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  Introduction




  Julius Caesar was murdered at a theatre in the city of Rome on the morning of 15 March in the year 44BC. He was 55, dictator of Rome, and the most

  powerful individual in the western world. His assassination triggered a series of civil wars that destroyed the Republic, the constitutional system of government that had displaced the Roman

  monarchy 450 years previously.




  Under the Republic, Rome was ruled by consuls, elected for just one year at a time. To begin with they were all aristocrats, the patricians, but in later centuries faced rivalry from a new,

  aspiring, self-made class, the plebeians. Power became divided between these two factions, but in common they shared a deep sense of public duty. The Republic, politically and ethically stable,

  prospered from imperialism, occupying all of southern Europe, tracts of northern Africa and Asia and latterly parts of northern Europe, including Britain.




  Caesar was a patrician from an ancient landed dynasty, the Julii. A military commander before he was 21, a famous incident showed his character. Kidnapped by pirates, he promised he would pay a

  ransom, and that on his release he would return and crucify all of them. They thought it was bravado, but he kept his word in every respect. Caesar rose rapidly through the political ranks as a

  heroic public figure and in 60BC formed the first triumvirate of Roman rulers with Pompey, a general second only to Caesar in reputation, and Crassus, the richest man in

  Rome. It was an unofficial, largely secret, alliance but wielded great power, rivalling even that of the Republic’s legislative body, the senate. In 59 Caesar was elected consul.




  Between 58 and 50 while Caesar was on military duty, Crassus was killed in battle in Asia. Pompey began to seek his own power base in Rome. Finally, on learning that Caesar was in Cisalpine Gaul

  (now northern Italy) intending to march on Rome with his victorious legions, Pompey had the senate order him to quit his command and disband his armies. Caesar refused, crossed the Rubicon river

  into Italy (it was treason to enter the country under arms) and defeated Pompey in a civil war that ranged across Italy and elsewhere in the empire. Pompey fled to Egypt where he was murdered, and

  Caesar was appointed both consul and dictator. Even then, he marched to Egypt (in 47) to enforce the rule of his mistress, Cleopatra, and finally defeated the last of Pompey’s armies in

  Africa and Spain.




  When Caesar returned to Rome in 45, the senate, further cowed by his triumphs, reappointed him consul for ten years, dictator in perpetuity, and ‘Father of the Nation’. Statues of

  him were placed in the temples of the city and his profile minted on to the coinage. Caesar had become a demi-god.




  This is where we find him at the outset of Shakespeare’s play. Formally entitled The Tragedy of Julius Caesar, it was written probably in 1599, and based on the 1579 translation

  by Sir Thomas North of two biographies by Plutarch, the Greek historian and philosopher (45–120 AD), The Life of Brutus and The Life of Caesar. Known to scholarship as the

  encyclopaedist of antiquity, a great amount of Plutarch’s work has survived, and his accuracy as a reporter has been corroborated by the work of contemporaries such as Suetonius, author of

  The Lives of the Caesars.




  Shakespeare’s version of this pivotal event in world history has reliable provenance. The dramatis personae are all drawn from history. The famous oddities of the play, the

  anachronistic references to a striking clock (a late-medieval invention) and to Elizabethan-style attire such as hats and doublets, have been attributed to the notion that the play makes veiled

  reference to the question of the royal succession. In 1599 Queen Elizabeth was old and ailing, and had not named an heir. There was consequently some alarm that there could be civil war after her

  death, as there had been after Caesar’s.




  The principal purpose of Julius Caesar is more obvious. The playwright exploits the episode to deliver a powerful exposition on ambition, friendship and betrayal. Caesar was certainly

  the most ambitious of men. His achievements to date, and his plans for the future, including a comprehensive reform of Roman law, vast infrastructure projects and foreign adventures, were feared by

  the leading Romans of his day as well as admired. And Caesar’s ambitions for himself were an understandable matter for speculation. Did he desire the restoration of the Roman monarchy, with

  himself the first king back on the throne since Tarquin, the sixth successor to founding sovereign Romulus, who had been, at least according to legend, unseated in 509BC?




  We will never know whether Caesar’s ambition extended this far, but the possibility of it is certainly what cost him his life. And he made himself more vulnerable through his mercy. Most

  unusually for a Roman general, Caesar had the characteristic of showing clementia – clemency – to his defeated enemies. This was as true in civil conflict as it was in wars of

  invasion, and it had been extended to the two principal conspirators against his life, both in fact and as portrayed in the play. Brutus had sided with Pompey in the civil war of 49, but submitted

  to Caesar after the defeat, and was rewarded with the governorship of Cisalpine Gaul. Cassius had been a quaestor, a treasury official, in the service of Crassus until the triumvir’s death.

