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SHAKESPEARE AND HIS AGE

William Shakespeare is considered the greatest dramatist and finest poet the world has ever
known. No other writer’s plays and poetry have been produced so many times or in so many
countries or translated into so many languages. One of the major reasons for Shakespeare’s
popularity is the variety of rich characters that he successfully creates, from drunkards and paid
murderers to princes and kings and from inane fools and court jesters to wise and noble generals.
Each character springs vividly to life upon the stage and, as they speak beautiful verse or prose,
the characters remind the viewers of their own personalities, traits, and flaws. Shakespeare also
made his characters very realistic. The dramatist had an amazing knowledge of a wide variety of
subjects, and his well-developed characters reflect this knowledge, whether it be about military
science, the graces of royalty, seamanship, history, the Bible, music, or sports.

In Shakespeare’s time, few biographies were written, and none of the literary men of the
Elizabethan Age was considered important enough to merit a book about his life. The first
portfolio of his works, collected as a memorial to Shakespeare by members of his own acting
company, was not published until 1623, seven years after his death. His first biography was
written one hundred years later. As a result, many of the facts of Shakespeare’s life are unknown.
It is known that he was born in Stratford-on-Avon in England, sometime in early 1564, for his
Baptism is recorded on April 26 of that year. His mother Mary had eight children, with William
being the third. His father, John Shakespeare, was a fairly prosperous glovemaker and trader who
owned several houses in Stratford and became the town’s mayor when Shakespeare was a boy.
The young Shakespeare probably studied in the local grammar school and hunted and played sports
in the open fields behind his home.

The next definite information about William Shakespeare is that the young man, at age 18,
married Anne Hathaway, who was 26, on November 28, 1582. In 1583, it is recorded that Anne
gave birth to their oldest child, Susanna, and that twins, Hamnet and Judith, were born to the
couple in 1585. By 1592, the family was living in London, where Shakespeare was busy acting in
plays and writing his own dramas. From 1592 to 1594, the plague kept most London theatres
closed, so the dramatist turned to writing poetry during this period, and his poems, which were
actually published unlike his plays, became popular with the masses and contributed to his good
reputation as a writer. From 1594 to the end of his career, Shakespeare belonged to the same
theatrical company, known first as the Lord Chamberlain’s Men and then as the King’s Company.
It is also known that he was both a leader and stockholder in this acting organization, which
became the most prosperous group in London, and that he met with both financial success and
critical acclaim.

In 1954, Shakespeare was popular enough as an actor to perform before Queen Elizabeth. By 1596,
he owned considerable property in London and bought one of the finest houses in Stratford, known
as New Place, in 1597. A year later, in 1598, he bought ten percent of the stock in the Globe
Theatre, where his plays were produced. In 1608, he and his colleagues also purchased The
Blackfriars Theatre, where they began to hold productions during the winter, returning to the
Globe during the summer months. Throughout the rest of his life, Shakespeare continued to
purchase land, homes, and businesses. He obviously was a busy man between handling his business
ventures, performing on the stage, and writing or collaborating on the thirty-seven plays that are
credited to him.
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Shakespeare’s most productive years were from 1594 to 1608, the period in which he wrote all of
his great tragedies, such as Macbeth, Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and Romeo and Juliet. During
these fourteen years, he furnished his acting company with approximately two plays annually.
After 1608, it appears he went into semi-retirement, spending more time in Stratford and creating
only five plays before his death on April 23, 1616. He was buried before the altar in the Stratford
Church, where his body still lies today. Many literary students and visitors make a pilgrimage to
this shrine each year in order to honour William Shakespeare, still recognised after 400 years as
the world’s greatest poet and dramatist.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In history, Julius Caesar was a well-known general and statesman who wanted complete control of
the Roman government. From an early age, he was a controversial figure. At age 17, he married
Cornelia, the daughter of Lucius Cornelius Cinna, who was the leader of the Marian group that was
devoted to Gaius Marius. The Roman dictator, Lucius Sulla, ordered Caesar to divorce Cornelia,
but he refused. As a result, he was forced to leave Rome. He travelled to Greece and studied
philosophy and oratory. Caesar was later pardoned by Sulla and returned to Rome to begin his
political career. In 65 B.C., he was elected to his first public position, the Director of Work and
Games. He gained popularity for the recreation he provided for the people. In 62 B.C., Caesar
became a praetor, the office next in rank to consul. In 60 B.C., Caesuras allied himself with
Crassus and Pompey to form the First Triumvirate. Although popular with the general populace,
Caesar was hated by the conservatives.

Caesar knew that he needed a loyal army and military fame in order to become more powerful.
As a result, he began a campaign against Gaul (France) in which he proved his military genius.
During nine years of fighting, he only lost two battles in which he personally took part. He
conquered all the territory west of the Rhine River. He also invaded Britain in 55 and 54 B.C.
When he returned victorious to Rome, there were great public celebrations to honour him.
Pompey, however, was jealous of Caesar’s success; he eventually joined forces with the
conservatives, who hated Caesar. Together they demanded in 49 B.C. that Caesar give up his
army, which Caesar refused to do. To prove his might, he marched into Italy, starting a civil war.
Within sixty days, he conquered Italy and had himself appointed dictator, consul, and tribune for
life.

In 48 B.C., Caesar’s army attacked Pompey’s army in Greece. Caesar won the battle, but some of
the enemy escaped. He then followed Pompey into Egypt, where Pompey was murdered. While in
Egypt, Caesar fell in love with Cleopatra and fought a successful war to make her the ruler of her
country. In 47 B.C., Caesar conquered Pharnaces Il, the King of Pontus (now Turkey). A year later,
Caesar defeated the last of Pompey’s army in the north of Africa. In 45 B.C., he defeated the last
two sons of Pompey in a battle at Munda. It was Caesar’s last battle. He was the undisputed
master of the Roman world, and he was ready to return to Rome in triumph.

The Roman citizens gave Caesar a warm welcome home. He further won their favour when he
refused to be crowned King; an astute politician, he knew that Roman citizens really resented
kingdoms. The conservatives of Rome were alarmed at Caesar’s popularity and the power that it
gave him. Gaius Cassius, joined by Marcus Junius Brutus, led a group of conservative aristocrats in
a plot to murder Caesar. On March 15 (the Ides of March) in 44 B.C., the conspirators stabbed
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Caesar as he entered the Senate Building. He quickly died from the more than twenty wounds he
received.

Caesar’s importance in Rome lasted after his death, for he was responsible for many reforms. He
cleared up the confusion of the Roman calendar, stopped dishonest government practices,
reorganised city government, granted citizenship to many people who lived in the provinces,
improved living conditions for the poor, gave grain to the hungry and founded a public library.
Because of such reforms, Caesar was secure in his popularity with the Roman people. Because of
his self-confidence, he dared to treat the Senators with disrespect. As a result, they plotted his
demise and succeeded in his assassination.

SETTING

Julius Caesar is largely set in Rome, in February of the year 44 B.C. In later scenes, the action
moves to Sardis and the battlefield at Philippi. The setting of Julius Caesar is vital to the
understanding of the play. The Roman society presented is sophisticated, marked by a rich
cultural heritage and a political tradition of democracy. The physical landmarks of ancient Rome,
such as the Tiber River, the Capitol, and the house of the Senate, are referred to with great
frequency. The Forum is also the setting for an important scene. Roman political institutions and
officials, such as tribunes, Senators, Patricians, and priests, are always present. Many traditional
Roman customs of the time are also mentioned, adding to the cultural setting; for instance, in the
opening scenes there is a reference to the Feast of Lupercal. Rome dominates the play and
everything revolves around it, at times making it seem like a character in and of itself.

CHARACTERS

Major Characters

Julius Caesar - the protagonist of the play. He is the leader of Rome who hopes to be crowned
head of the entire Roman Empire. He is enjoying popularity among the people because he has
recently returned from a victorious battle against the sons of Pompey the Great; however, his
susceptibility to flattery, his ambition and his false sense of infallibility lead to his tragic
assassination. The entire play revolves around this event and the attempts of his close friend
Antony to avenge his death and restore order to Rome. Late in the play, Caesar’s ghost briefly
appears as a character.

Octavius Caesar - Julius Caesar’s heir. After Caesar’s assassination, Octavius makes a pact with
Mark Antony and Aemilius Lepidus to seize control of the Roman Empire.

Mark Antony - Julius Caesar’s trusted companion. After Caesar’s assassination, Antony turns the
crowds against the conspirators with his skilful rhetoric. He then enters into a pact with Octavius
Caesar and Aemilius Lepidus to form a triumvirate to rule Rome. He instigates mob riots and subtly
encourages the burning of the houses of the conspirators. Along with Octavius and Lepidus, Antony
leads an attack against Cassius and Brutus (and their army of conspirators) and defeats them at
Philippi.

Marcus Brutus - a supposed good friend of Julius Caesar. He is an idealistic man, motivated by
nobility and principles rather than by personal relationships. He agrees to the plot to assassinate
his friend because he believes it is for the good of Rome. Ultimately, his misguided sense of
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nobility and his poor judgement lead to his downfall.

Cassius - the chief architect of the conspiracy to assassinate Julius Caesar. He is the opposite of
Brutus in that his participation in the conspiracy is neither noble nor based on ideas. He is envious
of Caesar and wants to achieve power for himself. He is a shrewd ambitious manipulator of
people, easily able to understand their motivations and intents.

Minor Characters

Casca - the first conspirator to stab Caesar. Cassius manipulates Casca’s simplicity and persuades
him that the storm and other unnatural phenomena are omens about the fate of Rome if Caesar
becomes the king. After the assassination Casca vanishes from the play.

Calpurnia - Julius Caesar’s wife. She tries to prevent Caesar from going to the Senate because of
her prophetic nightmare that foreshadows the assassination, but he does not listen to her.

Portia - Brutus’s wife. She is devoted to her husband and is concerned for his safety above all
else. When the tide turns against the conspirators, she commits suicide by swallowing hot coals
rather than facing her husband’s dishonour.

M. Aemilius Lepidus - the third member of the Second Triumvirate that rules Rome after Caesar’s
assassination. He considers himself equal to Antony and Octavius, but in his absence, Antony says
he is weak and should only be a tool toward ruling, rather than a leader.

Artemidorus - a Greek teacher of rhetoric who tries to give Caesar a letter warning him of the
conspiracy just before the assassination.

Cinna, the poet - an unfortunate man who is torn to pieces by an angry mob simply because he
bears the name of one of the conspirators and because he writes bad poetry.

Soothsayer - the prophet who foresees Caesar’s assassination and warns him to ‘Beware the Ides
of March!’ during the feast of Lupercal.

Cicero - a distinguished barrister and politician. He is an excellent orator and a fanatical
conservative opposed to Caesar’s overthrow of tradition. In the play, he is a minor figure in the
action and is not asked to join the conspiracy.

Publius - a Senator who witnesses Caesar’s assassination. Brutus sends him out of the Senate
House to calm the citizens and to assure them that nobody else will be harmed.

Popilius Lena - a Senator.
Trebonius - one of the minor conspirators whose task is to divert Antony so that Caesar can be
killed without interference. Consequently, he is the sole conspirator who does not stab Caesar.

He is also the first conspirator to support Brutus’s decision that Antony should be spared.

Caius Ligarius - one of the conspirators whose hatred of Caesar gives him the strength to
overcome his illness and take part in the plot.
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Decius Brutus - the conspirator whose favourable interpretation of Calpurnia’s fateful dream
tempts Caesar to the Senate.

Metellus Cimber - the conspirator whose request to Caesar to repeal his brother’s exile is the cue
for the others to gather around Caesar with knives and proceed to kill him.

Cinna - the conspirator who advises Cassius to win Brutus’s support for the conspiracy and places
the forged letters in Brutus’s house.

Flavius and Marullus - tribunes of the people who are put to death for removing scarves from
Caesar’s statues.

Lucilius - a close friend of Brutus and an officer in his army. He is a valiant soldier who pretends
to be Brutus in order to deceive the enemy soldiers when he is captured in the battle at Philippi.
Antony appreciates Lucilius’s loyalty to Brutus and spares his life in the hope that he will serve
him as loyally.

Titinius - a friend of Cassius who commits suicide on hearing of his death. He stands guard at the
tent, when Cassius and Brutus quarrel at Sardis.

Messala - a soldier and friend of Brutus and Cassius.

Young Cato - Brutus’s brother-in-law who valiantly rushes headlong toward the enemy and dies a
glorious death during the second battle at Philippi.

Volumnius - a soldier and a friend of Brutus and Cassius. He refuses to help Brutus commit suicide
on the basis of their friendship.

Clitus - Brutus’s slave. He also refuses to help Brutus commit suicide.
Varro and Claudius - Brutus’s servants.

Strato - Brutus’s loyal slave. He is willing to hold the sword while his master runs through it,
committing suicide.

Lucius - Brutus’s servant. He is a gentle, mild-mannered boy who sings for Brutus.
Dardanius - Brutus’s slave.

Pindarus - Cassius’s slave. He mistakenly tells Cassius that Titinius has been taken captive by the
enemy forces. This causes Cassius to despair and kill himself. In truth, Titinius has not been
captured at all.

CONFLICT

There has been much critical discussion about who is the real protagonist of the play. Most critics
argue that Julius Caesar is the protagonist of the play, pointing out that he is the title character
and the cause of all the action in the play. Even in scenes in which he is absent, he is the focus of
the discussion and the reason for the revenge. After his death, his ghost roams the landscape of
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the play, further spurring the action. His character definitely holds the dramatic structure of the
play together. Other critics argue that Caesar is a static character; undergoing no psychological
change in the play; they also point out that he is murdered halfway through the drama. These
critics believe that Marcus Brutus is the protagonist, claiming he is the complex character of the
play whose psyche is explored in depth. They argue that his tragic flaw is very obvious; it is his
immutable sense of principle and nobility. Because of his flaw, he makes many mistakes and
suffers for them; as a result, he changes dramatically in the play. He first appears as Caesar’s
faithful friend; he then becomes a member of a conspiracy; he next serves as the misguided
leader of a not-so-civil war; and finally, he is seen as a man who has lost everything he once held
dear, including his principles. Here, Julius Caesar is viewed as the protagonist of the main plot,
and Marcus Brutus is considered as the protagonist of the very important subplot.

