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      Context

      
      Likely the most influential writer in
         all of English literature and certainly the most important playwright
         of the English Renaissance, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in
         the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire, England. The son
         of a successful middle-class glove-maker, Shakespeare attended grammar
         school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582,
         he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children
         with her. Around 1590,
         he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and
         playwright. Public and critical acclaim quickly followed, and Shakespeare
         eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part
         owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth
         I (ruled 1558–1603)
         and James I (ruled 1603–1625);
         he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, King James paid Shakespeare’s
         theater company the greatest possible compliment by endowing its
         members with the status of king’s players. Wealthy and renowned,
         Shakespeare retired to Stratford, and died in 1616 at
         the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare’s death, such luminaries
         as Ben Jonson hailed him as the apogee of Renaissance theater.
      

      
      Shakespeare’s works were collected and printed in various
         editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century
         his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was
         well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works
         led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare’s life, but the dearth
         of biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare’s
         personal history shrouded in mystery. Some scholars have concluded
         from this lack and from Shakespeare’s modest education that his
         plays were actually written by someone else—Francis Bacon and the
         Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates. The evidence
         for this claim, however, is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and few
         take the theory very seriously.
      

      
      In the absence of definitive proof to the contrary, Shakespeare must
         be viewed as the author of the thirty-seven plays and 154 sonnets
         that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A
         number of Shakespeare’s plays seem to have transcended even the category
         of brilliance, becoming so influential as to affect profoundly the
         course of Western literature and culture ever after.
      

      
      Julius Caesar takes place in ancient
         Rome in 44 b.c., when
         Rome was the center of an empire stretching from Britain to North
         Africa and from Persia to Spain. Yet even as the empire grew stronger,
         so, too, did the force of the dangers threatening its existence:
         Rome suffered from constant infighting between ambitious military
         leaders and the far weaker senators to whom they supposedly owed
         allegiance. The empire also suffered from a sharp division between
         citizens, who were represented in the senate, and the increasingly underrepresented
         plebeian masses. A succession of men aspired to become the absolute
         ruler of Rome, but only Julius Caesar seemed likely to achieve this
         status. Those citizens who favored more democratic rule feared that
         Caesar’s power would lead to the enslavement of Roman citizens by
         one of their own. Therefore, a group of conspirators came together
         and assassinated Caesar. The assassination, however, failed to put
         an end to the power struggles dividing the empire, and civil war
         erupted shortly thereafter. The plot of Shakespeare’s play includes
         the events leading up to the assassination of Caesar as well as
         much of the subsequent war, in which the deaths of the leading conspirators
         constituted a sort of revenge for the assassination.
      

      
      Shakespeare’s contemporaries, well versed in ancient Greek
         and Roman history, would very likely have detected parallels between Julius
            Caesar’s portrayal of the shift from republican to imperial Rome
         and the Elizabethan era’s trend toward consolidated monarchal power.
         In 1599, when the
         play was first performed, Queen Elizabeth I had sat on the throne
         for nearly forty years, enlarging her power at the expense of the
         aristocracy and the House of Commons. As she was then sixty-six
         years old, her reign seemed likely to end soon, yet she lacked any
         heirs (as did Julius Caesar). Many feared that her death would plunge
         England into the kind of chaos that had plagued England during the
         fifteenth-century Wars of the Roses. In an age when censorship would
         have limited direct commentary on these worries, Shakespeare could
         nevertheless use the story of Caesar to comment on the political
         situation of his day.
      

      
      As his chief source in writing Julius Caesar, Shakespeare
         probably used Thomas North’s translation of Plutarch’s Lives of
         the Noble Greeks and Romans, written in the first century a.d. Plutarch,
         who believed that history was propelled by the achievements of great
         men, saw the role of the biographer as inseparable from the role
         of the historian. Shakespeare followed Plutarch’s lead by emphasizing
         how the actions of the leaders of Roman society, rather than class
         conflicts or larger political movements, determined history. However,
         while Shakespeare does focus on these key political figures, he
         does not ignore that their power rests, to some degree, on the fickle
         favor of the populace. 
      

      
      Contemporary accounts tell us that Julius Caesar, Shakespeare’s shortest
         play, was first performed in 1599.
         It was probably the first play performed in the Globe Theater, the
         playhouse that was erected around that time in order to accommodate
         Shakespeare’s increasingly successful theater company. However,
         the first authoritative text of the play did not appear until the 1623 First
         Folio edition. The elaborate stage directions suggest that this
         text was derived from the company’s promptbook rather than Shakespeare’s
         manuscript.
      

