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Themes

In all of Shakespeare’s plays, he does not merely tell the facts of the
story, but has a purpose for the story — the theme. Julius Caesar has been
described as a history play. It has been studied as history, but Shakespeare
changed some dates and characters in order to tell the story in the time and
with the themes which interested him. There are several themes in Julius
Caesar.

Shakespeare wrote Julius Caesar in the early part of 1599. The title is
misleading, as the story centers on the inner struggle of Brutus rather than
Caesar. We see in Brutus’ inner turmoil a microcosm of the struggle. Brutus’
own “civil war” is his decision whether or not to murder his friend. It is
Brutus’ belief that this brutal act will make Rome free again. Ironically, this
action brings about a civil war in Rome. The latter part of the play echoes the
beginning; Brutus’ struggle becomes the struggle of all of Rome. Those who
believed in Caesar and wanted him alive battle those who murdered him or are
grateful for his assassination. Brutus brings about the very thing he was trying
to avoid -- the destruction of Roman democracy. Shakespeare leaves us with
the questions “Can an evil act ever be justified? Can destructive actions bring
about productive results?”

The play was taken from descriptions of its characters in a book called
Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Romans (c. 1579). It detailed the lives of Caesar,
Antony, Brutus, Cassius and the time and circumstances leading up to and after
the Ides of March. Shakespeare took the story and molded it into one of the
most famous history plays of all time. But the character that caught his interest
was not the famous Julius Caesar, well known conqueror and leader of Rome,
but rather the man who brought him down.

It is interesting to note that later that year, Shakespeare wrote another
play that dealt with the inner struggles of a man deciding to commit murder for
“good reasons” --- Hamlet. There are other similarities in these plays. Both
Hamlet and Brutus are visited by ghosts. Consider the soliloquies of Brutus
and Hamlet as each decides how to proceed.

Brutus: He would be crown’d:
How that might change his nature, there’s the question.
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Hamlet: To be or not to be: that 1s the question.

Unlike Plutarch’s original, Shakespeare chose to play up Brutus’ inner
struggle and Caesar’s faults. Was he sympathetic to the protagonist’s views of
democracy when he showed Brutus as noble? This is quite a question when we
consider that Shakespeare wrote during the Elizabethan era. At this time,
democracy was considered a very unstable and dangerous form of government.
The lower classes were largely uneducated and their numbers exceeded the
middle and upper classes. English nobility had no interest in offering these
people a vote. This may have influenced Shakespeare’s mob scenes. He draws
the plebeians as fickle and dangerous. We see that their anger can be easily
manipulated and channeled into civil unrest and rioting.

There were other events during this time that certainly influenced the way
in which Shakespeare chose to tell the story. The Earl of Essex, a favorite of
Queen Elizabeth’s had plotted against her life. He had been wildly popular with
the people and was considered to be one of the most noble men in London. He
was eventually executed for trying to overthrow the Queen. Now we turn to
Shakespeare who is writing a play about a noble man plotting against a national
ruler. His whole treatment of the play and the subject, especially Brutus, had to
be a done with utmost care. Qur playwright balances excellently the views of his
own era and the needs of a story which takes place at a quite different time.

Finally, Julius Caesar has been oftentimes described as a “political play”,
but are all the characters just political representations? Are they politically
motivated —that is, are their motives all for the good of the state? Shakespeare
himself brings this into question. He very carefully draws his characters and
though they insist their motives are for “the good of Rome”, Shakespeare allows
us to see into their hearts and minds. We thus discover the true motives behind
the conspiracy and are soon given quite another picture.

Cassius goes to great lengths to describe his hatred and resentment of
Caesar, History tells us that Cassius bore a grudge against Caesar for favoring
Brutus. It is also interesting to note that Caesar had “taken away his lions from
him.” Plutarch, the original source, says “This was the cause (as some do report)
that made Cassius conspire against Caesar.” As for the other conspirators,
Shakespeare gives each a personal reason to join Cassius. In the play, Decius
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scoffs at Caesar for being conceited and vulnerable to flatterers. Caska’s pride
makes his vulnerable to Cassius persuasion when he insinuates that perhaps
Caska is happy being a slave. Though Caska is far from being anyone’s
“bondsman” he is insulted by the suggestion and immediately signs on to the
conspiracy to prove himself a strong Roman. Metellus Cimber has personal
reasons to hate Caesar who will not free his brother. Most of the other Senators
are upper class patricians afraid of losing their influence in Rome. Brutus alone
is said to have thought of “the good of Rome”. A closer look at his first famous
soliloquy, however, and we see a man dedicated more to his own philosophies
than to any political state. He can find no proof against Caesar, but lets himself
be lead blindly by “what ifs” and things that must be “fashioned” out of thin air.
His incomplete resolution to murder Caesar is finally filled out with 1magined
treacheries gathered from his beloved philosophical studies. Personal motives
justify themselves with “political” titles. Suddenly the most political play of
Shakespeare looks to be much less about politics and much more about human
nature.