  Like Brutus, Cassius had taken Pompey’s side in the civil war. Caesar had pardoned him and advanced his political career.




  In the opening scene of the play, it is a public holiday, Lupercalia (15 February), and two tribunes (elected officials similar to police) accost a couple of workmen on their way to join the

  crowd welcoming Caesar’s triumphant entry into Rome. The tribunes personify the old regime, telling the men that Caesar brings with him nothing of the spoils and glory that Pompey once

  did:




  

    

      

        O you hard hearts, you cruel men of Rome,




        Knew you not Pompey? Many a time and oft




        Have you climb’d up to walls and battlements,




        To towers and windows, yea, to chimney tops,




        Your infants in your arms, and there have sat




        The livelong day with patient expectation




        To see great Pompey pass the streets of Rome.


      


    


  




  Pompey, though dead four years, still embodies the resistance to the irresistible Caesar. But the opposition, as manifested in chief conspirators Cassius and Brutus in Act I Scene II, is at best

  equivocal. The audience might not know, though Shakespeare surely did, that these two senior politicians owed not just their elevated status but their very lives to Caesar. This does not deter

  Cassius from turning Brutus against their benefactor, on the unsubstantiated apprehension that Caesar wishes for a crown. Brutus is taken in. Hearing the crowd call out for Caesar, he surmises

  Cassius must be right about the dictator’s ambition.




  

    

      Brutus




      What means this shouting? I do fear the people




      Choose Caesar for their king.




      Cassius




      Ay, do you fear it?




      Then must I think you would not have it so.




      Brutus




      I would not, Cassius, yet I love him well.


    


  




  Caesar has as much to fear from his friends as he has ever done from his enemies. And in the best traditions of classical tragedy, he ignores or misses the warnings that he should stay at home

  on the fateful day. He makes light of Cassius’s suspicious demeanour in the famous phrase ‘he has a lean and hungry look’ and dismisses as ‘a dreamer’ the soothsayer

  who warns him, to his face, to beware the ides of March. Even his wife Calpurnia’s graphically related dreams and premonitions of his murder are put aside, as is the advice of the priests,

  whose sacrifice augurs ill. Only briefly does Calpurnia’s plea to Caesar on her knees persuade him to consider sending the trusted soldier Mark Antony to say he is unwell, but in the final

  twist, conspirator Decius Brutus plays the ace card. The senate, he warns, might put its leader’s absence down to foolishness, or even fear. Decius deploys a whole battery of emotional

  blackmail, including flattery, mockery and protestations of his own love for the intended victim in order to seal his fate.




  

    

      And know it now, the Senate have concluded




      To give this day a crown to mighty Caesar.




      If you shall send them word you will not come,




      Their minds may change. Besides, it were a mock




      Apt to be render’d, for someone to say




      ‘Break up the Senate till another time,




      When Caesar’s wife shall meet with better dreams.’




      If Caesar hide himself, shall they not whisper




      ‘Lo, Caesar is afraid’?




      Pardon me, Caesar, for my dear dear love




      To your proceeding bids me tell you this,




      And reason to my love is liable.


    


  




  Caesar calls for his robe. He will go. Who would do otherwise? The scene is an exceptionally tense one of dénouement towards the tragic outcome, and building too on the mighty

  dictator’s fatal flaw of believing in his own infallibility. He is immediately swept up in the gaggle of conspirators for the short journey to the Capitol.




  In setting the crime at the Capitol, seat of the senate, Shakespeare makes a diversion from the historic event. According to Plutarch, Caesar was killed at the Theatre of Pompey, at the time the

  principal place of entertainment in the city, which doubled as a venue for public meetings. Given the significance of Pompey’s legacy in the events themselves, and in the play, it might seem

  a curious departure, but the Capitol was in fairness the most important building of any kind in Rome. Note that the Theatre of Flavius, later known as the Colosseum, Rome’s largest

  amphitheatre, was not built until the latter part of the following century.




  Just as the tension of Caesar’s progress to the wrong decision is so skilfully wrought in Act II, so is the arrival at a fatal error of judgment made by the conspirators. It is to spare

  Mark Antony. Cassius wants him killed with Caesar – ‘it is not meet/Mark Antony, so well beloved of Caesar/Should outlive Caesar’ – but Brutus balks at it:




  

    

      Our course will seem too bloody, Caius Cassius,




      To cut the head off and then hack the limbs




      Like wrath in death and envy afterwards;




      For Antony is but a limb of Caesar.




      Let us be sacrificers, but not butchers, Caius.


    


  




  Brutus has been persuaded against his better nature to join the conspiracy, but his motive is, he believes, honourable. He will not countenance what appears to be the gratuitous crime of killing

  Mark Antony as well. Cassius’s fatal mistake is to concede. Mark Antony, we know, will be their undoing. It is not their crime of murder that will condemn them, it is their clemency.