      
   
      Plot Overview

      
      Two tribunes, Flavius and Murellus, find
         scores of Roman citizens wandering the streets, neglecting their work
         in order to watch Julius Caesar’s triumphal parade: Caesar has defeated
         the sons of the deceased Roman general Pompey, his archrival, in battle. The tribunes
         scold the citizens for abandoning their duties and remove decorations
         from Caesar’s statues. Caesar enters with his entourage, including
         the military and political figures Brutus, Cassius, and Antony.
         A Soothsayer calls out to Caesar to “beware the Ides of March,”
         but Caesar ignores him and proceeds with his victory celebration
         (I.ii.19, I.ii.25).
      

      
      Cassius and Brutus, both longtime intimates of Caesar
         and each other, converse. Cassius tells Brutus that he has seemed
         distant lately; Brutus replies that he has been at war with himself.
         Cassius states that he wishes Brutus could see himself as others
         see him, for then Brutus would realize how honored and respected
         he is. Brutus says that he fears that the people want Caesar to
         become king, which would overturn the republic. Cassius concurs
         that Caesar is treated like a god though he is merely a man, no
         better than Brutus or Cassius. Cassius recalls incidents of Caesar’s
         physical weakness and marvels that this fallible man has become
         so powerful. He blames his and Brutus’s lack of will for allowing
         Caesar’s rise to power: surely the rise of such a man cannot be
         the work of fate. Brutus considers Cassius’s words as Caesar returns.
         Upon seeing Cassius, Caesar tells Antony that he deeply distrusts
         Cassius.
      

      
      Caesar departs, and another politician, Casca, tells Brutus
         and Cassius that, during the celebration, Antony offered the crown
         to Caesar three times and the people cheered, but Caesar refused
         it each time. He reports that Caesar then fell to the ground and
         had some kind of seizure before the crowd; his demonstration of
         weakness, however, did not alter the plebeians’ devotion to him.
         Brutus goes home to consider Cassius’s words regarding Caesar’s
         poor qualifications to rule, while Cassius hatches a plot to draw
         Brutus into a conspiracy against Caesar.
      

      
      That night, Rome is plagued with violent weather and a
         variety of bad omens and portents. Brutus finds letters in his house
         apparently written by Roman citizens worried that Caesar has become too
         powerful. The letters have in fact been forged and planted by Cassius,
         who knows that if Brutus believes it is the people’s will, he will
         support a plot to remove Caesar from power. A committed supporter
         of the republic, Brutus fears the possibility of a dictator-led empire,
         worrying that the populace would lose its voice. Cassius arrives
         at Brutus’s home with his conspirators, and Brutus, who has already
         been won over by the letters, takes control of the meeting. The
         men agree to lure Caesar from his house and kill him. Cassius wants
         to kill Antony too, for Antony will surely try to hinder their plans,
         but Brutus disagrees, believing that too many deaths will render
         their plot too bloody and dishonor them. Having agreed to spare
         Antony, the conspirators depart. Portia, Brutus’s wife, observes
         that Brutus appears preoccupied. She pleads with him to confide
         in her, but he rebuffs her.
      

      
      Caesar prepares to go to the Senate. His wife, Calpurnia,
         begs him not to go, describing recent nightmares she has had in
         which a statue of Caesar streamed with blood and smiling men bathed
         their hands in the blood. Caesar refuses to yield to fear and insists
         on going about his daily business. Finally, Calpurnia convinces
         him to stay home—if not out of caution, then as a favor to her.
         But Decius, one of the conspirators, then arrives and convinces
         Caesar that Calpurnia has misinterpreted her dreams and the recent
         omens. Caesar departs for the Senate in the company of the conspirators.
      

      
      As Caesar proceeds through the streets toward the Senate,
         the Soothsayer again tries but fails to get his attention. The citizen Artemidorus
         hands him a letter warning him about the conspirators, but Caesar
         refuses to read it, saying that his closest personal concerns are
         his last priority. At the Senate, the conspirators speak to Caesar,
         bowing at his feet and encircling him. One by one, they stab him
         to death. When Caesar sees his dear friend Brutus among his murderers,
         he gives up his struggle and dies.
      

