no fault in Caesar’s past actions (2.1.10-33), while Cassius, Caesar’s 
worst enemy, admits that Caesar never abused him as Brutus, Cassius’s best 
friend, had done (4.3.59).    
3. From Antony we receive our last image of Caesar.  
     (a)  His is the Caesar of popular medieval tradition, the great warrior, the noble 
Emperor.

     (b)  Antony praises Caesar’s nobility, his fidelity, his largesse, his military prowess, 
and his compassionate nature (3.1.196-212, 256-60 and 3.2.75ff).  
4. Finally, as pointed out earlier, the play vividly demonstrates that there is more 
stability, freedom, and justice in Rome with Caesar alive than with Caesar dead.
D.  RECONCILING THE TWO ASPECTS OF CAESAR
1.  Shakespeare may have meant these two views of Caesar—one negative, the other 
positive—to compel the play’s audience to ask which is the real Caesar.  
2.  In the first half of the play, Shakespeare seems to be playing on the audience’s 
divided attitude to the Caesar story, giving encouragement in turn to each 
person’s preconceived ideas.  
3.   However, in the second half of the play, the medieval version of Caesar comes to the 
fore. While the conspirators have defiled Caesar’s body, his spirit still walks 
abroad, visiting Brutus, and it exacts his revenge.  
4.  After the assassination, Caesar’s ambition—to establish a Caesarian dynasty—is 
carried on in the persons of Antony and Octavius.  



5.  Finally, the two principal assassins—Brutus and Cassius—die with the name of 
Caesar on their lips.  
6.  So, even after his death, Caesar and his spirit dominate the play.
VII.  BRUTUS
A.  INTRODUCTION


1.  The great French writer Voltaire is one among many critics who felt the tragedy 
should rightly be called Marcus Brutus.
2.  Unlike Caesar, Brutus is present throughout the play, appearing in 13 of the 19 
scenes.  He has the most lines of any character in the play.

3.  The play thematically, dramatically, and logically ends with his death.

4.  Like Caesar, Brutus possesses character traits which make him both heroic and 
imperfect.

B.  IMPERFECT ASPECTS OF BRUTUS
1.  Like Caesar, Brutus is vulnerable to flattery and self-delusion and has the hubris of 
pride and overconfidence.
     (a)  Brutus is drawn into the conspiracy through Cassius’s flattery, particularly of 
Brutus’s pride in his family having been associated with Roman liberty and with 
opposing kings (1.3.143-46).   

     (b)  Brutus also flatters himself that being a principled person he always knows what 
is right, yet the play shows that he is often divorced from the political reality of a 
situation.    
  2.  Brutus engages in a type of doublespeak.

     (a)  Having accepting republicanism as an honorable end, Brutus sets out to dignify 
assassination, its brutal means toward this end. 
     (b)  Thus, he speaks of assassins as religious “sacrificers” and “purgers”(2.1.167, 181).  
3.  In addition, Brutus sometimes practices a duplicitous double standard.

     (a) For instance, he censures Cassius for accepting bribes, which Brutus says he 
would never do, but he demands that Cassius pass on to him some of the bribes 
Cassius has  collected
     (b)  Seemingly Brutus does not recognize the hypocrisy in his demand.   
4.  Brutus’s self-flattering next-to-last speech (5.5.30-42) shows that he dies delusional, 
asserting the obvious lie that every man he had met had been true to him and that 
he would get “greater glory” than the “vile” Antony and Octavius.

5.  Finally, Brutus’s pride in his political acumen causes the conspiracy to founder on his 
three mistakes.  
     (a)  He decides not to kill Antony, whose lies Brutus is not able to detect.   
     (b) He permits Antony to speak after him at Caesar’s funeral since Brutus believes 
that no-one could top his own speech).   
     (c)  He overrides Cassius and chooses to fight at Philippi, selfishly desiring a quick 
battle in order to end quickly his mental distress and uncertainty.
C.  HEROIC ASPECTS OF BRUTUS
1.  Private gain or grudge does not influence Brutus’s decision to take part in the 
assassination, as it did the other assassins. 
     (a)  Even Antony recognizes this quality of Brutus.