MAIN PLOT

Protagonist - Julius Caesar is an arrogant soldier and ambitious politician, who believes that he is
infallible. After his great victory over the sons of Pompey, he believes that he is worthy of more
power than just being the head of Rome; he wants to be crowned the leader of the entire Roman
Empire.

Antagonists - Caesar’s antagonists are Brutus, Cassius, and the other conspirators who do not want
him to become the head of the Roman Empire. They plot to overthrow Caesar and assassinate him
outside the Capitol; he is an easy target because of his fatal flaw - his extreme ‘hubris’ or pride.
Many times, Caesar is nearly saved by omens and warnings, but he disregards them, thinking
himself infallible. He is so proud that he is easily flattered, leading him to think less strategically
and placing himself in grave danger.

Climax - The tragic plot rises to its climax in the third act when Caesar is assassinated. It is an
intensely dramatic scene in which Caesar’s supposed friends converge on him and jointly stab him.
This act of sacrilegious murder of the head of the state unleashes revolutionary forces headed by
Brutus and Cassius against Antony and Octavius, giving rise to the subplot that centres on Brutus.

Outcome - The play clearly ends in tragedy. Caesar is overcome and assassinated by a group of
conspirators. His death, which was supposed to prevent tyranny and dictatorship, gives rise to a
massive and brutal civil war. Cassius, the key conspirator, kills himself; and Brutus runs on his own
sword to commit suicide. A truly dictatorial triumvirate, composed of Antony, Octavius, and
Lepidus, becomes the new leadership for Rome; the new government probably inflicts more harm
than Julius Caesar would have done.

SUBPLOT

Protagonist - Marcus Brutus is the protagonist of the subplot of the play. He is a noble man who
believes in his principles above all else, even when they are misguided. Believing that Rome will
be better without Julius Caesar, he joins in the conspiracy to assassinate the Roman leader. After
Caesar is killed, he is drawn into a bloody civil war in which he and Cassius must fight Antony and
Octavius.

Antagonist - The key antagonist for Brutus is his own misguided sense of principle. He is certain
that he is joining in the conspiracy to assassinate Caesar for the good of Rome. His tragic flaw is
his idealism. He makes the fatal mistake of acting on his perceived public duty, to save Rome from
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Caesar, in direct conflict with the direction of his heart. Brutus is easily goaded on by Cassius, a
master manipulator who is filled with envy and hungry for power. Brutus is so caught up in
fulfilling his public destiny that he does not realise he has been manipulated into sacrificing his
honour for a less-than-honourable cause.

During the civil war that follows Caesar’s death, Brutus fools himself into believing that that Rome
will still be a better place without the leadership of Caesar. When he realises that the new Roman
Triumvirate, composed of Antony, Octavius, and Lepidus, will be more dictatorial and tyrannous
than Caesar, he realises his own folly. He decides to end his own life by running on to his own
sword.

Climax - Brutus’s climax occurs when he realises the futility of his actions, caused by his
misguided principles. Personally shamed and defeated and horrified at what has happened to
Rome, he decides in the fifth act to commit suicide.

Outcome - The subplot ends as a tragedy, like the main plot. Brutus is defeated by his own
principles and takes his own life, ending the tragedy that began with the death of Caesar. Despite
all the deaths and bloodshed, at least order has been restored to Rome by the end of the play.
The question posed by Shakespeare is, ‘What kind of order?’

PLOT SUMMARY

In February, 44 BC, Julius Caesar returns to Rome in triumph, having defeated the sons of his
archenemy, Pompey the Great. The pomp and splendour of his victory is evident on all the streets,
and most citizens are ready to proclaim him King of the entire Roman State. Only one person, the
Soothsayer, speaks publicly of the possibility of trouble. He warns Caesar to ‘beware the Ides of
March’. Caesar ignores him and proceeds to enjoy his triumph.

Cassius and a few others, known collectively as the conspirators, are envious of Caesar’s
popularity and have begun to plot against him. They hope to give their cause respectability by
enlisting Caesar’s good friend, Marcus Brutus, as a member of their group. Brutus, a noble man, is
an idealist who stands on principle above all else. The conspirators believe he can easily be
swayed to join them by convincing him that Caesar is a threat to the good of Rome. Cassius, a
shrewd man and the key conspirator, begins to slowly plant the seeds of doubt and anxiety in
Brutus. He forges letters from concerned citizens and has them delivered to Brutus. Further, he
tells Brutus stories that portray Caesar as weak and vulnherable.

Brutus is torn between friendship and politics. He is afraid that Cassius may be right and that
Caesar, his good friend, may be unfit to rule; worried that Caesar may become a tyrant, Brutus
feels he has a moral and ancestral obligation to protect Rome against such leadership. After much
deliberation, Brutus decides it would be in the best interests of Rome if Caesar were to be killed
before problems have time to develop. The conspirators meet with him, and they plot their moves
carefully. Brutus makes a huge mistake when he convinces the assassins that it is not necessary to
kill Mark Antony, Caesar’s close friend; he erroneously argues that Antony is harmless to their
cause. After the meeting ends and the conspirators depart, Brutus’s wife Portia urges him to tell
her what is happening, and he only promises to tell her everything soon.

On the night before the assassination, Caesar’s wife, Calpurnia, has nightmares about his death, a
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clear foreshadowing of things to come; she sees smiling Romans dipping their hands in her
husband’s blood. Because she sees the dream as an omen, she begs Caesar not to leave the house
that day to go the Capitol. The priests also tell him to stay at home, alarmed that a sacrificial
animal offered for Caesar was found to have no heart. Caesar scoffs at the fearful ones who
surround him; he decides to humour them by staying home. When Caesar does not arrive at the
Capitol, Decius Brutus, one of the conspirators, comes to Caesar’s home. When told about the
dream, Decius Brutus gives it a favourable interpretation and convinces Caesar to go to the
Capitol, agreeing to escort him there. Caesar departs with the conspirator.

At the Capitol, a teacher of rhetoric tries to convince Caesar that there are conspirators plotting
to kill him. The vain Caesar refuses to listen, believing himself to be invulnerable. He proceeds to
the Senate House, where his ‘friends’ surround him and stab him to death. Brutus delivers the
final blow. When he is recognised by his dying friend, Caesar utters in total disbelief the famous
phrase, ‘Et tu, Brute?’ (And you too, Brutus?)

As the onlookers flee the murderous scene in panic, the assassins bathe their hands in Caesar’s
blood, just like in Calpurnia’s dream. Antony, recovering from the initial shock over his friend’s
death, states peacefully that he will come to terms with the conspirators. When he is alone with
the mutilated corpse, Antony reveals his true emotions and vows to take revenge on the
conspirators, declaring that ‘domestic fury and fierce civil strife’ will ravage all of the Roman
Empire. His attitude of cooperation with and acceptance of the conspirators has obviously been an
act to mask his vengeful spirit.

At Caesar’s funeral, Brutus first tells the citizens that Caesar has been killed because his ambition
was a threat to their liberties. Brutus is pleased with the approving reaction of the crowd to his
speech and makes way for Antony to give his eulogy. Antony subtly incites the crowd to turn
against the conspirators, reminding them of Caesar’s goodness and telling them Caesar left them
each a sizeable inheritance. By the end of his speech, Antony manipulates the citizens to turn
against Brutus and Cassius. The small army of conspirators has to flee the city in order to escape
the wrath of the mob.

Antony allies himself with Caesar’s heir, Octavius, and with Aemilius Lepidus. The three men
declare themselves the Second Triumvirate of Rome and propose to jointly rule in the wake of
Caesar’s reign. Almost immediately, they try to out-manoeuvre one another to gain more power.
They also declare a civil war against Brutus, Cassius, and the conspirators. Brutus, quarrelling with
Cassius, begins to think that he has allied himself with a less than honourable partner.

When the fighting begins, things at first go well for Brutus and his soldiers. Then Cassius, hard
pressed by Antony’s soldiers, sends Titinius to learn the identity of some nearby troops. When
Cassius’s slave, Pindarus, mistakenly reports that Titinius has been captured, Cassius loses all hope
of victory. He kills himself order to escape the ignominy of defeat. Titinius laments Cassius’s
death and then kills himself. Brutus continues to fight until his troops are defeated in another part
of the battlefield. Brutus despairs and asks his servants Clitus and Volumnius to kill him, but they
refuse. At last, Strato agrees to hold the sword while Brutus runs on it. Upon finding the body,
Antony expresses his admiration for the fallen patrician, who was guided solely by his concern for
the welfare of Rome rather than by greed or envy. Octavius orders that Brutus be buried with full
military honours. Caesar’s murder has been avenged and order is restored.
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THEMES

Major Theme

The major theme of Julius Caesar is that misused power is a corruptive force, and that
untrammelled ambition presents danger to others. This is seen in the fact that Caesar is a dictator
suspected of being tyrannous, that Cassius is so power hungry that he assassinates Caesar, hoping
to become more powerful himself, and that Antony, Octavius, and Lepidus become a dictatorial
and tyrannical Triumvirate, worse than Caesar ever hinted at being.

Minor Themes

There are several minor themes that are developed throughout the entire play. These include the
themes of the goodness of loyalty, honour, and friendship; the evil of pride, conspiracy, and
anarchy; the logic of political order; and the viability of republicanism as a form of government.

MOOD

The mood of Julius Caesar is one of impending doom and catastrophe. From the beginning, danger
lurks in every corner. Friends can no longer be trusted, as they turn to manipulation and
conspiracy and plot their next moves. Images of violence, blood, and death dominate the visual
texture of the play. The weighty political intrigue is always present throughout the drama and
mirrored in the weather and nature. The latter half of the play even assumes an eerie mood with
the appearance of Caesar’s ghost, returning to seek revenge. The closing phase of the play is
dominated by the sinister image of the sword as Cassius, Titinius, and Brutus all commit suicide by
it.

SCENE SUMMARIES AND COMMENTARY

ACT |, SCENE 1

Summary

The scene opens in February of 44 B.C. with the triumphant return of Julius Caesar after his
victory over Pompey the Great. The streets of Rome are decorated and full of ordinary citizens
wishing to join in the triumphant celebration. Flavius and Marullus, two tribunes, confront some of
the citizens, called plebeians, and want to know why they are not at work. Flavius reproaches
them as ‘idle creatures’ and tells them to go home. He scornfully reminds them that manual
labourers are not supposed to walk around on a working day without their professional apparel and
equipment. An exchange follows in which the commoners joke and respond with considerable wit.
Marullus is in no mood for their banter; both he and Flavius are jealous of Caesar’s popularity and
sympathetic to Pompey’s causes. Marullus reminds the commoners that not too long ago they
gathered in the streets to celebrate Pompey as their leader. He now orders them to return to their
homes and repent of their disloyalty. Flavius adds dramatically that they should gather on the
banks of the Tiber and shed tears of repentance into the river until its lowest stream rises up to
the level of its highest bank. The commoners depart sheepishly.

Flavius tells Marullus to disrobe all the statues of Caesar that have been adorned with scarves to
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honour his victory. Marullus thinks this is a bad idea, since the day is also a celebration of the
Feast of Lupercal. Flavius is insistent about his orders; he explains that he is certain that Caesar
will prove to be a dominating ruler who will ‘keep us all in servile fearfulness’. Flavius adds that
he and Marullus must do their duty to prevent such tyranny.

Commentary

The brief opening scene is expository, but dramatic. Although Caesar, the protagonist, is not seen
in person, he is definitely presented. The common working citizens have gathered to celebrate
Caesar’s great victory over Pompey; it is obvious that they favour this brave soldier as their
leader. Marullus and Flavius, two tribunes, are opposed to Caesar and fear he will become
tyrannical in his rule of Rome. Their allegiance still lies with the supporters of Pompey, whom
Caesar has just defeated. They, like other of the nobles, have republican sympathies and wish to
retain the shared power and responsibility of Senate rule as opposed to the crowning of Caesar as
king and dictator of the Roman Empire. The vast celebration of the plebeians over Caesar’s
military victory frightens Marullus and Flavius and adds to their paranoia. These two men,
although not key characters in the play, set in motion the conflict that will dominate the rest of
the play.

This opening scene highlights the distance between Roman tribunes and commoners. Even though
the tribunes are the representatives of the plebeians and are supposed to safeguard the political
interests of the working man, the two groups are not supportive of one another. Through their
actions, the tribunes show that they have little or no regard for the commoners, deriding them as
‘idle creatures’, ‘knaves’, ‘blocks’, and ‘stones’. In turn, the commoners show no respect for the
tribunes, baiting their leaders with humorous puns and clever word tricks. The scene also reveals
the naivete and susceptibility of the commoners, who lack the ability to perceive Caesar’s
ambition as a threat to their liberties.

The tribunes loudly accuse the commoners of being a fickle multitude and there seems to be truth
in their accusations. In the recent past these plebeians have revered Pompey; now they
enthusiastically welcome the man who has defeated Pompey and his sons. Marullus tells the
commoners to go home and repent of their disloyalty. Afraid of the power of the tribunes, the
commoners, who have gathered for a celebration in honour of Caesar, now sheepishly return to
their houses. In the very near future of the play, they will show their fickleness again when they
cheer Brutus and the conspirators for killing Caesar and then turn their allegiance to Antony.
Shakespeare makes it clearly obvious that the commoners are ruled by emotion, rather than by
reason. As a result, they are easily stirred up and manipulated, as seen when Antony incites them
with his speech at Caesar’s funeral.