      
      The murderers bathe their hands and swords in Caesar’s
         blood, thus bringing Calpurnia’s premonition to fruition. Antony,
         having been led away on a false pretext, returns and pledges allegiance
         to Brutus but weeps over Caesar’s body. He shakes hands with the
         conspirators, thus marking them all as guilty while appearing to
         make a gesture of conciliation. When Antony asks why they killed
         Caesar, Brutus replies that he will explain their purpose in a funeral
         oration. Antony asks to be allowed to speak over the body as well;
         Brutus grants his permission, though Cassius remains suspicious
         of Antony. The conspirators depart, and Antony, alone now, swears
         that Caesar’s death shall be avenged.
      

      
      Brutus and Cassius go to the Forum to speak to the public.
         Cassius exits to address another part of the crowd. Brutus declares
         to the masses that though he loved Caesar, he loves Rome more, and Caesar’s
         ambition posed a danger to Roman liberty. The speech placates the
         crowd. Antony appears with Caesar’s body, and Brutus departs after
         turning the pulpit over to Antony. Repeatedly referring to Brutus
         as “an honorable man,” Antony’s speech becomes increasingly sarcastic;
         questioning the claims that Brutus made in his speech that Caesar
         acted only out of ambition, Antony points out that Caesar brought
         much wealth and glory to Rome, and three times turned down offers
         of the crown. Antony then produces Caesar’s will but announces that
         he will not read it for it would upset the people inordinately.
         The crowd nevertheless begs him to read the will, so he descends
         from the pulpit to stand next to Caesar’s body. He describes Caesar’s
         horrible death and shows Caesar’s wounded body to the crowd. He
         then reads Caesar’s will, which bequeaths a sum of money to every
         citizen and orders that his private gardens be made public. The
         crowd becomes enraged that this generous man lies dead; calling
         Brutus and Cassius traitors, the masses set off to drive them from
         the city.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Caesar’s adopted son and appointed successor, Octavius,
         arrives in Rome and forms a three-person coalition with Antony and
         Lepidus. They prepare to fight Cassius and Brutus, who have been
         driven into exile and are raising armies outside the city. At the
         conspirators’ camp, Brutus and Cassius have a heated argument regarding
         matters of money and honor, but they ultimately reconcile. Brutus
         reveals that he is sick with grief, for in his absence Portia has
         killed herself. The two continue to prepare for battle with Antony
         and Octavius. That night, the Ghost of Caesar appears to Brutus,
         announcing that Brutus will meet him again on the battlefield.
      

      
      Octavius and Antony march their army toward Brutus
         and Cassius. Antony tells Octavius where to attack, but Octavius
         says that he will make his own orders; he is already asserting his
         authority as the heir of Caesar and the next ruler of Rome. The
         opposing generals meet on the battlefield and exchange insults before
         beginning combat.
      

      
      Cassius witnesses his own men fleeing and hears that Brutus’s men
         are not performing effectively. Cassius sends one of his men, Pindarus,
         to see how matters are progressing. From afar, Pindarus sees one
         of their leaders, Cassius’s best friend, Titinius, being surrounded
         by cheering troops and concludes that he has been captured. Cassius
         despairs and orders Pindarus to kill him with his own sword. He
         dies proclaiming that Caesar is avenged. Titinius himself then arrives—the
         men encircling him were actually his comrades, cheering a victory
         he had earned. Titinius sees Cassius’s corpse and, mourning the
         death of his friend, kills himself.
      

      
      Brutus learns of the deaths of Cassius and Titinius with
         a heavy heart, and prepares to take on the Romans again. When his
         army loses, doom appears imminent. Brutus asks one of his men to
         hold his sword while he impales himself on it. Finally, Caesar can
         rest satisfied, he says as he dies. Octavius and Antony arrive.
         Antony speaks over Brutus’s body, calling him the noblest Roman
         of all. While the other conspirators acted out of envy and ambition,
         he observes, Brutus genuinely believed that he acted for the benefit
         of Rome. Octavius orders that Brutus be buried in the most honorable
         way. The men then depart to celebrate their victory.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Brutus - A
            supporter of the republic who believes strongly in a government
            guided by the votes of senators. While Brutus loves Caesar as a
            friend, he opposes the ascension of any single man to the position
            of dictator, and he fears that Caesar aspires to such power. Brutus’s inflexible
            sense of honor makes it easy for Caesar’s enemies to manipulate
            him into believing that Caesar must die in order to preserve the
            republic. While the other conspirators act out of envy and rivalry,
            only Brutus truly believes that Caesar’s death will benefit Rome.
            Unlike Caesar, Brutus is able to separate completely his public
            life from his private life; by giving priority to matters of state,
            he epitomizes Roman virtue. Torn between his loyalty to Caesar and
            his allegiance to the state, Brutus becomes the tragic hero of the
            play.
         