     (b)  In Antony’s eulogy to him he says, “This was the noblest Roman of them all. / All 
the conspirators save only he / Did [what] they did in envy of great Caesar; / He 
only in a general honest thought / And common good to all [became] one of 
them” (5.5.68-72).
2.   Of the seven assassins, Brutus is the only one who agonizes over the decision to 
assassinate Caesar (2.1.10-34).  
3.  It may be sincerity, not doublespeak, when in 2.1 Brutus accepts the assassin’s role 
upon 
condition that they be viewed as acting nobly.

     (a)  He says in 2.1, “We shall be called purgers, not 
murderers” (181) and “sacrificers 
but not butchers” (167)—a phrase ironically picked up in Antony’s speech, “gentle 
with these butchers” (3.1.257).  
     (b)  That Brutus saw the assassination as a religious ritual is further seen in his telling 
the conspirators ceremonially to bathe their hands in Caesar’s blood.  
4.  Often the greatness of a character is seen in how others love and honor that person.  
     (a)  Brutus’s wife Portia commits suicide because she is forced to be absent from her 
husband.  
     (b) Cassius is more willing to have Brutus kill him than for Brutus to act 
disrespectfully toward him.  
     (c)  Three of Brutus’s soldiers so love him they can not bring themselves to assist him 
in his planned suicide (5.5).   
     (d)  Finally, that Brutus was regarded as nobler than the other conspirators is further 
evident in that both Antony and Octavius praise Brutus at the end of the play.
5.  Thus, as with his portrayal of Caesar, Shakespeare has made Brutus a complex character subject to multiple interpretations. 
VIII.  MINOR CHARACTERS
A.  ANTONY
1.  Early in the play he is presented as a carouser and sycophant of Caesar, qualities 
which make Brutus misjudge Antony as a mere lover of pleasure.  
2.  However, after the assassination, Antony shows himself as a masterful politician in fooling Brutus and winning over the mob. (His brilliant funeral oration is analyzed below.)  
3.  Once in power, he appears as a corrupt killer. 
4.  However, he is a good general, defeating first Cassius’s and then Brutus’s army.  
5.  He probably is sincere in the eulogy he delivers over Brutus’s body.

B.  CASSIUS  
1.  The ringleader of the plot against Caesar, he is first seen as a Machiavellian villain, 
preaching the end—liberty—justifies the means—assassination.  
2.  After the success of the assassination, the civic war tends to unhinge him:  he displays 
both the choleric and melancholy dispositions.  
3.  Also in the last part of the play he shows a great dependence on and need of Brutus’s 
friendship, seeming to treasure it more than victory in the battlefield.  
4.  His dignified suicide means that the audience is left with a memory more of the 
nobility of his character than of his Machiavellian cunning.
C.  PORTIA AND CALPURNIA    
1.  Women are in the background and stereotypical in the play.  
2.  Portia, the wife of Brutus, and Calpurnia, Caesar’s wife, are alike in their concern for 
their husbands’ welfare and in their inability to help either (1023).  
3.  Both are stereotypically devoted Roman wives.
IX.  STYLE
A.  IMAGERY:  The clarity of style and sparing use of metaphor have been praised as 
giving a dignified and Roman simplicity to the play.
1.   In fact, Julius Caesar has fewer images than any other play of Shakespeare’s except 
The Comedy of Errors.
2.  Images of fire and sleep are prominent in the play, but that of blood dominates.

B.  ORATORICAL MODE OF JULIUS CAESAR
1.   The use of rhetoric in the play has often been noticed:  repetition, balanced phrasing, 
formal apostrophes, and similes.
2.   The major distinctive rhetorical feature of the play is the device of speaking in the 
third person, as in Brutus’s oration:   “Brutus’s love to Caesar” (3.2.19) instead of 
“my love to Caesar.”  
     (a) Other instances of the use of this device by Brutus occur in 1.2.172 and 
5.1.110-11.

