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Julius Caesar:  Study Notes

Definition of Shakespearean Tragedy

A Shakespearean tragedy is a literary work in which the protagonist suffers a downfall, loss, or disastrous end usually because of a flaw in his character.  Although essentially a good or noble person, the tragic hero is blinded to this flaw, and events are manipulated to bring about a tragic end.  The tragic hero usually gains a degree of insight and self-awareness as a result.
Structure of the Shakespearean Tragedy

The five-act play is specifically structured in the concept of unity as outlined by Greek tragedy writers.  Each Act has a specific function, with Act III being at the apex of a pyramidal structure.
Act I – Exposition.  Major characters are introduced; setting is established; introduction to conflict and pertinent background information provided
Summary –  Act I opens to the scene of two Tribunes, Marullus and Flavius scolding Roman citizens for blindly worshipping Caesar.  Their conversation reveals deep-seated fears that Caesar is growing too powerful, too arrogant and must be stopped.  Hoping to reduce the blind hero worship of Caesar, the two men remove ceremonial decorations off Caesar's "images" (statues) despite the obvious dangers of doing so.

A little later, we see Caesar leading a procession through the streets of Rome.  A Soothsayer or fortune teller tells Caesar to beware the "ides of March [the 15th of March]" a warning that Caesar will die on this day.  It is ignored. Cassius, who fears Caesar's ever growing power, begins to recruit Brutus, a close friend of Caesar's, towards his conspiracy by implying that Caesar is becoming too powerful.  We also learn that Marullus and Flavius, the two tribunes pulling decorations off Caesar's statues have been put to silence for "pulling scarfs off Caesar's images [statues]."  Brutus is suspicious of Cassius' motives, but tells Cassius that he will think it over.  Casca, another conspirator, reveals information to Brutus that suggests Caesar may be getting more ambitious.

Cassius' conspiracy gains momentum when he recruits a suspicious Casca to their cause against Caesar by pointing out that several recent strange occurrences are omens warning them against Caesar.  To ensure Brutus joins his conspiracy, Cassius has Cinna place some forged letters where Brutus will find them convincing Brutus to join their cause.  Cinna reveals that Brutus' good name will be an asset to their conspiracy.

Act II – Complication.  Conflict is further developed; competing interests outline their positions; intrigue and suspense builds as plot becomes more focussed.
Summary – Brutus cannot sleep, revealing for the first time his own true fears that Caesar may be growing too powerful.  A letter is discovered, which Brutus reads, convincing him to join the conspiracy.  The complete group of conspirators meets at Brutus' house, discussing Caesar's assassination.  Brutus argues against Caesar's right hand man, Mark Antony being assassinated as well.  Cassius and Trebonius have their doubts, but go along with Brutus. Brutus' troubled wife Portia tries to find out what her husband is planning, worried for him.

Calphurnia, Caesar's wife, wakes Caesar up after herself awakening from a terrible nightmare.  She tells Caesar, that her dream foretells doom and succeeds in convincing Caesar not go to the Senate (also referred to as The Capitol) on the "ides of March" which is tomorrow.  Decius Brutus arrives and hearing that Caesar will not be at the Senate tomorrow, and flatters Caesar into going so as not to show fear (allowing Brutus and company to kill him there).

Artemidorus waits in a street with a letter warning Caesar of the conspiracy, hoping to avert Caesar's assassination.

Portia worries for her husband, hoping his "enterprise" today will succeed.  The Soothsayer who warned Caesar about the "ides of March" in Act I, waits in a narrow street hoping to warn Caesar of his imminent danger.

Act III – Climax of action.  Development of major conflict reaches the high point; tragic hero must make a decision; protagonist is aware of the implications of his/her actions.

Summary – Caesar arrogantly tells the Soothsayer that today is the "ides of March", but the Soothsayer tells him the day is not over yet.  Artemidorus nearly warns Caesar, but Decius Brutus prevents this.  Popilius wishes the conspirators good luck, scaring them that Caesar may already know their plans. 

Metellus Cimber petitions Caesar to lift his brother's banishment order.  Caesar refuses and the conspirators kill Caesar.  Mark Antony flees.  Mark Antony pretends to treat Caesar's murderers as friends.  He asks to speak at Caesar's funeral.  Cassius thinks this is dangerous, but Brutus disagrees and lets Mark Antony speak at the funeral. 

Mark Antony reveals his true hatred for the conspirators.  Octavius, Mark Antony's ally is remain safely outside of Rome a little longer.  Brutus and Cassius explain to the citizens of Rome why they killed Caesar, gaining their support. 