Shakespeare’s great play is as relevant today as it was 400 years ago. The
issues of the play seem to be plucked from today’s headlines. Who should lead a
country? Does democracy work if its leaders are too rich? Is true democracy
possible when the wealthy hold all the power? Should one man ever be given
ultimate power? And if so, for how long? Is it right to assassinate a world leader
if it seems that he’s harming a country?

Shakespeare, through the careful painting of his characters, offers a
warning to those of his time and ours. Murder cannot be justified by good
intentions or political ideals. And, more importantly, even the noblest among us
can be led astray by those passions which blind our judgments.
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Synopsis

“Beware the Ides of March” is the warning Caesar hears at the opening of
the play. All of Rome is celebrating Caesar’s defeat over the sons of Pompey,
Caesar’s biggest rival for power in Rome. But there are those in Rome that think
Caesar is growing too powerful and fear he will ruin the democracy they have
fought to keep. Cassius is of this belief and he works on the noble Brutus to help
him in a plot against Caesar. That night, in the midst of an eerie and violent
storm, Cassius recruits Caska into the growing band of conspirators and they all
join Brutus in his orchard to formulate a plan for the assassination on the next day,
March 15", Though Cassius suggests they murder Marc Antony as well, Brutus
argues against it. Dawn breaks and the conspirators leave Brutus who is joined by
his wife, Portia. She demands that her husband share his problems with her. That
same morning, Calpurnia, Caesar’s wife has a dream that he is murdered. Despite
her fears and other warning signs, Caesar goes to the Capitol when the
conspirators come to fetch him. Not long before the session has begun, the
conspirators assassinate Caesar. Caska is the first to strike, and Brutus the last.
Caesar utters his last words “Et tu Brute?”” (And you Brutus) and falls. Antony,
Caesar’s ally, makes peace with them in exchange for the chance to speak at his
funeral. Despite protests from Cassius, Brutus consents. Brutus is the first to
speak to the people, assuring them that it was necessary to rid Rome of the man
who wanted to be a king. Antony follows his oration, and carefully and quickly
turns the mob on the conspirators. They drive the conspirators out of Rome and
the city is plunged into civil war. The conspirators form a rebel army to combat
Antony, Octavius (Caesar’s nephew and heir) and Lepidus. These last three form
a triumvirate and assume full power in Rome. Tension mounts between Cassius
and Brutus as they assemble their armies. They quarrel before Brutus reveals the
news of Portia’s suicide. He advises the armies to strike quickly from their
position at Sardis. It is here that the ghost of Caesar visits Brutus and promises to
haunt him again at Philippi where the battle will take place. Tactical mistakes by
Brutus and Cassius allow Antony’s army to gain the upper hand and Cassius, in
despair impales himself on his sword, the same blade that murdered Caesar. The
rebel army loses its strength and Brutus, in order not to be taken and to maintain
his honor, kills himself as well. The play ends with Antony promising to give
Brutus all the rites of burial of an honorable man.
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JULIUS CAESAR: History in performance
...changes with the times

Julius Caesar was written in 1599. It was was one of the first plays (if not
the first) to be performed at the newly opened Globe Theatre. Sources for the
play include Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Romans (c. 1579).

1599 marked an interesting year for Shakespeare’s company. Not only
were they opening their new theatre, but they had just lost their clown of many
years, Will Kempe. It was important to include clowns in Elizabethan plays to
engage the audience and most of his plays include important roles for them.
Julius Caesar, however, has only two short scenes with various clown-like
characters. Perhaps Shakespeare did not yet have a new clown to write for. By
the time he wrote As You Like It they had employed Robert Armin, a witty
playful clown with an excellent voice. But while 4s You Like It was written with
many songs and dances later that year, two other plays written for the company
the same year have very small parts for traditional clowns. These are Hamlef and
Julius Caesar. Armin was a different kind of clown from Kempe. Kempe
originated Bottom (4 Midsummer Night’s Dream), Dogberry (Much Ado About
Nothing) and Launce (Two Gentlemen of Verona). He was known for his
dancing and for his marvelous physical comedy and faces. But when Robert
Armin was hired to play the clowns, Shakespeare had to write a different way.
Armin was witty and playful and he paved the way for the sad, thinking or clever
clowns like the Fool (King Lear), Feste (Twelfth Night) and ITrinculo (The
Tempest). Perhaps the lack of physical humor and comic relief in Julius Caesar
is due to the settling in of the new member of the company.