The vast gap between the tribunes and the commoners is also reflected in the language that they
use. The formal blank verse of the patricians (here represented by the tribunes) is a sharp contrast
to the colloquial speech of the plebeians (here represented by the common working class). The
difference in language is symbolic of the much deeper differences that exist between the two
classes and pervade the play.

ACT I, SCENE 2

Summary
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Caesar enters in procession, accompanied by his close friend Mark Antony, his wife Calpurnia, and
others. Mark Antony is preparing to take part in a race to celebrate the traditional Feast of
Lupercal. It is an important race, for barren women are supposedly cured of infertility if touched
by the young men running the course. Caesar, hoping for a son, tells Calpurnia to stand in Antony’s
path; he then reminds Antony to touch Calpurnia during the race. Someone in the crowd warns
Caesar, ‘Beware the ides of March’. It is a soothsayer, who is brought before Caesar to repeat his
words. Caesar ignores the warning and orders the race to begin.

As Caesar and his procession move across the stage, Brutus and Cassius stay behind. Cassius takes
this opportunity to gauge Brutus’s feelings towards Caesar without directly stating his own stance.
He remarks that Brutus has been acting strange and reserved in his dealings with his friends.
Brutus tells Cassius he is preoccupied with some concerns he has and asks to be forgiven for his
behaviour. Sensing that Brutus may be open to what he has to say, Cassius flatters Brutus and tries
to enlist his support in the revolt against Caesar’s rule. Brutus at first resists, insisting on his
faithfulness and loyalty; he says he does not gossip about friends behind their backs. A flourish of
trumpets startles him, however, and he blurts out his true feelings about the matter, saying, ‘I do
fear the people/Choose Caesar for their king’. This is all the encouragement Cassius needs to
intensify his persuasion. Brutus confesses to Cassius that though he loves Caesar dearly, he is also
concerned about the possible consequences of the vast power the king now holds.

Cassius proceeds to flatter Brutus; he then goes on to narrate two instances of Caesar’s physical
weakness. The first is a time when Caesar supposedly challenged Cassius to swim across the
flooded river Tiber on a stormy day. Caesar was unable to finish the swim, and Cassius claims he
had to help him across. Cassius says he is disgusted that such a weak man has now become the
absolute ruler of Rome. Additionally, he tells of a time in Spain when Caesar was extremely ill
with a fever. He suggests that his illness was a weakness, not a natural phenomenon.

There is a second flourish of trumpets and another general shout is heard offstage. Brutus
comments that the crowd must be applauding some new honours heaped on Caesar. On hearing
this, Cassius continues to provoke Brutus’s resentment of Caesar, suggesting that even Brutus is a
better ruler. Brutus replies that he will seriously contemplate what Cassius has told him; he leaves
with the promise that the two of them will discuss these matters later.

Caesar enters and tells his confidante, Mark Antony, that he does not trust Cassius. Caesar
explains that he sees a ‘lean and hungry look’ in Cassius that clearly indicates the man has great
ambition, which could be dangerous; it is a clear foreshadowing of events to come. When the two
men exit, Brutus and Cassius are seen on stage with Casca, who has important news. In front of
the crowd a short while ago, Antony offered Caesar the Roman crown three times, and three
times, Caesar turned it down. Caesar then fainted before the crowd, seeming to suffer from some
kind of momentary loss of reason. Brutus comments that Caesar suffers from ‘the falling sickness’,
known today as epilepsy. Casca adds that Marullus and Flavius, two tribunes, have been put to
death for pulling scarves from Caesar’s statues. After reporting the news, Casca leaves, followed
shortly by Brutus.

Cassius, left alone on stage, gives a soliloquy in which he states that Brutus’s character is as easily
moulded as metal. Cassius senses that Brutus values duty to the state more than any personal
loyalty to Caesar. As a result, he plans to impress on Brutus his obligations to Rome and win him to
his cause. To further convince Brutus to join in a conspiracy against Caesar, Cassius will write
some false letters, stating the fear of the common citizens about Caesar’s ambitious nature; he
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will then make sure that Brutus reads the forged letters, which are sure to influence his thinking.

Commentary

The second scene opens with Caesar giving orders, while Antony and Casca both slavishly fawn
over him, seeming to hang on his every command. The fact that Caesar is first presented in a
dictatorial stance is intentional on Shakespeare’s part; it confirms the fear about Caesar’s
imperial reign and tyrannical bearing, expressed in the last scene. Through Caesar’s behaviour,
Shakespeare lends credibility to the republican opposition of his being crowned king.

This scene also has some important expository functions. All the major players in this historical
tragedy are here assembled and described. Caesar’s character is captured in a few deft strokes;
he is shown to be a powerful, but vulnerable, leader. Cassius is portrayed an astute observer of
others, and Brutus is depicted to be honest, but easily manipulated. Cassius recognises the
idealism of Brutus and realises that the way to get Brutus to betray his friend is to convince him
that Caesar will bring harm to Rome.

It is important to note that even in the midst of all the pomp and celebration, a warning is called
out that Caesar should be aware the Ides of March; it is a prophetic foreshadowing of the tragedy
that will soon occur. Because of his arrogance and self-confidence, Caesar ignores the warning,
even when Brutus repeats it for him. Caesar’s disregard of the prophecy proves to be a fatal
mistake for him. Had he listened to the warning, his life might have been spared. Instead, Caesar
believes he is immune to danger imposed by humans and brushes aside the Soothsayer as a
dreamer. With irony and contrast, Caesar is superstitious enough to believe that Calpurnia’s
infertility will be cured by a runner’s touch. In the course of the play, Caesar repeatedly ignores
ominous warnings, such as Calpurnia’s dream, the warning of the priests, and Artemidorus’ plea to
read the letter containing the names of the conspirators; therefore, it is his self-assurance and
impenetrable pride that leads to his assassination. In a strange way, Caesar, therefore, becomes
part of the conspiracy against him, for he plays into the hands of his enemies; the success of their
plan depends entirely upon Caesar’s pride.

About some things, Caesar shows that he is perceptive. Near the end of the scene, he notices the
‘lean and hungry look’ in Cassius’s eyes; he tells Antony that the look reveals the ambition of
Cassius, which could be dangerous. It is another of the many important foreshadowing in the plot.
Casca also shows himself to be perceptive. As expected by Caesar, Casca fawns over the leader,
seeming to hang on to Caesar’s every word and command. As soon as the crowd disperses,
however, he runs to Cassius to report on what has happened. He reveals that Caesar was offered
the crown three times but turned it down each time. He also confirms Caesar’s tyranny by
reporting that Flavius and Marullus have been put to death for removing scarves from Caesar’s
statues, tying this important scene back to the first one.

Antony appears only briefly in this scene, but it is obvious that he is Caesar’s confidante and loyal
friend. He accepts Caesar as a worthy leader, pays him his due respect, and considers his every
wish a command. At this point, however, Antony is not outspoken and seems to pose no threat to
the plotting of the conspirators. Shakespeare establishes this fact about Antony so that it will later
be believable that Brutus begs to spare the life of Antony. Later, Antony’s character rises to
heroic proportions when he delivers Caesar’s funeral oration and turns the mob against the
conspirators.
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Cassius, one of the antagonists in the play, emerges in this scene as a shrewd political manipulator
who is jealous of Caesar’s success and popularity. Although Cassius proclaims his republican
credentials as the cause of his opposition to Caesar, he is not really concerned about ethics and
morality; instead, he is a power-hungry villain who wants to murder Caesar and seize more power
for himself. He will stoop to any level to accomplish his cause; he is seen writing false letters from
the common citizens, criticising Caesar’s ambitions, and tossing them in Brutus’s window to
influence the man to join the conspiracy. In spite of his evil nature, Cassius proves he is a good
judge of character. He senses that Caesar is overly self-confident and, therefore, vulnerable; he
also realises that Brutus values duty to the state more than his personal friendship to Caesar.

In contrast to Cassius, Brutus is not devious or manipulative; instead, he is portrayed as a noble
and principled man, who gives his full allegiance to Rome. He is manipulated into becoming one of
the conspirators against Caesar and a chief antagonist in the play. Although he is supposedly one
of Caesar’s loyal and trusted friends, he fears that if crowned king, Caesar may become ambitious
and tyrannical. He prefers for the Roman government to be led by the Senate, without one
powerful, dictatorial leader in charge. Cassius senses that Brutus is not supportive of Caesar’s
being crowned. Since he is a respected citizen of Rome and Caesar’s friend, Cassius is eager to
have Brutus join the conspiracy against Caesar, for it would lend respectability to an otherwise
treacherous act of murder. It is important to note that Brutus is not persuaded so much by Cassius
to join the conspiracy as by his own self-image as the protector of republicanism. The noises
offstage seem to spur him to action more than any words by Cassius. The only part of Cassius’s
speech that affects Brutus notably is his fleeting reference to ancestry and history.

Characterization is especially important in this play because the success of the conspiracy against
Caesar depends on the personalities of the major players. The conspiracy can only succeed if all
the characters act in accordance with their established traits. This dependence on human factors
contributes to the element of suspense in the play. Although the audience and readers know that
Caesar’s assassination at the Capitol is a historical fact and is bound to occur in the play,
Shakespeare’s superb ability to build plot and character keeps the audience involved with the
action until the final moment of assassination.

Caesar returns to the stage at the end of the scene. He has come from the feast of Lupercal in an
angry mood. Obviously, he had only symbolically refused to accept the crown; but the crowd
cheered and applauded his refusal, instead of pressing him to accept it. The crowd’s reaction is
obviously responsible for Caesar’s ill humour.

Also at the end of the scene, Cassius gleefully muses that he has been successful in drawing Brutus
a few steps closer to joining the conspiracy and resolves to throw forged letters at his window,
urging him to take action against the ambitious Caesar. Cassius is fearful about Brutus’s friendship
with Caesar and wants to do everything he can to make the man act against his friend. In addition,
Cassius reveals that he is craving for friendship himself; hence, he remarks, ‘If | were Brutus now
and he were Cassius, / He should not humour me.’

ACT I, SCENE 3
Summary

The scene opens on a stormy night in Rome. Cicero, the famous orator, encounters an overly
excited Casca on the street. Casca tells about some strange and ominous things he has seen. A
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slave set his left hand on fire and let it burn like twenty torches, but his hand remained
unscorched; a lion glared at him near the Capitol, but let him pass by uninjured; nearly one
hundred women were scared stiff at the sight of burning men walking up and down the streets;
and an owl was hooting in the market place at midday.

Casca is convinced that all of these unnatural occurrences are warnings from the gods. Cicero,
however, keeps a level head and philosophically comments that men may interpret things to suit
themselves, quite ignoring the real nature of the thing. Cicero then departs.

Cassius enters immediately and brags that he has been walking about the streets with his coat
open, inviting the heavens to strike him with lightning. Further, he tells Casca these unnatural
occurrences are warnings to Rome that Caesar’s rule will doom them. Casca tells Cassius that the
Senators are thinking of crowning Caesar king the next day. Cassius replies that he will commit
suicide rather than bear the tyrannical rule of Caesar. Casca joins Cassius in declaring his hatred
of Caesar and pledges to cooperate with Cassius. Soon Cinna, another conspirator, arrives and
urges Cassius to quickly win Brutus’s support for their conspiracy. Cassius instructs Cinna to plant
the forged letters in Brutus’s house. The men then proceed to Pompey’s Porch, where the other
conspirators are waiting. Cassius states that he is confident that Brutus will join their plot; they
plan to visit him before daybreak to definitely enlist his help.

Commentary

The stormy night and the occurrence of strange events that are described in this scene are
strategically ordered happenings that serve to heighten the dramatic tension of the play. This
pathetic fallacy also adds an element of the supernatural to the play, further adding to the
ominous mood and complicating the ongoing tension.

It was a commonly held belief in the Elizabethan Age that political order on earth (or the
microcosm) was a reflection of cosmic order (or macrocosm). People believed that the state was
meant to be the harmonising link between the universe and man; all three planes, however, were
supposed to work in close harmony with each other, for any violation of order or degree in one
plane would affect the other two. The Elizabethans believed that disruptions of any sort, in any of
the three planes, corrupted the entire scale of creation and would have disastrous consequences.
Casca is convinced in this scene that the violent storm is intended as an ominous warning from the
gods that something is wrong on one of the planes. Cicero, in his wisdom, doubts this
interpretation and provides a rational explanation of the events. He sees the storm as a natural
event and adds that men erroneously interpret events to suit themselves, quite ignoring the real
nature of the thing. Although Cicero’s rational interpretation is more realistic for the modern
audience, it cannot be denied that Julius Caesar is going to be assassinated, and Shakespeare
intends the storm and other preternatural phenomena to be ominous warnings of this violation of
order and degree. Cicero’s parting remark serves as a comment on the many ways man has of
restoring order in society and in his mind. The inclination of man to come up with explanations for
natural phenomena, especially those that suit his schemes, is natural and pervasive, but should be
resisted. Mankind must acknowledge and deal with the fact that it longs for reassurance from the
heavens; humans want to know that their actions are warranted and good.

In contrast to Cicero, Cassius persuades Casca that the strange events are warnings. He states that
they foretell of the evil that Caesar will do; ironically, they are probably warning against the evil
things that Cassius will soon do. Cassius’s actions in this scene are clearly consistent with his
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characterization in Scene Two. He uses Casca in much the same manner that he previously used
Brutus; he manipulates Casca’s superstitious nature to further turn him against Caesar in the same
way he manipulated Brutus’s noble nature.