Using the immortal words, "Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears;" Mark Antony turns the citizens of Rome against Brutus and Cassius by making the citizens feel remorse for Caesar's cruel death and by bribing then with the news that Caesar's will left gifts of money for each citizen.  Mark Antony uses this fact to suggest Caesar was a great man who should not have been murdered. 

The crowd, now an angry, crazed mob, go after the conspirators including Brutus and Cassius who flee in fear.

A poet called Cinna who bears the same name as one of the conspirators is killed by the angry mob which shows Shakespeare's insight into the senselessness of the mob mentality.
Act IV – Falling action.  Consequences of actions in Act III begin to play out; protagonist struggles to redeem him/herself in face of opposition; tragic hero at a crossroads.

Summary – The Triumvirs (Octavius, Mark Antony and Lepidus) decide which of the conspirators shall live and which shall die.  Mark Antony assures Octavius that Lepidus does not and will not ever have any serious power.  The two men start planning their attack on Brutus' and Cassius' forces.

Brutus learns that Cassius has finally arrived.  Brutus is angry with Cassius, Cassius saying he has done his friend no wrong.  Brutus wanting privacy from his troops, tells Cassius to step into his tent where he will discuss the issue further.

Brutus angrily attacks Cassius first for contradicting his order to remove Lucius Pella for taking bribes and then Cassius himself for his own dishonesty.  Cassius is upset by this, but eventually Brutus chooses to forgive his friend.  We learn that Portia, Brutus' wife has died; over one hundred senators have been put to death by the Triumvirs and a large army led by Mark Antony and Octavius is approaching their position.  Brutus is greeted by Caesar's Ghost which tells Brutus he will see Caesar again at Philippi.

Act V – Catastrophe.  Conflict is resolved; tragic hero comes to realization of personal loss; often an attempt to rationalize actions; usually ends in death of heroic figure.

Summary – On the Plains of Philippi, Mark Antony's and Octavius' forces face Brutus' and Cassius' forces.  The two sides insult each other, then Mark Antony and Octavius leave with their army.

Later in battle with Mark Antony and Octavius, Brutus sends orders via messenger Messala to Cassius' forces on the other side of the battlefield.

Cassius' forces are losing ground to Mark Antony's forces.  Brutus has defeated Octavius' forces, but instead of reinforcing Cassius' forces, have instead sought out spoils or bounty from the field. 

Needing information, Cassius sends Titinius to a nearby hill to report if it is friendly or not.  Cassius instructs Pindarus to go atop a hill to report Titinius' progress to him.

Pindarus sees Titinius pulled off his horse and fears Titinius has been captured.  This would mean Brutus' forces have been beaten, so Cassius kills himself on Pindarus' sword.  Titinius was not captured, but returns and is greeted by Brutus' victorious forces.  Brutus learns of Cassius' death.  Titinius, mourning Cassius, commits suicide.

Brutus inspires his men to keep fighting.  Lucilius, mistaken for Brutus, is captured.  Eventually Mark Antony realizes this and, as the battle rages on, issues orders for Brutus to be captured, dead or alive.

Tired, weary, but still alive, Brutus finds a place to catch his breath with his few remaining followers.  One by one, Brutus asks first Clitius, Dardanius and Volumnius to kill him, but each refuses.  Finally Brutus gets his wish by falling on his sword, killing himself. 

Octavius, Mark Antony, Messala and Lucilius now arrive.  Strato explains how Brutus died.  Mark Antony pays tribute to Brutus' noble spirit by famously saying, "This was the noblest Roman of them all..."  Octavius tells his soldiers to stand down, the battle is now over.

Major Characters

Julius Caesar -  A great Roman general and senator, recently returned to Rome in triumph after a successful military campaign. While his good friend Brutus worries that Caesar may aspire to dictatorship over the Roman republic, Caesar seems to show no such inclination, declining the crown several times. Yet while Caesar may not be unduly power-hungry, he does possess his share of flaws. He is unable to separate his public life from his private life, and, seduced by the populace’s increasing idealization and idolization of his image, he ignores ill omens and threats against his life, believing himself as eternal as the North Star.
Brutus -  A supporter of the republic who believes strongly in a government guided by the votes of senators. While Brutus loves Caesar as a friend, he opposes the ascension of any single man to the position of dictator, and he fears that Caesar aspires to such power. Brutus’s inflexible sense of honor makes it easy for Caesar’s enemies to manipulate him into believing that Caesar must die in order to preserve the republic. While the other conspirators act out of envy and rivalry, only Brutus truly believes that Caesar’s death will benefit Rome. Unlike Caesar, Brutus is able to separate completely his public life from his private life; by giving priority to matters of state, he epitomizes Roman virtue. Torn between his loyalty to Caesar and his allegiance to the state, Brutus becomes the tragic hero of the play.