Julius Caesar was a very popular play from 1599 until the Puritans closed
the theatres in 1642, they reopened during the Restoration,

Eighteenth Century theatre in England was dominated by the great
manager/actor David Garrick. He nicknamed his theatre "the house of William
Shakespeare”, and restaged many of the original plays. The intense drama and
wild stories were perfect for his acting style, so much so, that he changed much
of Shakespeare to suit his needs! He cut characters, got rid of "offensive and
bawdy" references and added some speeches for himself. His theatre was so
popular that others followed this practice. Julius Caesar as we know it would
hardly have been recognizable in Garrick’s time.
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In the 19th century, especially the later part, audiences and producers
became obsessed with historical accuracy in costumes and sets. Spectacle was all
the rage. Cuts were often made so that the famous actors would be assured more
stage time than anyone else. Julius Caesar offered theatre producers the
opportunity to rebuild the Roman Forum with its huge columns and flowing
fountains. The second part of the play was staged with wild battle scenes
complete with trumpets and sometimes even live horses. In a 19" century
production of Shakespeare’s great play, togas and sandals were the order of the
day.

The 20th century has seen a huge variety of stagings and adaptations of the
play -- from Fascist Italy to post-appocaliptic landscapes. Several films have
been produced, the most popular saw Marlon Brando as a brooding Marc
Antony. Audio versions of the play have been produced with Richard Dreyfuss
as Marc Antony and with TV’s Kelsey Grammar reading some of the roles.
Montana Shakespeare produced Julius Caesar in 1996 for its summer season.
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An Age Old Tradition
A Brief History of Touring

Montana Shakespeare in the Parks is one of the oldest touring companies
currently operating in the United States. Since the beginning of theatre, actors
have felt that if they couldn't bring people to the theatre, they would bring theatre
to the people.

As early as the 2nd century BC actors traveled throughout the Roman
Empire. Small bands of actors traveled around Italy to camivals and markets.
Stock characters of Roman Theatre were dressed in recognizable costumes.
Audiences saw performances during the day and with the busy atmosphere at a
market, the actors had to be especially entertaining. Not much has changed today
for outdoor touring companies. Whether it's the distraction of cars rushing by,
dogs barking (or for our outreach actors -- a school bell or fire drill!), touring
actors have their work cut out for them. As a theatre goer explains in 190 BC,
"The play and the acting had to be first-rate, otherwise the spectators would
disperse in search of more exciting entertainment."’ This 2,000-year old speech
about audience etiquette could pertain today:

Let...the usher [rnot] roam about in front of people or show anyone fo a
seat while the actor is on the stage. Those who have had a long leisurely
nap at home should now cheerfully stand, or at least refrain from
sleeping...and let the nurses keep tiny children at home and not bring them
to see the play, lest...the children die of hunger or cry for food like young
goats. Let matrons view the play in silence, laught in silence, refrain from
tinkling tones of chatter..’

As the Catholic Church became more and more powerful, they began to
feel that Greek and Roman plays promoted pagan beliefs. The plays were about
gods and goddesses and so the Church forbid them. Acting was considered a sin
and theatre was outlawed. For six centuries theatres were closed and plays
punishable with imprisonment. But this couldn't stop touring actors who soon

1Nagle:r, A M., A Source Book in Theatrical History. New York, 1959.

’Ibid.
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found a way to perform a sort of theatre under the guise of minstrels. They
wandered around from town to town, singing, juggling, and telling stories. Even
in the blackest time in theatre history, touring persisted.

Ironically, the Church itself was responsible for the resurgence of theatre.
They saw how people were affected by minstrel stories and created their own
version of plays called the Medieval Miracle Play, or Mystery Play (from
mystere, the French word for miracle). These were the only types of plays
allowable for many years, but there was much to do for actors and scene builders.
The stories were based on the Bible. Adam and Eve, Noah, the Nativity, and the
story of Jesus' death were most popular. This last was called the Passion Play.
Actors would set up stages throughout a village and villagers wandered from
stage to stage to see the whole cycle. In a sense, the audience began to tour and
the actors stayed put! A cycle could last an entire day. As they became more
popular and much larger, the sets were placed on horse-drawn wagons. Some
were two stories tall and could be led from town to town.