It is significant that Casca tells Cassius that the Senators plan to crown Caesar the next day; he
adds that Caesar will wear the crown everywhere in the Roman Empire except for in Italy. As a
whole, Italy has a strong republican tradition and is unwilling to give Caesar absolute power. This
revelation removes the basic motive for the conspiracy, since Caesar’s rule is not absolute as the
conspirators claim. In other words, this piece of information reveals that Cassius’s conspiracy is
unnecessary and devious, rather than practical and warranted.

ACT 11, SCENE 1

Summary

The scene opens in Brutus’s orchard. A troubled Brutus is having trouble sleeping. He is torn
between his affection for Caesar and his fear of Caesar’s tyranny. He admits that he has no
personal grudge against Caesar, but fears that the crowning of his friend will change him, since it
is a proven fact that power corrupts. Brutus meditates that greatness is usually abused when those
in authority exercise their power without showing mercy. He acknowledges that until now Caesar’s
desires have never overpowered his reason, but he believes that all ambitious men assume a cloak
of humility on their climb to power. Brutus’s fear is that Caesar, on reaching the topmost rung of
power, will scorn those very people who helped him to ascend to power.

Brutus’s servant, Lucius, enters to bring a sealed letter he has found near the window. Brutus
reads the letter, which has been placed there by the conspirators. The concerned author of the
letter, supposedly a Roman citizen, urges Brutus to take immediate action against Caesar. At that
precise moment, the conspirators arrive, including Cassius, Casca, Decius Brutus, Trebonius,
Cinna, and Metellus Cimber. Brutus greets the conspirators and shakes each one by the hand as
Cassius introduces them. Now that Brutus appears to be won over to their cause, Cassius suggests
the men swear to their resolution. Brutus objects, stating that their noble motivation is a
sufficient guarantee of their fidelity. Cassius suggests that they induce Cicero to join the
conspiracy and Brutus dissents again, stating that Cicero will never follow anything that other men
begin. Cassius meekly agrees to leave Cicero out. Brutus also refuses to agree with Cassius’s
proposal that Antony should be slain with Caesar, for he is convinced that the frivolous Antony will
prove powerless once Caesar is dead. Moreover, he claims that killing Antony would be a brutal
and bloody course of action and he reminds them that they are ‘sacrificers, but not butchers’. The
clock strikes, signalling the conspirators to depart. Before leaving, Cassius comments that Caesar
might not come to the Capitol since he has grown superstitious of late. Decius Brutus allays his
fears by saying that he will wheedle Caesar into coming to the Capitol by flattering him. The
conspirators then leave, after agreeing that Caesar must be at the Capitol by eight o’clock.

Brutus is once again left alone since his servant has fallen into a deep slumber. Brutus’s wife,
Portia, enters. She is concerned about her husband and asks him to confide in her about what is
going on. He promises to tell her later. Portia leaves when she hears a knock at the door. Lucius
wakes and answers the door, ushering in Caius Ligarius. Ligarius proclaims that he was ill but that
Brutus has cured him. In gratitude, he swears his loyalty to Brutus. Brutus tells Ligarius the details
of the conspiracy, and the two men plan together.
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Commentary

The focus of this scene is on Brutus. He is at first caught in a state of agonised indecision. He does
not know whether he should stand by his friend Caesar or join the conspiracy against him. He truly
fears that Caesar, like all men in power, will become drunk on his power and rule with tyranny.
Since Brutus prides himself on high political and moral rectitude, he feels he cannot endure a
dictatorship imposed by Caesar; but the prospect of murdering a dear friend is equally
unpalatable. He feels that if he refuses to join the conspiracy, he will betray his republican
principles; if he joins with Cassius and the other, he will betray his friend.

Appropriately, the time of this scene is in the dark of night, and a storm rages outside, paralleling
the battle raging within Brutus’s soul. Anxiety prevents Brutus from getting any sleep and he
envies the peace of mind that allows his young servant, Lucius, to sleep so soundly. In Elizabethan
times, sound sleep was symbolic of a clear mind; but Brutus’s head is far from clear. The night,
normally symbolic of darkness and uncertainty, also reflect the indecisiveness of Brutus, as he
wavers between his two unacceptable choices.

The structure of Brutus’s soliloquy is very interesting. He begins with the declaration, ‘It must be
by his death’, implying that he has definitely decided to join with the conspirators in murdering
Caesar. This decision must seem logical to Brutus. Although he values his personal friendship with
Caesar, he values the idealistic notion of honour and duty to Rome even more. In the second
sentence, however, Brutus shows that his mind is not yet fully made up. He seeks to justify
Caesar’s assassination by attributing it to the general good of Rome, trying to clear himself of
moral responsibility for the murder. He then tries to further justify his participation in the
conspiracy by imagining what Caesar might become if crowned king of Rome. Even though he
admits that Caesar has always been rational, he states that power always corrupts men. Brutus,
therefore, makes his decision based on a possible danger rather than a certain one.

As Brutus wrestles with his decision, Lucius brings in one of the forged letters that urges him to
act against Caesar. The letter plays to Brutus’s weakness, appealing to the image that Brutus holds
of himself as the protector of Roman democracy. The letter even alludes to his ancestors who had
driven the Tarquins out of Rome, reminding Brutus of his family tradition. Brutus naively believes
the letter has been written by a concerned Roman citizen rather than by one of the conspirators;
he is definitely swayed by its contents and decides he will join the conspirators.

By the time the conspirators arrive, Brutus has made up his mind, but he is still not convinced
about the moral appropriateness of the assassination. He unconsciously associates the conspiracy
against Caesar with darkness and evil and senses the criminal nature of the act they are to
commit. As a result, he repeatedly shows that he is not in full agreement with those he is joining.
When they ask Brutus to swear his loyalty to the cause, he resists. When the conspirators talk of
murdering Antony as well, Brutus speaks out, saying that they are not butchers and claiming
Antony will be of no consequence after Caesar is dead. It proves to be a foolish claim later in the
play. When the conspirators want to include Cicero in their plan, Brutus reminds them that Cicero
would never join any cause that he did not initiate.

Brutus tries to reassure himself about the moral propriety of his decision by seeking refuge in high
blown rhetoric. Unable to find a way to fully justify the murder of his friend, he attempts to
legitimise the assassination by seeing it as a religious sacrifice. He calls upon the conspirators to
kill Caesar ‘boldly, but not wrathfully’, to ‘carve him as a dish fit for the gods, / Not hew him as a
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carcass fit for hounds’. These words attempt to mask the inhumanity of the assassination and
falsely lend some nobility to the cause. The argument reveals the impractical idealism in Brutus’s
character; changing the name from ‘butcher’ to ‘sacrificer’ does not justify the crime.

It is interesting to note how Brutus’s character subtly changes once he has made the decision to
join in the plot. He immediately becomes the leader, openly objecting to Cassius’s plans. Cassius
obviously respects Brutus, for he has been insistent on his joining the conspiracy, believing Brutus
will give them credibility; now he defers to Brutus, treating him as the most respected member of
the group. Such deference gives Brutus an added sense of superiority.

ACT 11, SCENE 2
Summary

The stormy weather and a series of nightmares have frightened Caesar’s wife, Calpurnia, who begs
him not to go to the Capitol that day. She tells him she dreamed that a lioness gave birth in the
streets, graves yielded up their dead, blood rained upon the Capitol, and ghosts howled and
shrieked throughout Rome. Further, she saw smiling Romans washing their hands in Caesar’s
blood. Caesar, who ignores the contents of her dreams, tries to calm his wife; he sends a servant
to order the priests to make a sacrifice to appease the gods on her behalf.

The servant quickly returns and gives Caesar another omen. The priests could not find a heart in
the animal offered up as a sacrifice; as a result, they also advise Caesar to stay home. Caesar is
still resistant. He is afraid that men will see him as a coward if he does not go to the Capitol; but
he is at least concerned about the series of omens. Finally, Calpurnia persuades him to stay at
home. Caesar decides he will send Antony to tell the Senators that he is unwell.

Decius Brutus, a supposed friend, enters and greets Caesar; in truth, he is the one appointed by
the conspirators to bring Caesar to the Capitol. When Caesar tells him about Calpurnia’s dreams,
Decius Brutus cleverly gives them a favourable interpretation and flatters Caesar by saying that
the spouting blood in the dream is a symbol of Caesar’s blood rejuvenating Rome. When Caesar
tells him that he is not feeling well and has decided to stay home, Decius Brutus is smart enough
to realise that he must play upon Caesar’s ambition and pride in order to bring him to the Capitol.
He tells Caesar that the Senators are certain to crown him today, but they might change their
minds if he is not present. He further taunts Caesar by asking how it would look if the future king
were scared by his wife’s dreams. Decius words are successful, for Caesar decides to go.

All the conspirators, except Cassius, arrive to escort Caesar to the Capitol. When Antony arrives to
accompany his friend, Caesar praises him for being on time despite his habitual late-night
revelries. Caesar then turns to Trebonius and tells him to stay close, for he has important business
to discuss with him. In an aside, Trebonius wickedly comments that he will be so near to Caesar
that his best friends will wish he had been further away. Caesar still believes that the conspirators
are his friends; he invites them to have some wine with him before setting forth for the Capitol.
In his own aside, Brutus mourns the falseness of these so-called ‘friends’, including himself, who
drink with Caesar, yet plan his death.

Commentary

The primary focus of this scene is Caesar’s tragic hubris and susceptibility to flattery. The scene
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opens with Calpurnia’s ominous dreams, suggesting danger for her husband. She begs him to stay
home, but Caesar chooses to ignore her pleas. It is obvious that he believes he is beyond harm’s
way. When the priests also warn him to stay home, Caesar is forced to listen. He will send Antony
to tell the Senate that he is not well. Then Decius Brutus arrives and flatters Caesar into departing
for the Capitol. Caesar’s arrogance clearly leads to his downfall.

Calpurnia’s nightmares are vivid and violent, especially the one where a statue of Caesar spouts
blood in which the smiling Romans wash their hands. She pleads with Caesar to heed the warning
offered by the dreams and begs him to stay at home. Believing that Calpurnia is being histrionic
and overly superstitious, Caesar refuses to listen. To appease her and the gods, he calls for the
priests to make a sacrifice, which also yields an omen. The animal chosen for sacrifice had no
heart, a fact that frightens the priests; they send word that Caesar should stay at home. Caesar
relents and agrees not to go to the Senate.

When Decius Brutus arrives, he changes Caesar’s mind through several clever arguments. First it
interprets Calpurnia’s dreams in a positive light, flattering to Caesar. Then he tells Caesar that the
Senators are sure to crown him today; but he warns that they may change their minds if Caesar is
not present. He further ensures that Caesar will go the Capitol by stating that the people would
judge him to be a coward if he stayed at home because of his wife’s bad dreams. The arguments
are enough to change Caesar’s mind, for he decides to depart with Decius Brutus, in spite of the ill
omens and warnings. His pride comes before all; ultimately, it also leads to Caesar’s assassination.

In this scene, Caesar shows himself to be weak-willed and vulnerable. Rather than trust the
opinions of his wife, he refuses to show any weakness and stay at home. Then he changes his mind
and decides to stay at home, wisely heeding the warning of the priests. Caesar then foolishly falls
prey to Decius’ flattery, changes his mind again, and decides to go to the Capitol. He is so blinded
by his own self-importance and pride that he cannot see the conspirators for what they are. Still
believing them to be friends, he invites them in to have some wine with him before they all depart
for the Senate. It is an image reminiscent of the Last Supper, where Christ drinks wine with Judas,
the conspirator who causes his death.

A tortured Brutus is seen at the end of the scene. He sees the irony in the fact that Caesar is
celebrating with the men, including himself, who will soon take his life; he grieves to think that
Caesar calls them all friends, oblivious to their plot. Brutus’s concern and humanity in this scene
make him a more sympathetic character; Shakespeare seems to portray Brutus as a good man
pulled into an evil crime for false, but noble, purposes. Unlike Cassius, he is not a classic villain.

ACT Il, SCENE 3
Summary

This scene opens on a street near the Capitol. Artemidorus waits for Caesar, planning to give him a
paper with the names of the conspirators.

Commentary

This short scene contributes to the element of suspense in the play by heightening the dramatic
tension. Artemidorus’ letter is another warning to Caesar, but he ignores it. The fact that
Artemidorus has detailed knowledge of the plot to assassinate Caesar leads the audience to hope
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that the tightly woven plot might be thwarted, despite historical knowledge of the event.
Interestingly, Artemidorus’ paper names Brutus and Caius Ligarius as conspirators, though both
resolved to join the conspiracy only the previous night. Shakespeare never indicates how this
information makes its way into his hands, nor from where it might have come. One of the
conspirators was probably the informant.

Up until this point in the play, most of what is said about Caesar is criticism of him. He has been
shown to be vacillating, weak and dictatorial. There is even the suggestion that perhaps the
conspirators are correct in planning his assassination, for he does not appear to be the best choice
for the leader of Rome. Artemidorus, however, presents a different view of Caesar. He praises him
as a virtuous man and is the first person to call the conspirators ‘traitors’. He clearly sees the
conspiracy as an evil enterprise. Even though Brutus is associated with the conspiracy,
Artemidorus cannot accept that it is guided by noble and honourable motives.

ACT 11, SCENE 4

Summary

This scene opens outside Brutus’s house. Portia appears with the servant, Lucius. She is agitated
and wants to know what is happening at the Capitol. She implores Lucius to run to the Senate and
bring word about Brutus since he was unwell when he left the house earlier in the morning. Her
concern is increased by the imagined noises that she hears coming from the Capitol. It seems
Portia has been told what her husband and the others are doing.

When the soothsayer enters, Portia asks him whether he knows about any plot against Caesar. He
replies that a great deal of harm may happen today. He tells Portia that he will go to Caesar and
warn him not to trust anybody but himself. The soothsayer’s words heighten Portia’s anxiety. In
her nervousness, she hopes that Brutus is successful in his enterprise.