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

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

 

Thematic Considerations
Our destinies are determined either by fate or decisions of a free will.
 Julius Caesar raises many questions about the force of fate in life versus the capacity for free will. Cassius refuses to accept Caesar’s rising power and deems a belief in fate to be nothing more than a form of passivity or cowardice. He says to Brutus: “Men at sometime were masters of their fates. / The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, / But in ourselves, that we are underlings” (I.ii.140–142). Cassius urges a return to a more noble, self-possessed attitude toward life, blaming his and Brutus’s submissive stance not on a predestined plan but on their failure to assert themselves.

Ultimately, the play seems to support a philosophy in which fate and freedom maintain a delicate coexistence. Thus Caesar declares: “It seems to me most strange that men should fear, / Seeing that death, a necessary end, / Will come when it will come” (II.ii.35–37). In other words, Caesar recognizes that certain events lie beyond human control; to crouch in fear of them is to enter a paralysis equal to, if not worse than, death. It is to surrender any capacity for freedom and agency that one might actually possess. Indeed, perhaps to face death head-on, to die bravely and honorably, is Caesar’s best course: in the end, Brutus interprets his and Cassius’s defeat as the work of Caesar’s ghost—not just his apparition, but also the force of the people’s devotion to him, the strong legacy of a man who refused any fear of fate and, in his disregard of fate, seems to have transcended it.

An inability or refusal to compromise can have dire consequences.
Both Brutus and Caesar are stubborn, rather inflexible people who ultimately suffer fatally for it. In the play’s aggressive political landscape, individuals succeed through adaptability, bargaining, and compromise. Brutus’s rigid though honorable ideals leave him open for manipulation by Cassius. He believes so thoroughly in the purpose of the assassination that he does not perceive the need for excessive political maneuvering to justify the murder. Equally resolute, Caesar prides himself on his steadfastness; yet this constancy helps bring about his death, as he refuses to heed ill omens and goes willingly to the Senate, into the hands of his murderers.

 

Antony proves perhaps the most adaptable of all of the politicians: while his speech to the Roman citizens centers on Caesar’s generosity toward each citizen, he later searches for ways to turn these funds into cash in order to raise an army against Brutus and Cassius. Although he gains power by offering to honor Caesar’s will and provide the citizens their rightful money, it becomes clear that ethical concerns will not prevent him from using the funds in a more politically expedient manner. Antony is a successful politician—yet the question of morality remains. There seems to be no way to reconcile firm moral principles with success in politics in Shakespeare’s rendition of ancient Rome; thus each character struggles toward a different solution.

One man’s hero is another man’s villain.
Both Caesar and Brutus are perceived to be heroes and villains in Julius Caesar. At the opening of the play, Caesar is hailed for his conquests and is admired for his apparent humility upon refusing the crown. However, once murdered, Caesar is painted (by Brutus et al) as a power hungry leader with the intentions of enslaving all of Rome. Brutus' speech, which follows Caesar's death, successfully manipulates the plebeian perspective. By the end of his speech, the crowd is hailing Brutus for killing Caesar, whom they now perceive as a great villain.
But, the crowd is easily swayed once again when Antony speaks. Following Brutus' remarks, Antony gives Caesar's eulogy, manipulating the crowd with stories of Caesar's kindness, and sharing the details of Caesar's will, which leaves money to every Roman. At the end of Antony's speech, the crowd is once again supportive of Caesar, mourns his death, and seeks to kill Brutus, Cassius, and the other murderers. The swaying opinions of the plebeians, and the great differences in opinion that the play presents leave the audience to determine who, if anyone, is the hero of the play, and who, if anyone, is the villain.

Words are powerful weapons.
Speech plays a very important role in the plot developments of Julius Caesar.  Although it is daggers that kill Caesar, it is the persuasion of Cassius and others that seal his fate.
Brutus is hesitant at first to join the conspiracy against Caesar, but after speaking with the highly manipulative Cassius, Brutus is more convinced. Then, after receiving an anonymous letter (actually written by Cassius) that decries the rule of Caesar, Brutus is convinced he must take action and agrees to join Cassius' murderous plot.
As well, the plebeians are easily swayed into greatly opposing viewpoints through Brutus' and Antony's speeches. Antony's great manipulation of the crowd causes anarchy in the streets of Rome and creates the support for a mission to avenge Caesar's death.