      

      
      
         Julius Caesar -  A
            great Roman general and senator, recently returned to Rome in triumph
            after a successful military campaign. While his good friend Brutus
            worries that Caesar may aspire to dictatorship over the Roman republic,
            Caesar seems to show no such inclination, declining the crown several
            times. Yet while Caesar may not be unduly power-hungry, he does
            possess his share of flaws. He is unable to separate his public
            life from his private life, and, seduced by the populace’s increasing
            idealization and idolization of his image, he ignores ill omens
            and threats against his life, believing himself as eternal as the
            North Star.
         

      

      
      
         Antony - A
            friend of Caesar. Antony claims allegiance to Brutus and the conspirators
            after Caesar’s death in order to save his own life. Later, however,
            when speaking a funeral oration over Caesar’s body, he spectacularly persuades
            the audience to withdraw its support of Brutus and instead condemn
            him as a traitor. With tears on his cheeks and Caesar’s will in
            his hand, Antony engages masterful rhetoric to stir the crowd to revolt
            against the conspirators. Antony’s desire to exclude Lepidus from
            the power that Antony and Octavius intend to share hints at his
            own ambitious nature.
         

      

      
      
         Cassius - A
            talented general and longtime acquaintance of Caesar. Cassius dislikes
            the fact that Caesar has become godlike in the eyes of the Romans.
            He slyly leads Brutus to believe that Caesar has become too powerful
            and must die, finally converting Brutus to his cause by sending
            him forged letters claiming that the Roman people support the death
            of Caesar. Impulsive and unscrupulous, Cassius harbors no illusions
            about the way the political world works. A shrewd opportunist, he
            proves successful but lacks integrity.
         

      

      
      
         Octavius - Caesar’s
            adopted son and appointed successor. Octavius, who had been traveling
            abroad, returns after Caesar’s death; he then joins with Antony
            and sets off to fight Cassius and Brutus. Antony tries to control Octavius’s
            movements, but Octavius follows his adopted father’s example and
            emerges as the authoritative figure, paving the way for his eventual seizure
            of the reins of Roman government.
         

      

      
      
         Casca - A
            public figure opposed to Caesar’s rise to power. Casca relates to
            Cassius and Brutus how Antony offered the crown to Caesar three
            times and how each time Caesar declined it. He believes, however,
            that Caesar is the consummate actor, lulling the populace into believing
            that he has no personal ambition.
         

      

      
      
         Calpurnia -  Caesar’s
            wife. Calpurnia invests great authority in omens and portents. She
            warns Caesar against going to the Senate on the Ides of March, since
            she has had terrible nightmares and heard reports of many bad omens.
            Nevertheless, Caesar’s ambition ultimately causes him to disregard
            her advice.
         

      

      
      
         Portia - Brutus’s
            wife; the daughter of a noble Roman who took sides against Caesar.
            Portia, accustomed to being Brutus’s confidante, is upset to find
            him so reluctant to speak his mind when she finds him troubled.
            Brutus later hears that Portia has killed herself out of grief that Antony
            and Octavius have become so powerful.
         

      

      
      
         Flavius - A
            tribune (an official elected by the people to protect their rights).
            Flavius condemns the plebeians for their fickleness in cheering
            Caesar, when once they cheered for Caesar’s enemy Pompey. Flavius
            is punished along with Murellus for removing the decorations from Caesar’s
            statues during Caesar’s triumphal parade.
         

      

      
      
         Cicero - A
            Roman senator renowned for his oratorical skill. Cicero speaks at
            Caesar’s triumphal parade. He later dies at the order of Antony,
            Octavius, and Lepidus.
         

      

      
      
         Lepidus - The
            third member of Antony and Octavius’s coalition. Though Antony has
            a low opinion of Lepidus, Octavius trusts his loyalty.
         

      

      
      
         Murellus - Like
            Flavius, a tribune who condemns the plebeians for their fickleness
            in cheering Caesar, when once they cheered for Caesar’s enemy Pompey.
            Murellus and Flavius are punished for removing the decorations from
            Caesar’s statues during Caesar’s triumphal parade.
         

      

      
      
         Decius - A
            member of the conspiracy. Decius convinces Caesar that Calpurnia
            misinterpreted her dire nightmares and that, in fact, no danger
            awaits him at the Senate. Decius leads Caesar right into the hands
            of the conspirators.
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