Summary

Once again, the rapidly climbing suspense of the play is increased. Portia’s agitated state and her
anxiety about Brutus implies that she knows about the conspiracy to kill Caesar. Her frenzied
behaviour further heightens the tension of the play and foreshadows the pending doom that will
cause frenzy in all of Rome. When Portia questions the soothsayer, she is momentarily relieved to
learn the soothsayer is ignorant of any specific plot against Caesar. The action rises once again,
however, when he tells her he intends to advise Caesar to trust no one. It appears that Caesar will
receive yet another warning about his safety.

It is important to note that Portia is selfishly concerned only about Brutus. She anxiously prays for
the speedy and successful execution of his enterprise, seemingly oblivious to the immorality of his
actions.

ACT Ill, SCENE 1

Summary

Caesar arrives at the Capitol with Antony, Brutus, Cassius, and the other conspirators. On seeing
the soothsayer who had warned him about the Ides of March, he casually states that the Ides have
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come. The soothsayer replies that they have not yet left, giving a clear foreshadowing of the
tragedy that is soon to pass. Caesar ignores the warning, just as he ignores Artemidorus, who urges
him to read the scroll with the names of the conspirators. Caesar, however, brushes him aside
imperiously.

Popilius Lena meaningfully whispers to Cassius, ‘I wish your enterprise today may thrive’. The fact
that this man knows about the conspiracy worries Cassius; he fears that their plot has been
discovered. As part of the conspiracy plan, Trebonius makes an excuse to call Antony away from
Caesar’s side. Then Metellus Cimber asks Caesar to repeal his brother’s exile, which is quickly
rejected. This gives an opportunity to the other conspirators to crowd around Caesar, pleading on
behalf of Metellus Cimber. Casca is the first to strike Caesar, stabbing him from behind. All the
other conspirators then stab Caesar, one after the other, with Brutus delivering the final thrust.
When Caesar falls and realises his friend Brutus is one of the murderers, he cries in agony, ‘Et tu
Brute?’ He then dies.

As the onlookers panic and flee, the assassins attempt to calm them. Brutus assures the crowd
that no other Romans are at risk. He explains that Caesar has paid the price of his own ambition.
As the frightened crowd disperses, the conspirators bend down and wash their hands in Caesar’s
blood, clearly recalling Calpurnia’s dream. They also smear their swords in the blood and walk to
the marketplace, waving their weapons and proclaiming, ‘Peace, freedom, and liberty!’

A servant enters with a message from Antony, who has fled to protect himself. He now wishes to
meet with the conspirators in order to hear their explanation. Brutus grants Antony’s plea and
guarantees his safety. When Antony enters, he first bids Caesar’s body farewell. He then nobly
asks the conspirators to kill him with the same sword that killed Caesar. Brutus, however, assures
Antony that the conspirators bear no malice towards him. Cassius tells Antony that his opinion will
be sought as a new government is established in Rome. Antony pretends to cooperate with the
murderers, even shaking their bloodstained hands. He also obtains permission from Brutus to speak
at Caesar’s funeral, in spite of the objections of Cassius. Brutus tells Antony that first he will
explain the reasons for Caesar’s assassination; then Antony can have the pulpit. He will be allowed
to praise Caesar in his speech, but he must not blame the conspirators. After giving these
instructions, Brutus then entrusts Caesar’s body to Antony.

The conspirators leave, and Antony is left alone with the mutilated corpse of his dear friend. He
begs forgiveness of Caesar for being ‘meek and gentle with these butchers’ but he promises
revenge on the assassins. A servant enters to report that Octavius Caesar, Julius Caesar’s adopted
son, is within seven leagues of Rome and is coming at once. Antony instructs the servant to
immediately return and tell Octavius not to approach Rome until it is safe. Antony tells the
attendant he is going to the marketplace with Caesar’s body and during his funeral oration, he will
try to gauge the feelings of the citizens towards Caesar’s death and the conspirators. After the
funeral, the servant can report the state of affairs in Rome to Octavius, so he can decide whether
he ought to return. Antony then asks the servant to lend him a hand, and the two men exit bearing
Caesar’s body.

Commentary

Before the climax of the plot occurs, Shakespeare intensifies the dramatic tension of the
assassination scene. Several times it seems the conspirators’ plot is in danger of being exposed or
thwarted. The self-confident arrogance of Caesar, however, is once again displayed and causes his
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undoing. He mocks the soothsayer, almost laughing that the Ides of March have come without
event; but the Soothsayer replies ominously that they have not yet gone. Caesar ignores the
warning. In a similar manner, Caesar majestically brushes aside Artemidorus, refusing to read his
scroll or heed his warning. Additionally, it seems that everyone present is aware of the conspiracy,
except Caesar. Cassius is so nervous about the failure of his plan that he declares that he will
commit suicide if Caesar thwarts the assassination attempt.

The conspiracy goes as planned. The assassins crowd around Caesar when he, as expected, refuses
to repeal the exile of Cimber’s brother. Casca moves in to deliver the first blow from behind; the
other conspirators quickly follow his action with their own stabs. Brutus delivers the last strike,
which fells Caesar. Before dying, he expresses his horror over the fact that his dear friend is one
of the murderers. The death of Caesar is the climax of the plot and the most important moment in
the entire play. All the previous action has led up to Caesar’s murder, and all the following action
will result from it.

Caesar’s assassination is theatrically effective and intensely dramatic. Before he stabs him, Brutus
kisses Caesar’s hand, and Cassius falls before him in mock exaggeration. In response, Caesar
assumes a superior stance and compares himself to the northern star, which serves as the point of
order and constancy in the heavens above. The moment is visually and dramatically stunning;
immediately after these declarations of greatness, he is stabbed and realises that even his good
friend Brutus has betrayed him; the contrast is powerful. Shakespeare’s mastery of dramatic
presentation is quite obvious in the way he lays out the dramatic climax of the plot.

The immediate consequence of Caesar’s assassination is utter panic and chaos, as the Roman
citizens rush about the streets in utter confusion. The conspirators respond with their own
hysteria. Cinna loudly proclaims, ‘Liberty! Freedom! Tyranny is dead!’ Cassius tries to convince
the others that they have done Caesar a good turn since they have ended his fear of death. Only
Brutus is able to briefly control his emotions and assure the shocked citizens that no further harm
is intended for anyone. From this point onward, Brutus assumes control of the situation and clearly
emerges as the leader of the conspirators. It is Brutus who grotesquely bids the conspirators to
smear their swords and bathe their hands in Caesar’s blood, a clear reflection of Calpurnia’s
dream.

At this point a servant enters bearing a message of peace from Antony, who has gone home to
contemplate his plan of attack; the submissive tone of the message is intended to be a parody on
the conspirators’ earlier fawning upon Caesar before stabbing him from behind. Antony’s words
praise Brutus’s nobility, wisdom, and honour, winning Brutus’s confidence. Antony then requests
safety to come before the conspirators to hear their explanation so he can accept what has
happened with good conscience (though nothing can really make him accept the murder). Since
Brutus has convinced himself that the murder of Caesar was moral, he also believes Antony will
think the same thing.

When Antony enters, he passionately says his good-byes to the body of Caesar and promises his
good friend that his murder will be avenged. He vows to let loose the ‘dogs of war’ and to create
utter ‘havoc’ on the conspirators. He calls for the return of Caesar’s spirit to help in the fight,
foreshadowing later events. Antony then begins his subterfuge, pretending to go along with the
conspirators, even shaking their bloody hands. Brutus assures Antony that he is in no danger; he
then tries to convince him that the assassination was neither cruel nor wrong, only necessary
‘business’. Antony is horrified at the misplaced logic.
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The scene ends with Antony shrewdly calculating his manipulation of the feelings of the Roman
people. To gain the emotional response he seeks, he will use Caesar’s mutilated corpse as the
focal point of his speech against the conspirators and rouse them to action.

Even amidst his grief over Caesar’s death, Antony proves he is a level-headed and ‘shrewd
contriver’ who will gain the upper hand. When Octavius’ servant enters to say that his master is
nearby, Antony sends a message that he should wait until after the funeral to enter Rome; at that
point, Antony feels certain that the Roman citizens will be stirred against the conspirators. With
the closure of this powerfully dramatic and climatic scene, the action moves forward towards the
chaos of civil war.

ACT Ill, SCENE 2
Summary

Brutus and Cassius enter the Forum, where a huge crowd of citizens has assembled, demanding to
know why Caesar was murdered. Brutus goes to the pulpit and asks the crowd to listen patiently as
he explains the reasons. He states that he loved Caesar, but he loved Rome more; he explains that
Caesar was killed because his ambition threatened the liberties of all Roman citizens. A master
speaker, Brutus rhetorically asks the assembled multitude whether they would prefer to be
bonded slaves under a living Caesar or free men, liberated by Caesar’s death. His speech is a
masterpiece of rhetoric that ends by concluding that only the base and unpatriotic would be
offended by Caesar’s death, since it represents a greater good for Rome.

Brutus next tells the crowd that he will not hesitate to use the dagger on himself if his countrymen
expect it. The crowd is swayed by his words and accept him as their leader. They shout that
Brutus should be crowned as the king. They want to follow him as he departs for home. Brutus,
however, asks them to stay behind and listen to Antony’s funeral oration. Antony ascends the
pulpit and says that he is indebted to Brutus for convincing the crowd to listen to him. He then
begins his famous speech, starting with the well-known words, ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen,
lend me your ears; / | come to bury Caesar, not to praise him.’ He proceeds to point out Caesar’s
virtues in glowing terms, while subtly criticising the conspirators and nullifying their charges.
Antony reminds the citizens that Caesar had brought many captives to Rome, filling the public
treasury with their ransoms. Moreover, Caesar always had a great deal of compassion for the poor.
He tells the citizens that these are not the traits of an ambitious man. Antony further points out
that Caesar, on the Feast of Lupercal, had refused to accept the crown three times; he asks the
crowd whether this seems like an act of an ambitious man. He soon states that he is too overcome
with grief to continue, wanting the crowd to have time to contemplate his words. Before long, the
citizens concur that Caesar has been wronged; they declare that Antony is the noblest man in
Rome.

Antony then resumes his masterful speech, manipulating the crowd skilfully. He says if he incites
them to mutiny and rage, he wrongs Brutus and Cassius, both obviously honourable men. As he
sees the sentiment of the crowd waver over the supposed honour of the assassins, Antony
tantalisingly displays a parchment that he says is Caesar’s will. He knows that the crowd will
demand he read the will. Antony pretends to submit to the crowd’s wishes and asks them to form
a circle around Caesar’s corpse. He descends from the pulpit and displays Caesar’s mantle rent by
the daggers of his assassins. Referring to Brutus as ‘Caesar’s angel’, he reminds the crowd who
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delivered the fatal blows. The crowd reacts sympathetically and is full of pity for Caesar. They
grieve his death and begin to condemn the assassins as traitors. In keeping with his plan, Antony
pretends to restrain the crowd and tells them that he does not wish to incite them against the
assassins, once again referring to them as honourable men.

Antony then reveals that Caesar’s will has left his estate to each and every Roman man. The
crowd praises Caesar’s nobility and vows to take revenge for his death. Antony asks the crowd
whether they will ever have another ruler like Caesar, to which they reply ‘Never’. The crowd
disperses to cremate Caesar’s body and attack the conspirators. Antony has cleverly achieved his
objective and contentedly remarks, ‘Mischief, thou art afoot, / Take thou what course thou wilt!’
As the scene draws to a close, a servant reports that Brutus and Cassius have fled Rome and
Caesar’s son, Octavius, has arrived and waits on Antony.

Commentary

The Forum scene is another intensely dramatic one in which Brutus’s reasoned oratory is
contrasted to Antony’s passionate outburst of emotion. In his funeral speech, Antony displays a
thorough understanding of the psychology of the citizens and exercises perfect control over their
emotions. While Brutus rationally justifies the assassination of Caesar, Antony subtly leads the
crowd to question and then to repudiate the conspirators as traitors, without ever speaking one
direct word against them

Calculated reason, not a personal grudge, compelled Brutus to take part in the conspiracy against
his friend, Caesar. In his speech to the crowd, Brutus merely carries his love of reason and
rationale a step further. He appeals to the crowd methodically and rationally, intellectually
explaining the reasons for the assassination. He is straightforward when he states that crowning
Caesar would have meant the death of liberty for them all. On the surface, it seems as if the
citizens understand and agree with Brutus.

Then Antony, the ‘shrewd contriver’, speaks to the crowd; in contrast to Brutus, who appeals to
the logic of the crowd, Antony incites their emotions. Cleverly, he appears to praise the
conspirators, referring to them over and over again as ‘honourable men’ who have done what they
think is right. Then with smooth rhetoric, Antony exposes the damage they have done. His
criticism is so subtle that the people do not even realise they are being turned against the
conspirators until they have already become a riotous mob. Antony reveals his skills of oration by
working the crowd, totally in control of them.

He feigns a desire not to incite them, while all the while he ignites their passions over Caesar’s
body. Antony is clever enough to use Brutus’s carefully constructed reasoning against him, showing
the Roman people that they have been most cruelly deceived. Then he stands back and watches
the damage unfold.

The citizens themselves reveal once again they are the fickle people of Rome. For days, they have
praised Caesar and cheered him to accept the throne. When he is murdered, they are angered to
the point of riot. Then within moments of Caesar’s death, they change again; after Brutus’s
speech, they are clamouring to accept his assassination as a necessary evil to protect their own
liberties. They change their opinion one more time when Antony appeals to their emotions. He
brings the crowd to their feet in riotous anger, determined to avenge the death of Caesar. Like
Caesar and Brutus, most of the Roman people are influenced by flattery and flashy rhetoric.
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ACT Ill, SCENE 3

Summary

An unfortunate poet named Cinna is wandering the streets of Rome when he is suddenly
confronted by a huge mob; they demand to know his name and where he is headed. When he tells
them that he is on his way to Caesar’s funeral and that his name is Cinna, they mistake him for
one of the conspirators, who has the same name. They move forward to kill him, but the poor man
finally convinces them he is not the conspirator. The incensed crowd than vows to kill him ‘for his
bad verses’.