Tired of the limitations of the same Bible stories again and again, actors
convinced the church that people could learn about morals through plays about
themselves. It was a short step to the next sort of play called Moralities.
Characters had names like Greed or Despair. These sorts of plays became very
popular and toured all over Europe.

In 1569, a troupe of players came to Stratford, England. They had to get
permission from a bailiff named John Shakespeare who was required to preview
all plays before they could be performed. John Shakespeare gave them
permission and paid them nine shillings. His son William was five years old and
it was probably the first play he ever saw. By the time Shakespeare was old
enough to become an actor himself the theatre was still suspect. Theatres were
not allowed in the city limits and the Puritan city council declared all actors to be
vagabonds. Someone of this distinction had no civil rights, so acting companies
had to have a patron in the nobility. Shakespeare's company was known as the
Lord Chamberlain's Men during Elizabeth's reign, and The King's Men when
King James succeeded her.?

3Aagesen, Colleen. Shakespeare for Kids, his Life and Times. Chicago Review Press.
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Though they might have a permanent home at the Globe or Swan, actors
still toured. They would bring props, sets and costumes to the homes of their
patrons one night, and perhaps to the court the next. They did occasional tours of
the country. Shakespeare wrote one of the acting troupes into Hamlet. He shows
us a typical travelling company ready to perform many plays upon demand.
Perhaps the largest "tour” the Lord Chamberlain's Men ever had was when they
brought their entire theatre with them! In 1596 the company, headed by Burbage,
was leasing a theatre in Shoreditch, outside the reign of city authorities. But they
were in danger of losing their permanent home. Their landlord would not renew
the 21-year lease and try as they might the actors could not reach an agreement
with him. He had plans to pull down the playhouse and use the timber for
another purpose. So just before their lease expired, on a dark night in December
of 1598, the Lord Chamberlain's Men pulled down the theatre themselves. They
transported the oak timbers across the Thames River in the middle of the might
and rebuilt the theatre. It was called the Globe.”

In the 17th century, the Puritans shut down the theatres, but it only lasted
18 years. When theatre was allowed again, people's tastes had changed. By the
18th century, it became more and more difficult to tour as audiences wanted
more and more elaborate sets. One company, organized in London by William
Hallam, packed up his theatre (mostly consisting of his own family) and made an
unprecedented "tour" -- across the ocean to the New World. It was 1752 and
those who had settled the colonies had been in sympathy with the Puritan
shutdown years before. Three young men in Virginia had been arrested in 1665
for performing a play written by one of them called Ye Beare and ye Cubbe. It
was the first play to be written on American soil. The Hallams opened
Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice in Virginia in 1752. They were able to
hold audiences with their productions of Hamlet, Othello and Richard Il
Against initial opposition, they went on to play successful seasons in New York,
Philadelphia, and Charleston; then they set sail for the nearby British colony of
Jamaica, where they changed their name to the American Company and sat out
the revolutionary war. Other companies sprang up and toured the countryside
with Restoration style plays that had impeccable moral instruction with a dash of
sex and crime. As in London, plays came before the theatres. Actors played in
inns or barns with a minimum of scenery and little distinction between the acting

“Ihid.
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E.

Activities

These can involve two or more students, preferably working away from the
desk or study-table. They can help students to develop a sense of drama and
the dramatic aspects of Shakespeare’s play — which was written to be
performed, not studied in a classroom.

1.

2.

Act the play — or at least a few scenes of it.

The assassination. Shakespeare tells us that Casca struck Caesar from
behind, but each of the conspirators probably kills him in his own way.
Each person chooses a conspirator to portray. Think about where each
would stab Caesar. Then, stage the assassination scene or do a “snapshot”
of the picture at the moment of his stabbing.

Draw a picture of the storm that Casca describes. Put in as many images
as possible based on the speech.

Taking quotes and events from the play's text, make a scrapbook using
current photos, headlines, news clips, advertisements, etc. that evoke the
play's words for you.

In Kabuki Theatre metaphorical characters are sometimes shown on stage.
What characters, such as Fate or Love would you put on stage? Draw a
picture of how they should look. Discuss whether it's a good idea to have
representations of ideas as characters.

Write down all the words of a famous Shakespearean speech, leaving out
all punctuation and running all the lines together. Trade this with someone
and see if you can put the speech into iambic pentameter. It may be easier
than you think.

Produce your own video from a scene in the play.
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