     (b)  This device puts a distance between the speaker and what the speaker is saying, 
thus making the words impersonal. 
     (c)  It also magnifies the speaker’s persona, particularly in the speaker’s own mind.

     (d)  In this later sense, Caesar  frequently uses the device:  “Speak;  Caesar is  turn’d  
to  hear” (1.2.17);  “Yet Caesar  shall  go  forth” (2.2.28-29);  “Caesar  should be a  
beast  without  a  heart (2.2.42)”; and  “Shall Caesar send a  lie?” (2.2.65).    
     (e)  Having characters speak of themselves in the third person is used in other 
Shakespearean plays (such as by Othello in 3.3. and 5.2, and Hamlet in 1.5 and 
5.2), but in none is it so frequently employed as in Julius Caesar.
C.   A COMPARISON OF BRUTUS’S AND ANTONY’S FUNERAL ORATIONS
1.  BRUTUS (3.2.13-47)
     (a)  His oration is in prose.   
     (b)  It is terse and emotionless.  
     (c)  Although his reasoning is questionable—he never offers any proof that Caesar was 
ambitious—Brutus does appeal to the crowd to display cool judgment.  
     (d)  However, he makes a critical oratorical error by giving Antony the last word.  
Brutus’s pride in himself is such that he foolishly believes Antony cannot excel his 
oration.
2.  ANTONY (3.2.75ff)
     (a)  His oration is in verse.  
     (b)  It is emotional and lengthy.  
     (c)  It uses wit (the irony of the word “honorable”), repetition (the words “ambition” 
and “honorable”), movement or action (Antony roams about the stage), and even 
visual effects (Caesar’s will, his tattered cloak, and, dramatically, Caesar’s 
mutilated body).  
     (d)  Furthermore, Antony makes his listeners participate in the development of his 
argument, by pausing to get their reaction.  
     (e)  Although he uses both emotional appeals (called pathos) and ethical appeals 
mildly complimenting himself (called ethos), Antony effectively uses rational 
arguments (called logos). 
    (f)  For instance, he tellingly points out that Brutus offered no concrete proof of 
Caesar’s ambition, merely maintaining that Brutus himself concluded that Caesar 
was ambitious.  
     (g)  Antony, on the other hand, in his refutation of the charge gives three concrete 
instances which he says show Caesar was not ambitious:

(1)  Instead of keeping the spoils of his conquests for himself, Caesar sent much 
of this money to the coffers of Rome to be spent on the needs of the people. 





            (2)  Instead of thinking about himself, Caesar wept for the poor. 





             (3)  As the people themselves saw the day before, three times Caesar refused the 
crown offered him.  
     (h)  By this point, the mob is in total agreement with Antony, whose masterful 
address has turned the crowd against the conspirators. 

X.   FAMOUS PASSAGES FROM JULIUS CAESAR

1.  “Beware the ides of March.”  (1.2.18)


2.  “The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars,


      But in ourselves, that we are underlings.”  (1.2.140-41)


3.  “Yond Cassis has a lean and hungry look.


      He thinks too much.  Such men are dangerous.”  (1.2.194-95)


4.  “It was Greek to me.” (1.2.284)


5.  “Cowards die many times before their deaths;


      The valiant never taste of death but once.” (2.2.32-33)


6.  “Et tu, Brutè?”  (3.1.76)

7.  “Cry havoc and let slip the dogs of war.”  (3.1.275)


8.  “Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears.


      I come to bury Caesar, not to praise him.


     The evil that men do lives after them;


     The good is oft interrèd with their bones.”  (3.2.75-78)


9.  “That was the most unkindest cut of all.”  (3.2.184)  [Perhaps the most famous 


(or infamous) instance in literature of the double superlative error; the 


rule regarding it had not been formulated in Shakespeare’s time.]

10.  “There is a tide in the affairs of men


       Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune.”  (4.3.218-19)


11.  “This was the noblest Roman of them all.”  (5.5.68)
       