Commentary

This brief scene shows the destructive nature of the chaos let loose by Antony. In the previous
scene, Antony skilfully inflamed the Roman mob, transforming them into an irresponsible, chaotic
and murderous group, bent on avenging Caesar’s assassination. Thirsty for the blood of Caesar’s
murderers, they attack an innocent man, whom they believe to be a conspirator; when they are
proven wrong, the crowd then vows to kill the man because of his bad poetry. The unfortunate
and unnecessary murder of Cinna, the poet, foreshadows the ruthlessness and brutality that will
from now onwards determine the course of events in the play.

The black humour of this scene provides some needed comic relief, reducing the intensity of the
tension that has been building since Caesar came to the Capitol. It is a fairly common occurrence
in Shakespearean plays for bad writers to receive some form of punishment; it is the playwright’s
way of elevating himself among contemporary poets and playwrights of the time.

ACT IV, SCENE 1

Summary

Antony, Octavius Caesar, and Lepidus have formed a second triumvirate to share the leadership of
Rome. They meet to discuss their strategy for defeating the escaped conspirators. Antony sends
Lepidus to Caesar’s house to bring his will so that they can devise some way of paying for the
expenses of the campaign against the conspirators. As soon as Lepidus leaves, Antony openly
expresses his contempt for him, saying he is a ‘slight unmeritable man’, who is only fit to run
errands, not to rule one third of the Roman Empire. When Octavius defends Lepidus, Antony says
they will use Lepidus like a tool until he has served his purpose. Antony then turns to more
pressing matters and tells Octavius that they must combine their military resources and enlist the
support of their best friends in their campaign against Brutus and Cassius. He also suggests that
they immediately decide how things that are not known to the general public be revealed and how
the imminent danger facing them may be countered. Octavius readily agrees to Antony’s
suggestions.

Commentary

The main thrust of the play in the first three acts was the planning of Caesar’s assassination. The
last two acts of the play will chart the personal tragedy of Brutus, ending in his suicide and the
resolution of the civil war now tearing Rome apart.
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In this first scene of the fourth act, the passion and emotion of Caesar’s death has been replaced
by seemingly callous calculations on the part of Antony as to how to effectively wage war against
the conspirators. He, along with the other two members of the newly formed Triumvirate, is
deciding the fates of several Roman citizens by making a list of those that will die and those that
will live. Lepidus agrees to the death of his brother, and Antony consents to the death of his
nephew; both are shocking examples of the lack of feeling that goes into this meeting. The entire
incident is replete with cold calculation as the men readily scratch off the lives of human beings.

The change in Antony is remarkable. He is no longer the same man who wept copiously over
Caesar’s death. His emotion has been replaced with ruthlessness; his total motivation is to
liqguidate every potential enemy and protect his own power. He seems no longer to have a concern
for the good of the citizens. With intense calculation, he sends Lepidus to bring Caesar’s will,
planning to find a way to use some of Caesar’s money to wage war on the conspirators. Further,
Antony reveals himself to be somewhat duplicitous. As soon as Lepidus departs to fetch the will,
Antony derides him and tells Octavius he is not fit to share in their rule; he plans to use Lepidus
only as a tool.

In this scene, Octavius emerges as a more rational man than Antony. Young and intelligent, he
seems to grasp the political uncertainty that surrounds him. He is not sure of Antony, for he
realises that the man is simply hungry for power. In fact, Octavius closes the scene with his cynical
observation that no one in Rome can be trusted.

ACT IV, SCENE 2

Summary

In the rebel camp at Sardis, Brutus receives Titinius and Pindarus, two officers who report that
Cassius is approaching. When Pindarus gives Brutus a letter from Cassius, Brutus tells the soldier
that his master has offended him and he wants an explanation; it is obvious that the two men are
no longer very close. Lucilius then tells Brutus that Cassius received him coolly, showing no
warmth of friendship or affection. Brutus’s response suggests that he now has some distrust for
Cassius.

When Cassius arrives, he claims that Brutus has wronged him. The two men argue out in the open.
They then decide to move their discussion inside the tent so that others do not see fighting.
Brutus orders Lucilius and Titinius to stand guard at the door of the tent.

Commentary

This scene shifts to a rebel camp of the assassins and focuses on the developing rift between
Brutus and Cassius. The mood is tense as the doubt and discord between the two men is displayed.
Both of them feel they have been wronged by the other. If they continue to spend their time
fighting with one another rather than fighting their mutual enemy, they will be quickly overcome
by the cold, calculating triumvirs.

ACT IV, SCENE 3

Summary
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The moment Cassius enters Brutus’s tent, the two begin to air their grievances. Cassius bluntly
accuses Brutus of having wronged him by accusing Lucius Pella of taking bribes, despite the fact
that Cassius had pleaded on his behalf. Brutus replies that Cassius has wronged them both by
defending corruption. Brutus then angrily reminds Cassius that they killed Caesar for the sake of
justice and not for supporting robbers. He declares that he would rather be a dog than sacrifice
his honour for money. Cassius loses his temper and warns Brutus not to test his patience. The
quarrel between the two gets heated as they hurl insults at each other. Brutus then reminds
Cassius that he has denied his requests for gold for his troops. Cassius reproaches Brutus for
magnifying his infirmities instead of tolerating them. The argument intensifies and rages on until
both men eventually realise they have both said too many mean things and made too many
accusations. Both Cassius and Brutus try to reconcile.

Brutus instructs the commanders of the armies to pitch camp for the night. Soon Titinius returns
with Messala, and they discuss the military situation. Brutus tells them that Octavius and Antony
have joined forces and are rapidly advancing with their armies towards Philippi. Messala confirms
this news and adds that the triumvirs have sentenced hundreds of Senators to death. Messala
gingerly reports that Portia, Brutus’s wife, has killed herself. Brutus maintains control over his
emotions, saying nothing about her suicide. He immediately returns to the business at hand and
suggests that they march towards Philippi to meet the forces of Antony and Octavius. Cassius
objects, thinking they should rest and wait for the triumvirs to come to them. Brutus insists,
however, and once again wins out. Since it is late at night, Cassius and the rest leave to go to bed.

Brutus cannot sleep. Suddenly the ghost of Caesar appears in the tent and tells Brutus they will
meet again at Philippi. The ghost then vanishes. Brutus wakes his soldiers, demanding to know
whom among them cried out in his sleep. They all deny having seen or heard anything.

Commentary

Although the last two acts of the play never regain the suspense and momentum of the first half of
the play, Shakespeare develops several elements of suspense in this scene. The quarrel between
Brutus and Cassius is dramatically effective; it is a marvellous psychological study of a clash of
temperaments and a well-spoken dialogue between two strong and verbal characters. The scene
also portrays the further degeneration of Brutus. When he is told of Portia’s death, he gives no
response, but simply turns to the business at hand. He still, however, retains his moral stance and
fears that their conspiracy has become more corrupt than the corruption they sought to destroy in
Caesar. His moral righteousness clearly and understandably irritates Cassius. Brutus, however,
continues his chastisement of Cassius and reminds him that they killed Caesar for the sake of
justice, not so that they could become ‘robbers’. Finally, the suspense of the scene is heightened
by the appearance to Brutus of Caesar’s ghost, who warns that the two of them will meet at
Philippi, foreshadowing the impending doom that is to come. The ghost also tells Brutus that he
has misconstrued everything. By killing Caesar, the conspirators have set in motion an evil force
more dreadful than the man they feared would become a dictator.

The military strategy discussed is crucial, especially since it once again points to the poor
judgment of Brutus. Cassius wants to wait until Antony and his troops arrive in their camp to
attack them; Brutus, however, insists the conspirators move to Philippi to meet their opponents.
Cassius finally relents. It is a tragic mistake
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ACT V, SCENE 1

Summary

When Octavius and Antony enter the plains of Philippi with their armies, Octavius excitedly
reports that the enemy forces are advancing towards them. Antony tells Octavius to lead his army
to the left side of the battlefield. Octavius insists that he will take the right side of the field. It is
obvious that these two leaders are still no in agreement about everything.

At this point Brutus and Cassius arrive with their army and verbally confront Antony and Octavius.
Antony rebukes Brutus for assassinating Caesar and accuses him of hypocrisy. He derides the
villainous and underhanded way in which the conspirators stabbed Caesar from behind. Cassius is
infuriated at the comment and reminds Brutus that they would not have to hear this kind of talk if
they had killed Antony along with Caesar. He then accuses Antony of being hypocritical in his
meeting with the conspirators after the assassination. Octavius and Antony then withdraw to
prepare for the battle, daring Brutus and Cassius to fight as soon as they are able to summon up
some courage.

Cassius experiences a general unease and confides to Messala that he fears they will lose the
battle. He explains that on their way from Sardis, two mighty eagles had accompanied them to
Philippi, which he took to be a good omen; but this morning the eagles flew away, and crows,
ravens, and kites began circling their camp. Cassius interprets this omen as one signifying death.
Messala tries to allay Cassius’s fears but is unsuccessful. Brutus and Cassius resolve to take their
own lives if defeated, rather than be taken captive by the enemy.

Commentary

From this scene forward the action of the play is set on the plains of Philippi, oscillating between
the two opposing camps. At first Antony and Octavius are seen in this scene; they are in high
spirits and confident of emerging victorious. In absolute contrast, Brutus and Cassius are riddled
with self-doubts and scepticism about the outcome of the battle. Until the final resolution of the
play, the fortunes of Antony and Octavius continue to rise, and the fortunes of Brutus and Cassius
continue to fall.

Octavius emerges as a calm politician. He impassively announces that ‘our hopes have been
answered’, alluding to the arrival of Brutus and Cassius in Philippi. Antony cynically comments
that Brutus and Cassius are only affecting a courageous demeanour in order to hide their fear.
There is a brief, but significant, squabble between Antony and Octavius about the positions to be
taken on the battlefield. Antony is surprised at Octavius’ insistence on taking the right side, but
Octavius remains firm, exhibiting both independence of decision and conviction of character.
Antony, although a more mature soldier, does not object to Octavius’ decision, for he knows that,
at this point of time, they should not have any differences between them.

When Brutus and Cassius arrive to confront Antony and Octavius, a heated argument ensues.
Although Brutus attempts a reconciliation, Cassius attacks Antony, calling him a hypocrite. Antony
accuses the two assassins of being underhanded by stabbing Caesar from behind. Implying that
they are cowards, Antony challenges them to battle when Brutus and Cassius have enough
courage. It is obvious that Antony and Octavius have the upper hand with their calm self-
confidence.
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Cassius is extremely nervous, fearing defeat. He is disturbed that the eagles that had accompanied
their troops from Sardis have flown away, and crows and ravens, traditionally symbols of death,
are hovering over their camp. He despondently tells Messala that he is afraid he will soon die.
Together, he and Brutus decide that they will commit suicide if their armies fail; they do not want
to be taken captives by the enemy.

ACT V, SCENE 2
Summary

The battle has commenced on the plains of Philippi. A positive Brutus, still hopeful of victory,
instructs Messala to go to Cassius and tell him to lead their troops against the enemy at once. He
naively believes that Octavius’ soldiers are faint-hearted and that a sudden attack will quickly
defeat them.

Commentary

This scene portrays an early stage of the battle when Brutus’s spirits are still positive, believing
that the conspirators will prevail. He sends a message to Cassius, telling him that the troops
should attack at once; it is another erroneous decision.

ACT V, SCENE 3
Summary

In another part of the battlefield, Cassius despairingly tells Titinius that his own men are
retreating like cowards under the enemy attack. Brutus’s soldiers, however, have defeated
Octavius’s troops; but they foolishly pause to plunder and loot, allowing Antony’s army to
surround Cassius. Pindarus enters and warns Cassius to retreat since Antony has set their tents on
fire. Cassius sends Pindarus to mount the hilltop to observe what is happening; he returns to
report more disaster, telling Cassius that the enemy soldiers have taken Titinius captive. In truth,
the soldiers are part of Brutus’s army, and they are rejoicing in their victory with Titinius. Cassius
now despairs, thinking his cause is lost. He begs Pindarus to kill him. The soldier stabs Cassius. He
dies gasping and saying, ‘Caesar, thou art reveng’d, / Even with the sword that kill’d thee.’

Titinius returns, eager to tell Cassius the good news that Brutus has defeated Octavius’s army. To
his dismay, he finds that Cassius has killed himself in despair. When Messala leaves to report this
disastrous news to Brutus, Titinius kills himself with Cassius’s sword.

Brutus then enters with Messala, Young Cato, Strato, Volumnius, and Lucilius. Seeing the dead
bodies of Cassius and Titinius, he remarks, ‘O Julius Caesar, thou art mighty yet! / Thy spirit walks
abroad, and turns our swords / In our own proper entrails’. He bids his wartime companions a sad
farewell and eulogises Cassius as ‘the last of all Romans’. He checks his grief, promising to mourn
the death of his friend when the battle is over. The men leave to prepare for the second round of
fighting.

Commentary
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This scene demonstrates the disastrous consequences of Brutus’s impetuous decision to attack
Octavius. Although he is at first victorious, he foolishly allows his troops to pause and gather the
spoils of war. Antony seizes the moment, and his troops encircle Cassius’s army. Cassius’s soldiers
flee under enemy attack, deserting the battlefield like cowards.

When Pindarus mistakenly reports to Cassius that Titinius has been taken captive, the already
dejected conspirator despairs of victory and commits suicide with the same sword with which he
had killed Caesar. Ironically, Cassius, who has always been a perceptive judge of men’s
motivations and desires, perishes because of his lack of correct perception about the fighting.