Regicide is a necessary evil in some political systems.
The general theme is regicide.  It is the concept of whether the killing of a king is justifiable as a means of ending (or preventing) the tyranny of dictatorship.  Brutus plays a great part in this general theme.  Brutus kills Caesar in the name of liberty, fearing that absolute power and Caesar's view of himself as more than a mere mortal will enslave Rome to the will of a single man.

Idealism exacts a high price.
Brutus wishes for an ideal world. He is happily married, lives in a beautiful home, and is a well respected success according to all measures of Roman living. However, Brutus wishes for perfection in his life and willingly risks everything – and ultimately loses everything, including his life – to live up to his ideals.  Although he loves Caesar, Brutus fears Caesar is too power hungry, and might possibly destroy the Republic. Cassius understands Brutus' idealism and takes advantage of it in order to manipulate Brutus into joining the conspiracy against Caesar. At heart, it is Brutus' idealism that causes his ultimate downfall. Antony recognizes this fact when addressing Brutus' dead body at the conclusion of the play, saying, "This was the noblest Roman of them all".

Pride is the harbinger of destruction.
Julius Caesar well knows that Cassius poses a threat to him. In Act I, Caesar, upon noticing Cassius in a crowd, tells Antony: “Yond Cassius has a lean and hungry look. / He thinks too much: such men are dangerous” (1. 2. 204-205) In other words, Cassius is hungry for revolution, reprisal, against the man he envies; he would bring him to ruin. Nevertheless, Caesar says he does not fear Cassius, “for always I am Caesar” (1. 2. 222), meaning he is the greatest of men and therefore invincible. And so, in the plumage of his pride, Caesar makes himself an easy target for Cassius and his other enemies. A Bible verse encapsulates Caesar’s haughtiness: Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a fall. (Prov. 16. 18.)
But Caesar is so confident is his own abilities he ignores warnings.  “Beware the ides of March,” a soothsayer tells Caesar (1. 2. 23). But Caesar ignores the warning. He also brushes off the threat he perceives from Cassius  Later, he ignores the warnings of his wife, who tells him of many omens that bode ill for him if he leaves home on March 15 (the Ides of March) to go to the senate. Apparently, in his arrogance, Caesar believes he is invulnerable to the machinations of the conspirators; he is an Achilles without a weak spot.

 
Much of the play deals with characters’ failures to interpret correctly the omens that they encounter. As Cicero says, “Men may construe things after their fashion, / Clean from the purpose of the things themselves” (I.iii.34–35). Thus, the night preceding Caesar’s appearance at the Senate is full of portents, but no one reads them accurately: Cassius takes them to signify the danger that Caesar’s impending coronation would bring to the state, when, if anything, they warn of the destruction that Cassius himself threatens. There are calculated misreadings as well: Cassius manipulates Brutus into joining the conspiracy by means of forged letters, knowing that Brutus’s trusting nature will cause him to accept the letters as authentic pleas from the Roman people.

 

Thus, in the world of politics portrayed in Julius Caesar, the inability to read people and events leads to downfall; conversely, the ability to do so is the key to survival. With so much ambition and rivalry, the ability to gauge the public’s opinion as well as the resentment or loyalty of one’s fellow politicians can guide one to success. Antony proves masterful at recognizing his situation, and his accurate reading of the crowd’s emotions during his funeral oration for Caesar allows him to win the masses over to his side.


Great political ambition breeds great political enmity.
The conspiracy against the politically ambitious Caesar begins to form after other government leaders – in particular, Cassius – perceive him as power-hungry.
Caesar is a great man, and an ambitious man. His ambition is what worries Brutus, and ultimately leads to Brutus joining the conspiracy to murder Caesar. Cassius is also a very ambitious man, and because he is so jealous of Caesar's power, wishes to kill him to gain more power for himself. Ultimately, the ambition of these two men leads to their downfalls and to virtual anarchy in the streets of Rome. Great ambition leads to great conflict.

Deceit wears the garb of innocence.
While conniving behind Caesar’s back, his enemies pretend to be his friends.  Cassuis manipulates Brutus through deceitful means.

Antony pretends to be friends of the conspirators after Caesar’s death, but is just trying to get out alive.  He then convinces Brutus to allow him to address the public at Caesar’s funeral and uses the opportunity to turn the people against the conspirators.