  And so, in Act III Scene I, just half way through the play, the action of the assassination takes place. Brutus strikes the final blow, Caesar utters the anticipated line ‘Et tu,

  Brute?’ – And you, Brutus? – and the deed is done. This is a further departure from Plutarch, who relates that the victim said nothing when he was attacked, but there was a

  very much more recent precedent for the phrase; it was already a stock line in earlier sixteenth-century dramatizations of the murder.




  The portentous orations over the body that follow are, however, entirely of Shakespeare’s imagining. Again, Cassius is wary of Mark Antony. He warns Brutus in advance not to allow him to

  speak at the funeral, but again Brutus fails to take his advice, trusting Mark Antony ‘shall not in your funeral speech blame us.’




  In this section of the play, Shakespeare compresses the historic events. In Act III Scenes I and II, Caesar is murdered, his funeral held and will published all within hours. In Plutarch, while

  the murder took place on 15 March, the will was not made public until 18 March and the funeral was conducted on 20 March. And the arrival of Octavius (Octavian, Caesar’s adopted son and the

  future first Roman emperor, Augustus) shortly after in Act IV is brought forward a full two months of the date of his actual entry into Rome, on 20 May. The formation of the Second Triumverate

  between Mark Antony, Octavian and Lepidus (former consul and loyalist of Caesar) which appears to take place immediately after Caesar’s funeral is brought even further forward, and set in

  Rome instead of in its historic location, Bolonia in Cisalpine Gaul, late in 43BC. The two battles of Philippi (in Macedonia) between the Triumverate and the conspirators

  that Shakespeare contracts into a single rout concluded the widespread civil wars that followed the assassination, in October 42.




  Shakespeare’s purpose is to imagine the human feelings arising from such great historic events, and the first of these feelings is the rage, left unexpressed until Mark Antony is left

  alone by the conspirators, whom he understandably feared might kill him, but for Brutus’s protection. Standing over the body of Caesar, Mark Antony invokes the Greek deity Ate, goddess of

  vengeance, in his rage against the crime:




  

    

      And Caesar’s spirit ranging for revenge,




      With Ate by his side come hot from hell,




      Shall in these confines with a monarch’s voice




      Cry ‘Havoc!’ and let slip the dogs of war,




      That this foul deed shall smell above the earth




      With carrion men, groaning for burial.


    


  




  But in Act III Scene II before the throng in the Forum, Caesar’s champion seems to strike a conciliatory note in his reply to Brutus’s funeral speech defending the crime on the

  grounds ‘not that I love Caesar less, but that I loved Rome more’ and that ‘As Caesar loved me, I weep for him; as he was fortunate, I rejoice at it; as he was valiant, I honour

  him; but as he was ambitious, I slew him.’




  The crowd is persuaded that Brutus acted for Rome, and when Mark Antony takes his turn at the rostrum he seems at first to agree. Brutus, he says, believed Caesar was ambitious, but ambitious

  for Caesar more than for Rome. It sounds plausible. But what of Brutus? Where does his ambition lie? Mark Antony’s address to his ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen’ inserts the knife

  into Brutus (who has by now departed the Forum) with the same certainty of mortal wounding as the conspirators’ daggers have done.




  

    

      The noble Brutus




      Hath told you Caesar was ambitious;




      If it were so, it was a grievous fault,




      And grievously hath Caesar answer’d it.




      Here, under leave of Brutus and the rest –




      For Brutus is an honourable man;




      So are they all, all honourable men –




      Come I to speak in Caesar’s funeral.




      He was my friend, faithful and just to me;




      But Brutus says he was ambitious,




      And Brutus is an honourable man.


    


  




  Ambition and honour are at the heart of this great play. They are the very instincts that created and maintained the Roman Republic, perhaps the greatest political endeavour in history, and now

  they are shown to be the instruments of its destruction. Shakespeare manifests this dichotomy in beautiful language, and in a piquant reminder of the perils of power. And he tempers the morality

  tale with an unexpected twist of forgiveness – the first among human virtues – at the close of the play. Learning of Brutus’s suicide, Mark Antony pays this tribute:




  

    

      This was the noblest Roman of them all.




      All the conspirators, save only he,




      Did that they did in envy of great Caesar;




      He only, in a general honest thought




      And common good to all, made one of them.




      His life was gentle, and the elements




      So mix’d in him that Nature might stand up




      And say to all the world, ‘This was a man!’
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  JULIUS CAESAR




  DRAMATIS PERSONAE




  

    

      	

        JULIUS CAESAR.