When left alone, Titinus Kills himself with the sword of Cassius; now three men have perished from
this blade in the play. Brutus soon arrives on the scene. Seeing the bodies, he calls out that Caesar
is still mighty, causing death and destruction among the troops of the conspirators.

ACT V, SCENE 4

Summary

In another part of the battlefield, Brutus enters in the midst of the battle and exhorts young Cato
and Lucilius to fight valiantly. Cato bravely rushes in but is quickly overpowered and dies. To
protect his leader, Lucilius proclaims that he is Brutus when the enemy soldiers capture him. The
soldiers, believing him, rush off to convey the good news to Antony. When Antony arrives, he asks
for Brutus. Lucilius answers that Brutus is safe and will never be captured alive. As Antony
departs, he instructs some of his soldiers to keep watch over Lucilius and sends some others to
find out about Brutus.

Commentary

This brief scene exhibits the conspirators making a final futile attempt to face their situation
valiantly. Brutus exhorts young Cato, Lucilius, and his other soldiers not to despair even though he
does not have any hopes of winning the battle. Young Cato’s death-cry against tyranny is sadly
ironic, since he has waged a war that will result in a far greater tyranny than Caesar could ever
have mustered. Lucilius pretends to be Brutus when he is captured by Antony’s men; it is a valiant
attempt on his part to give Brutus an opportunity to escape. Antony is summoned and quickly
realises that Brutus has not been captured. Brutus, however, has absolutely no chance of victory,
and the action moves rapidly towards the defeat of the conspirators and Brutus’s tragic self-
destruction. Antony is so confident of winning that he hands over the battle to his soldiers and
decides to wait in Octavius’ tent for the final victory.

ACT V, SCENE 5

Summary

In yet another part of the battlefield, Brutus enters along with Dardanius, Clitus, Strato, and
Volumnius. They are tired and depressed, having lost another battle. Brutus asks his loyal
followers to kill him, but none will. Brutus then tells Volumnius that the ghost of Caesar had
appeared to him again last night in the fields of Philippi, warning him that he must die. Volumnius
unsuccessfully tries to comfort Brutus. He responds by telling Volumnius that the enemy has driven
them to the edge of the pit, and it is more honourable that they leap in themselves than be
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pushed in by the enemy.

An alarm is sounded, indicating the advancing forces of the enemy. Clitus urges Brutus to flee.
Brutus ignores the warning and bids his companions farewell, including Strato who has just
awakened. As the alarm grows more intense, Brutus sends his soldiers away, saying that he will
follow them. He sees that Strato has remained behind and asks him to hold the sword while he
runs on it. Strato agrees and shakes Brutus’s hand. Brutus runs on his sword and dies saying,
‘Caesar, now be still; / | kill’d not thee with half so good a will.” Strato then commits suicide.

The battle ends. Octavius and Antony enter along with Messala, Lucilius, and others. They find the
bodies of Brutus and Strato. Lucilius is glad that Brutus has proved him true by killing himself
rather than being taken captive. Antony expresses his esteem for the fallen patrician and says that
he was the only conspirator who was guided by concern for the general welfare of Rome. He
eulogises Brutus as ‘the noblest Roman of ... all’. Octavius orders that Brutus be buried with full
military honours. He then calls upon his men to celebrate their joyous victory.

Commentary

The final scene ends with Brutus taking his own life in much the same way as Cassius. At first, he
can convince none of his faithful followers to help him commit suicide; ironically, Brutus derives a
grim satisfaction from their refusal. The loyalty of his friends and servants makes Brutus feel that
he has won a moral victory; but he still has no recourse but death, as Caesar’s ghost has
predicted.

The alarms signalling the approach of the enemy add to the tension and urgency of the scene. As
the alarms grow nearer, Brutus bids his friends and servants farewell. He consoles himself in two
ways: he ‘found no man but he was true to me’, meaning his followers believed in him so much
they supported him without limitation; and he feels confident that he will be vindicated and
respected by history. What he fails to realise is that Rome will probably be much worse under
Antony and Octavius than under Caesar, and he will bear the responsibility for having aided in the
creation of that situation. Still there is some nobility in Brutus’s suicide. Even Antony glorifies him
as the epitome of creation and the only one among the conspirators who acted solely in the
interests of Rome.

The tragedy ends with Antony and Octavius arriving on the scene. Octavius announces that he will
induct all those who had served Brutus into his service, hinting that there will be a restoration of
peace and order in Rome, rather than civil strife. As indicated earlier in the play, the new
Triumvirate is a shaky one, for Antony has already voiced reservations about sharing the threefold
division of the world with Lepidus. History reveals that Octavius eventually takes the name of
Augustus and easily overcomes Antony, who has succumbed to the fatal charms of Cleopatra. He
then becomes the Roman Emperor, ruling without warmth or weakness.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS

Julius Caesar

Although Julius Caesar is a well-known public figure of ancient Rome, Shakespeare has moulded
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the legendary figure to suit his own dramatic purposes, sometimes ignoring historic facts. Through
the ages, Shakespeare’s interpretation of the character of Caesar has provoked considerable
critical controversy. Some critics feel that Caesar is portrayed as a typical braggart, characterised
by pride, arrogance, foolish oblivion to any of his own weaknesses or to any impending danger.
Others argue that despite some very human failings, including partial deafness in his left ear and
some form of epilepsy, Caesar is a great man, proven in the play by the loyalty of Antony and the
respect given him by most Roman citizens.

Shakespeare does not exalt Caesar to the status of a perfect, or even outstanding, ruler — a
characterization that would have reduced the tragedy to a simplistic melodrama of blood and
revenge, where evil self-seeking politicians plot the murder of a mighty leader for purely personal
gain. Neither does he portray Caesar as an absolute tyrant — a characterization that would have
provided unquestionable justification for Brutus’s participation. Instead, Shakespeare’s Caesar is a
multidimensional tragic character who has fascinated audiences for centuries. He is a complicated
mixture of strength and weakness, coupled with virtue and vice. He hints that he can be
dictatorial, without ever proving himself to be a tyrant; he has proven that he was a good military
leader without ever proving he would have been a good Emperor. Shakespeare intentionally
portrays Caesar in shades of grey rather than in clearly black or white.

Caesar often allows his pride to get in his way, sometimes making him appear foolish. After his
military victory over Pompey, he proudly rides into the city and enjoys the show of pomp given to
him. It is obvious that he definitely wants to become Emperor of Rome and believes he can rise to
the challenge. However, Caesar can also be very wise. In order to win the populace to his side, he
refuses the crown of the Roman State three times, but each time he reveals that he is less
reluctant. Even in his refusal, Caesar seems pompous and false, relishing the attention he is given
and glorying in his own false humility.

Caesar’s pride also makes him ignore warnings that are given to him. His wife Calpurnia tells him
about her bad dreams and begs her husband not to go to the Senate. The soothsayer calls out to
him to ‘beware the Ides of March’. Artemidorus tries to show him a list of the conspirators. He
brushes off all the warnings. He does not ignore these things because he feels they are mere
superstition, for Caesar himself proves he is superstitious when he encourages his wife to take part
in a superstitious cure for infertility. It is Caesar’s own arrogant sense of infallibility that makes
him ignore these signs and warning. He does not believe he could possibly have an enemy in the
world. He is too full of himself to see his own weaknesses.

Shakespeare’s Caesar does not undergo any real change during the play. He is introduced as a
great, but arrogant man, and he dies a great, but arrogant man; even the conspirators, who know
his weaknesses, acknowledge his greatness. When Caesar is seen for the first time returning from
his war victory, he is praised by the multitude. In return, he shows that he is proud, pompous, and
self-confident. When he assumes a leadership role, he quickly shows that he has tyrannical
tendencies. From the first warning given to him by the soothsayer, he proves he is too arrogant to
listen to the advice of others. He is too sure of himself to believe that there are those who dislike
or resent him. When he is stabbed, he is surprised that he has enemies who would want to Kkill
him; when he sees that Brutus is among the conspirator, he can barely believe his eyes. Caesar
dies in total disbelief.

It seems clear that Shakespeare intended Caesar to be the protagonist of the play, entitling the
drama after him. More importantly, the entire play revolves around Caesar. The first three acts
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focus on the conspirators’ desire to get rid of him; the last two acts are a reaction to his death.
Even after life is over for Caesar, he haunts the spirits of the assassins. Additionally, he physically
appears to Brutus as a ghost. As a result, his early and untimely death in the play does not
diminish his presence. Caesar is centre stage from the very beginning to the very end of this
tragedy. Both Brutus and Cassius address his being as they commit suicide.

Brutus

Brutus is an intelligent and noble character and a philosophical leader who places ideas above
people. He has truly tried to live all his life for the good of the state and in defence of his
principles. He is guided in all his actions by a desire to do right and suffers in agony when he
realises his decision to murder Caesar was a faulty one. Unlike the static character of Caesar,
Brutus undergoes a great change in the play; he also serves as the protagonist of his own subplot.
Many critics feel he is the most complex and interesting character in the play.

Brutus clearly has a fatal tragic flaw (or hamartia); he believes himself to be perfectly principled
and constructs for himself a faulty self-image as the preserver of Roman democracy; as a result,
he even sees his part in the assassination as a noble cause. He is convinced that his friend, Julius
Caesar, will be a tyrannical leader; therefore, to save Rome from a certain dictatorship, he
decides Caesar must be destroyed. He willingly joins with the conspirators to accomplish his goal.
His problem is that Brutus cannot realize that men like Cassius, are inherently self-seeking by
nature, for he has never been a selfish man or sought his own self-interests; therefore, he is easily
duped and falls victim to the other conspirators, who use him for their own purposes.

During the entire period before Caesar’s assassination, Brutus is in a state of agonised
indecisiveness. He states that he feels he is in some ‘hideous dream’. On one hand, he prides
himself on high political principles that do not allow him to tolerate even the possibility of a
dictatorship. On the other hand, he is a sensitive moral being to whom murder is extremely
distasteful, especially the murder of Caesar, who is his friend and patron. He is, therefore, torn
between the conflicting claims of his personal love for Caesar and his political love for Rome.

Brutus must make a decision, and he contemplates every aspect of the issue. Unfortunately, he
sees both his choices as bad; therefore, it becomes for him a decision based upon the lesser of two
evils. He can either refrain from allying himself with the conspirators and, in turn, betray his
republican principles; or he can join the faction and, in turn, betray the bonds of friendship with
Caesar. Even when he idealistically decides to join the conspirators, he still attempts to find some
way through which he can destroy Caesar the institution, without killing Caesar the man,
remaining loyal to both his principles of republicanism and to his belief in friendship. He tries to
escape from the guilt of committing a murder by adopting a ritualistic attitude towards it. He
views Caesar’s assassination as an act of religious sacrifice in order to purge Rome and tells
Cassius:

‘Let’s kill him boldly, but not wrathfully,

Let’s carve him as a dish fit for the gods,

Not hew him as a carcass fit for hounds.’

He makes Caesar’s murder palatable by imagining himself to be doing a noble thing; but Brutus has
always been an idealist.

Brutus’s idealism causes him to make many miscalculations that prove to be politically fatal. He
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spares Antony in the assassination because he sees no need to make the act unnecessarily
‘bloody’; in the end, it is Antony who destroys Brutus. He makes a second disastrous decision by
allowing Antony to speak at Caesar’s funeral, for Antony incites the mob to rebel against the
conspirators. Brutus makes yet another fatal decision, against the better judgement of Cassius, by
resolving to move his army to meet the enemy, thereby fighting the final battle at Philippi. His
army suffers a miserable defeat because of his wrong choice.

In spite of his idealism, Brutus possesses a great deal of self-control, which allows him to be calm
and rational. He is even able to curb his emotions when he learns that his wife, Portia, has
committed suicide. Later in the play, Brutus exercises control over himself and does not mourn
Cassius’s suicide publicly, for he does not want to demoralise his army. There are moments in the
play, however, when Brutus allows his sensitive nature to show through. When his young servant,
Lucius, falls asleep while playing and singing to his master, Brutus does not wake and rebuke him;
instead, he tenderly takes the lute from Lucius and quietly bids him goodnight. He also shows his
sensitive side when he chooses to take his own life to avoid the shame of capture and
imprisonment.

By the end of the play, Brutus has changed. He is no longer the totally self-confident and rational
man seen earlier in the play. Although he still remains the leader of the conspiratorial forces, he
himself is haunted by fear after seeing the ghost of Caesar. He even questions if he has done the
right thing in the assassination. He fears that the new leaders of Rome will be more tyrannical
than Caesar ever would have been. He kills himself rather than face the ignominy of living under
their rule. As he plans his own death, he is still idealistic enough, however, to believe that history
will vindicate his actions.

Cassius

Cassius represents the man of passion and presents a stark contrast to the rational and
philosophical Brutus. Unlike Brutus, who believes that morality is fluid if one’s intentions are
good, Cassius is only interested in the end and not the means. He craves power and devises
ambitious strategies to obtain it. He serves as the mastermind and the motivational force behind
the conspiracy to kill Caesar and persuades other people to join him through blatant manipulations
and deceit, such as the forged letters. The main object of Cassius’s manipulation is Brutus. He
succeeds in persuading him that Caesar’s overwhelming ambition poses a threat to the liberty of
the Roman citizens.

Cassius’s severe hostility towards Caesar arises from two motives; he has a personal hatred of
Caesar, whom he views as inferior and weak, and he possesses a strong republican sentiment,
which is secondary to the personal animosity. Cassius repeatedly belittles Caesar by describing his
weakness in swimming the Tiber, his deafness, and his epilepsy. He even mocks him for having had
a fever. Ironically, Cassius neither exalts himself nor succeeds in demeaning Caesar; instead, he
only reveals his personal malice. All his republican motives are made suspect by his apparent
jealousy of Caesar. Cassius’s attempt to belittle Caesar by using his physical weaknesses backfires.
It only makes him seem like a small, envious man.

Throughout the entire play Cassius modifies his methods to suit different sets of circumstances
without compromising or changing his ultimate goal of assassinating Caesar and gaining power. A
perfect example of his adaptability is the manner in which he enlists support for the conspiracy by
utilising a different approach for each new member. For instance, in the case of the philosophical
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Brutus, Cassius adopts the painfully slow approach of planting forged letters over a number of
days. Brutus ponders the warnings in the letters, supposedly written by Roman citizens, and
decides Caesar must be removed. He thinks that he has arrived at this conclusion himself; in truth,
Brutus has been cleverly manipulated by Cassius. In handling Casca, Cassius uses a completely
different approach. He tells Casca that a fearful storm is a sign of displeasure over Caesar from
the gods; he emotionally appeals to Casca to join him in taking immediate action against Caesar,
before worse portents follow.

In Act I, Scene 2, Caesar accurately describes Cassius and states, ‘I do not know the man | should
avoid/so soon as that spare Cassius’. Caesar realises that Cassius is a cynical and dangerous man,
who ‘looks quite through the deeds of men’. Caesar has recognised Cassius’s most significant trait.
His ability to understand his fellow man and then manipulate him is the personality trait that
allows Cassius to assemble the conspirators and move them forward. It is ironic that his keen
perception is betrayed by his poor eyesight. Unable to see for himself what is happening on the
battlefield, he trusts the information given to him by Pindarus. Unable to see the truth and
believing that his cause is lost, he decides to kill himself.

Although Cassius possesses keen political insight, he is not a good politician, for he is too
motivated by personal feelings and gives up too quickly. He clearly understands that Antony is a
risk to his conspiratorial plan, but he submits to the inferior judgment of Brutus and agrees to
spare Antony’s life. In the quarrel scene in Act IV, when Brutus refuses to yield over the issue of
taking bribes, Cassius quickly changes the subject and turns the talk to other things. He again goes
against his better judgement and allows Antony to address the mob, which results in a disastrous
reversal of fortune for the conspirators. Finally, he accepts Brutus’s fatal decision to fight the
battle at Philippi in order to preserve their newly restored friendship. In the end, Cassius is led to
his tragic ruin by not standing up for his beliefs and by allowing his personal feelings to override
abstract political considerations. Like Brutus, he kills himself rather than to submit to the shame
of capture by the enemy.

Octavius

Shakespeare intentionally does not reveal an excess of information about Octavius, for he wants to
paint him in a positive light so he can emerge as an acceptable victor at the end of the play.
Octavius does not even appear on stage until the fourth act and during the entire play, he is only
seen three times and speaks only about thirty lines. When he does appear on stage, Octavius is
portrayed as a total politician, a fine general and a trustworthy friend. He appears to always be in
control of his emotions, never showing any warmth or weakness. Even when he is enraged, he
manages to express his anger in a controlled and formal manner. As a result, he is a perfect
contrast to the confused Brutus and the misguided Cassius. It is not surprising that he emerges as
the winner at the end of the tragedy. In history, he became Emperor Augustus, a leader of much
greater power than Julius Caesar.

The first glimpse that the reader has of Octavius is with Antony and Lepidus in Act IV, when the
Triumvirs are deciding on the names of their potential enemies who are to be eliminated.
Octavius does not hesitate to name around 100 Senators who should die in order to strengthen the
Triumvirate’s control. He also accuses wealthy Romans of being traitors who must be put to death,
so that their properties may be used to finance the campaign against Brutus and Cassius. When
Antony criticises Lepidus, saying he is unfit to rule a third of the world, Octavius is not afraid to
contradict him. He maintains that Lepidus is a ‘tried and valiant soldier’, but he allows Antony to
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‘do your will’. He is wise enough to realise that Antony will always wield more power than
Lepidus, and he wants to be on the winning side. Octavius also possesses a keen insight into human
nature and politics, as seen when he observes that enemies surround them and even those who
appear friendly are hiding ‘millions of mischiefs’ in their hearts.

By the time of his next appearance, Octavius has grown more confident and assertive. On the
plains of Philippi, he calmly points out that Brutus and Cassius have come down to Philippi
contrary to Antony’s expectations. He has become aware of his strong position in the political
situation and does not hesitate to state his wishes. He calmly insists on fighting from the right side
of the battlefield instead of the left, as proposed by Antony. When Antony asks him in amazement
the reason for his needless opposition, Octavius coolly states, ‘I do not cross you; but | will do so’.
When Antony, Cassius, and Brutus engage in a bitter war of words before the actual battle,
Octavius stands aside - aloof and unruffled. A practical man by nature, he does not see any profit
in squabbling about what has already been done. Octavius’s calmness upsets Cassius, who
denounces his silent enemy as ‘a peevish schoolboy... joined with a masker and a reveller’. In
truth, Octavius is much more politically mature than Cassius or Brutus or Antony.

It is Octavius who issues the challenge of the battle, putting an end to the senseless arguments
that he has watched from the side-line. From this point onward, until his appearance at the end of
the play, Octavius steadily increases in confidence and consolidates his position as Caesar’s heir
and successor. At the end of the play, Octavius has proven himself a stronger leader than Antony.
He seizes control of things and significantly announces that he, (not he and Antony) will employ all
those who served Brutus. Octavius is clearly the strongest of the three Triumvirs.

Mark Antony

Although Antony’s presence dominates the middle of the play’s action, he appears briefly at the
beginning in order for his relationship to Caesar to be established. He is present at the feast of
Lupercal, where he reveals that he is loyal to Caesar, as both a friend and a patron. He appears
once again in the early scenes to escort Caesar from his house to the Senate. Despite his brevity of
his early appearances, it is very obvious that Antony accepts Caesar as his master, for he remarks
that when Caesar gives an order, ‘it is performed’. Cassius, more than anyone else in the play,
recognises Antony’s importance and calls him a ‘shrewd contriver’, who cannot be trusted.
Cassius wisely arranges to have Trebonius lure Antony out of the way during the assassination.

After Caesar’s murder, Antony’s importance in Rome quickly escalates. At first devastated by his
friend’s death, he weeps over Caesar’s body. He then controls his emotions, quickly sums up the
situation, and begins his strategy for seeking power for himself. He outmanoeuvres Brutus by
pretending to reconcile with the conspirators and shaking their bloody hands. He succeeds in
gaining permission to make a speech at Caesar’s funeral. He quickly joins with Octavius and
Lepidus to form a new Triumvirate.

Antony’s wisdom and shrewdness is clearly seen during the funeral speech, when he manipulates
the crowd to turn against the conspirators and follow him. Shortly after his funeral oration, he
coldly calculates with Octavius as to which of their potential enemies must be eliminated. It is
shocking that the man who so passionately wept at Caesar’s death now casually agrees to the
death of his own nephew. Antony’s newly found ambition makes him seem ruthless. He openly
acknowledges to Octavius that Lepidus is unfit to share in the threefold division of the world and
indicates his elimination from the scheme of things after he has served his purpose. Antony’s ego
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clashes with that of Octavius, but Antony is able to hold his emotions in check in order to address
the prime concern of defeating Brutus and Cassius.

Antony is one of the victors at the end of the play. With the suicides of Brutus and Cassius, he and
the other two Triumvirs are free to enforce their reign of terror upon Rome. Antony, however, has
revealed that he is not as strong a politician as Octavius, who will soon be able to seize total
control for himself.

PLOT ANALYSIS

Julius Caesar has a straightforward and well-developed plot, created in the usual Aristotelian
manner. The introduction of the first act presents all the major characters, either in person or in
conversation, and the conflict is established. Julius Caesar’s victory over the sons of Pompey and
his popular approval with the Roman citizens is introduced; however, hints of opposition to his
becoming the Roman dictator are clearly presented.

The rising action quickly builds through the second and third acts until the climax occurs late in
the third act. Cassius establishes a conspiracy against Caesar and manipulates Brutus into joining
the plot. Brutus’s decision to align with the conspirators is a crucial moral choice and results in
Caesar’s death, as well as his own. Following the climax, the murder of Caesar, the falling action
is extended through the fourth and fifth acts because of the civil strife that naturally develops out
of Caesar’s murder. Antony and Octavius must fight Brutus and Cassius to maintain control of
Rome. When they realise they are losing the fight, both Brutus and Cassius kill themselves in order
to avoid the same of capture and imprisonment. The conclusion clearly established Octavius and
Antony as the victors and the new leaders of Rome. Caesar’s murder is avenged, and there is hope
that order will be restored.

Closely related to the main plot of the play is a subplot that revolves around Brutus. In the
introduction, he is presented as a man of principle and a friend of Julius Caesar. In the rising
action that follows, Brutus is fearful that Caesar will become tyrannical in his rule and harm
Rome. As a result of his fears, Brutus is tricked into joining Cassius and the conspirators; it is a
difficult decision for him, and he struggles for an entire act in coming to his decision, which will
prove his undoing. He joins in the assassination, truly believing that he is acting for the benefit of
Rome. Not wanting the conspirators to seem like butchers, he refuses to allow Antony to be killed
as well. He also agrees that Antony should be granted the privilege of speaking at Caesar’s
funeral. Both decisions add to the rising action but lead to Brutus’s downfall. Brutus willingly goes
into battle with the conspirators, hopeful of success and believing that their victory will return
peace and order to Rome. During the civil strife that follows, he begins to realise that Cassius has
acted out of his own desire for power. Realising his mistake and knowing the cause of the
conspirators is hopeless, he reaches his own personal climax by deciding to take his own life by
running on his sword. The brief falling action following his decision shows that Brutus still deludes
himself into believing that history will vindicate him, and judge has actions as honourable.
In truth, the conclusion reveals that only the enemy sees his worth as an honourable man who has
acted out of principle and a love for Rome.

It is clear that both the main plot and the subplot end as tragedies with both protagonists

succumbing to their antagonist. In the main plot, Julius Caesar is murdered, and Rome is thrown
into turmoil. In the subplot, Brutus realises his error in joining the conspirators and takes his own
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life. The only positive ray in the entire play is the fact that at the end there is hope that Rome
may again find peace and order since the civil strife has come to an end.

THEMES

Major Theme

The major theme of the play is the corruptive influence of power. From the very beginning of the
plot to the very end, everything is driven by a desire for increased power. Julius Caesar returns
from his military victory over Pompey with a desire to be crowned the ruler of Rome and the
entire Empire. As soon as he knows that the populace supports him, he begins to rule in a
tyrannical and dictatorial way. Because the Senators do not want to lose their own power, several
of them, led by Cassius, plot to destroy Caesar. Brutus is manipulated into joining the conspiracy,
for he fears his friend will become a ruthless dictator; he openly states his belief that power
corrupts all leaders.

After Caesar’s assassination, Octavius and Antony seek their own power structure and Cassius,
leading the conspirators, plots for his own victory. The two forces, in their search for ultimate
power, are destined to clash. In the end, Cassius and Brutus are defeated in the power struggle,
and Octavius and Antony emerge victorious. The power struggle, however, is not over, for
Octavius will defeat Antony and become the ultimate Emperor of Rome. Shakespeare, in the play,
has clearly depicted the corruptive influence of the search for power.

Minor Themes

One of the minor themes of the play is the quickness of one’s fall from greatness. The name
‘Caesar’ had always been associated with an all-powerful, ever victorious, and absolute monarch.
At the first of the play, Caesar appears as a man accustomed to great power and authority that
takes the unquestioning obedience of his commands for granted. His attitude leads to great fear
among the nobility of Rome that he might become a ruthless dictator if he is crowned the king.
Cassius, the originator of the conspiracy to assassinate Caesar, denounces him as a tyrant, a man
who acts ‘like a colossus’ while lesser beings ‘walk under his huge legs and peep about/to find
dishonourable graves’. Caesar does little to allay these fears, since his own pride and arrogance
makes him bear himself as invincible, unquestionable, and all-powerful. As a result, his demise is
quickly plotted, and his assassination occurs within a matter of days after his triumphant return
from victory.

Another theme is the importance of balance. Brutus’s tragedy stems from his totally idealistic
belief that all men are guided by noble thoughts and also from his supposition that the ideal
should be more important than reality. He fails to realise that men actively seek out their own
interests since he himself is guided by altruistic motives. He is guided in all his actions by the
desire to do right and suffers intensely when he realises that he has, in fact, done wrong.
Because of his naive assumption, he is easily misled and manipulated into murder that he thinks is
justified. It is through his character that Shakespeare explores the theme of the virtuous
murderer. He, like Caesar, constructs a faulty self-image and falls prey to it. He sees himself as
the only protector of Roman republicanism and is unable to step outside this self-image. He is torn
apart by the conflicting claims of love for Caesar and love for Rome. He ultimately aligns himself
with the conspirators because he values his public duty to Rome more than his personal friendship
with Caesar. Had Brutus been more balanced in his approach or had Caesar been more balanced in
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his self-image, the outcome of the play could have been very different.

Closely related to the earlier themes is the importance of order in the universe. There was a
widespread belief in the Elizabeth Age that political order was a reflection of cosmic order. In the
Elizabethan world picture, the state was seen as a middle link between the cosmic universe and
the individual man. For Elizabethans, all three levels of creation needed to work in close harmony
with each other and any violation of order or degree in one level made its impact felt in all the
levels of existence. Caesar himself compares his constancy to the fixity of the North Star, which
provides a point of order in the firmament. Caesar’s death results in chaos, destruction, death,
and ‘domestic fury and fierce civil strife’ which lets loose the ‘dogs of war’. Throughout the play,
the levels are clearly out of order, and the conflict is really about the reordering or Rome so that
life can positively continue.
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