        OCTAVIUS CAESAR,




        MARCUS ANTONIUS,
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        triumvirs after the death of Julius Caesar


      

    


  




  

    

      	

        M. AEMILIUS LEPIDUS,




        CICERO,




        PUBLIUS,
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        senators


      

    


  




  

    

      	

        POPILIUS LENA,




        MARCUS BRUTUS,




        CASSIUS,




        CASCA,




        TREBONIUS,




        LIGARIUS,




        DECIUS BRUTUS,




        METELLUS CIMBER,
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        conspirators against Julius Caesar


      

    


  




  

    

      	

        CINNA, conspirator against Julius Cæsar.




        FLAVIUS and MARULLUS, tribunes.




        ARTEMIDORUS, a sophist of Cnidos.




        A SOOTHSAYER.




        CINNA, a poet.




        ANOTHER POET.


      



      	



      	

    


  




  

    

      	

        LUCILIUS,




        TITINIUS,




        MESSALA,




        YOUNG CATO,




        VOLUMNIUS,


      



      	

        [image: ]


      



      	

        friends to Brutus and Cassius


      

    


  




  

    

      	

        VARRO,




        CLITUS,




        CLAUDIUS,




        STRATO,




        LUCIUS,




        DARDANIUS,
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        servants to Brutus


      

    


  




  

    

      	

        PINDARUS, servant to Cassius.




        CALPHURNIA, wife to Cæsar.




        PORTIA, wife to BRUTUS.




        SENATORS, CITIZENS, GUARDS, ATTENDANTS, etc.


      



      	



      	

    


  




  





  




  SCENE — During a great part of the play at Rome; afterwards near Sardis, and near Philippi.




  ACT I




  SCENE I




  Rome. A street.




  Enter FLAVIUS, MARULLUS,


  and a rabble of CITIZENS.




  

    FLAVIUS




    Hence! home, you idle creatures, get you home:




    Is this a holiday? what! know you not,




    Being mechanical, you ought not walk




    Upon a labouring day without the sign




    Of your profession? — Speak, what trade art thou?




    FIRST CITIZEN




    Why, sir, a carpenter.




    MARULLUS




    Where is thy leather apron and thy rule?




    What dost thou with thy best apparel on? —




    You, sir, what trade are you?




    SECOND CITIZEN




    Truly, sir, in respect of a fine workman, I am but, as you would say, a cobbler.




    MARULLUS




    But what trade art thou? answer me directly.




    SECOND CITIZEN




    A trade, sir, that I hope I may use with a safe conscience; which is, indeed, sir, a mender of bad soles.




    MARULLUS




    What trade, thou knave? thou naughty knave, what trade?




    SECOND CITIZEN




    Nay, I beseech you, sir, be not out with me: yet if you be out, sir, I can mend you.




    MARULLUS




    What meanest thou by that? mend me, thou saucy fellow!




    SECOND CITIZEN




    Why, sir, cobble you.




    FLAVIUS




    Thou art a cobbler, art thou?




    SECOND CITIZEN




    Truly, sir, all that I live by is with the awl: I meddle with no tradesman’s matters, nor women’s matters, but with awl. I am, indeed, sir, a surgeon to old shoes;

    when they are in great danger, I recover them. As proper men as ever trod upon neats-leather have gone upon my handiwork.




    FLAVIUS




    But wherefore art not in thy shop to-day?




    Why dost thou lead these men about the streets?




    SECOND CITIZEN




    Truly, sir, to wear out their shoes, to get myself into more work. But, indeed, sir, we make holiday, to see Cæsar, and to rejoice in his triumph.




    MARULLUS




    Wherefore rejoice? What conquest brings he home?




    What tributaries follow him to Rome,




    To grace in captive bonds his chariot-wheels?




    You blocks, you stones, you worse than senseless things!




    O you hard hearts, you cruel men of Rome,




    Knew you not Pompey? Many a time and oft




    Have you climb’d up to walls and battlements,




    To towers and windows, yea, to chimney-tops,




    Your infants in your arms, and there have sat




    The live-long day, with patient expectation,




    To see great Pompey pass the streets of Rome:




    And when you saw his chariot but appear,




    Have you not made an universal shout,




    That Tiber trembled underneath her banks,




    To hear the replication of your sounds




    Made in her concave shores?




    And do you now put on your best attire?




    And do you now cull out a holiday?




    And do you now strew flowers in his way




    That comes in triumph over Pompey’s blood?




    Be gone!




    Run to your houses, fall upon your knees,




    Pray to the gods to intermit the plague




    That needs must light on this ingratitude.




    FLAVIUS




    Go, go, good countrymen, and, for this fault,




    Assemble all the poor men of your sort;




    Draw them to Tiber banks, and weep your tears




    Into the channel, till the lowest stream




    Do kiss the most exalted shores of all.




    [Exeunt CITIZENS.
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