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Preparation for Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar 

Background Information 

The Tragedy of Julius Caesar is set in Rome in the year 44 BCE. Rome was the capital of a vast empire. The 

empire stretched across Europe, North Africa, and the Middle-East. 

 

Historical Background: Problems in Rome 

William Shakespeare expertly incorporated many of the problems affecting the Roman Republic at the time of 

Julius Caesar in to his play. 

There were many problems affecting the democratic government of Rome. One of the problems affecting the 

Republic was the fact military and civilian leaders did not trust one another. In principle the generals were 

supposed to serve the senators; however, the generals did not always see it this way. The Republic was 

protected through a system of checks and balances to power, e.g. the power of the army was checked by the 

Senate, the power of the Senate was checked by the people of Rome, etc. 

Senators were drawn from the wealthiest, most influential families of Rome. These families belonged to a 

ruling class called patricians. The patricians weren’t the only ones who possessed decision-making power. The 

plebeians (or the common people of Rome) were represented in the Senate by two tribunes. Tribunes were 
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directly elected to their office by the plebeians. The tribunes were extraordinarily powerful, in that, they 

possessed something called veto power. Veto power gave tribunes the ability to strike down any law or 

decision made by the Senate (no questions asked). 

Arguably, the biggest challenge confronting any democracy (not just Rome’s) is the people involved have to 

believe in it for it to function properly. If you have people who only pursue their narrow interest at the 

expense of others, democracy begins to break down. The generals, senators, plebeians, etc. have to submit to 

something called the rule of law, i.e. everyone is equal under the law regardless of station. Thus, as soon as 

generals started demanding more power for themselves (by interfering with the decisions of the Senate) 

Roman democracy was in trouble. The situation worsened when ambitious senators saw the Senate as a place 

to further their own narrow interests (instead of as a place where the interests of the Roman Republic as a 

whole might be protected). This resulted in the plebeians feeling ignored; the plebeians also felt like they no 

longer had any say in their own government. Ideally, the Senate was supposed to represent everyone—rich, 

middle-class and poor. Yet, the power of the Roman people as a whole was constantly reduced by men like 

Julius Caesar who had ambitions of becoming emperor. 

In this context, therefore, a group of conspirators assassinated Julius Caesar preventing him from destroying 

the Republic. The problems affecting the fragile Roman Republic did not end with the assassination of Caesar. 

The power struggles between generals and senators continued. In fact a bloody civil war broke out 

immediately following Caesar’s death (between the supporters of the Republic, e.g. Cassius and Marcus 

Brutus, etc. on one side and the supporters of an imperial system controlled by an emperor, e.g. Mark Antony, 

Lepidus and Octavius Caesar, etc. on the other). 

 

Facts About the Play 

The following is a list of key facts you should know for your Shakespeare exam. 

Play’s Full Title: The Tragedy of Julius Caesar 

Play’s Author: William Shakespeare 

Genre: Tragic drama, historical drama 

Time & Place Written: 1599, London, England 

Play’s Climax: when Cassius, Brutus, and the other assassins of Caesar are killed during the Roman Civil War 

(Act V. Scene 3). 

Protagonist(s): Antony and Octavius 

Antagonist(s): Brutus and Cassius 

Setting: 44 BCE (Ancient Rome, the final days of the Roman Republic) 
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Shakespeare’s Life 

William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in the town of Stratford-upon-

Avon in Warwickshire, England. The son of a successful middle-class 

glove-maker, Shakespeare attended grammar school but his formal 

education ended there. Nonetheless, William Shakespeare continues 

to be the most influential writer in all of English literature. 

In 1582, Shakespeare married an older woman named Anne. The 

couple had three children. Their marriage was not a happy one. 

Consequently, in 1590 leaving his family behind he moved to London 

to pursue work as an actor and playwright; it wasn’t too long 

thereafter he became the most popular playwright in England and 

part owner of the Globe Theater. 

His writing career (1558-1625 AD) spanned the reigns of Queen 

Elizabeth I and King James I (he was a favorite of both monarchs). 

Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford dying in 

1616 at the age of fifty-two. 

 

Plot Overview: The Tragedy of Julius Caesar 

Two tribunes, Flavius and Marullus, are wandering the streets of 

Rome. They are disappointed so many Roman citizens are neglecting 

their work just to watch a parade of Julius Caesar returning to the 

city. Caesar (pictured below) has just defeated his enemy and rival, 

General Pompey. Flavius and Marullus remove decorations from 

statues of Caesar as they scold citizens for not going to work. 

There are several key people in Caesar’s parade—Mark Antony, Marcus 

Brutus, and Cassius. Cassius and Brutus were long-time friends of Caesar (and 

each other); and Antony was a sort of second-in-command to Julius Caesar. 

While Caesar walks by the crowds of people a soothsayer calls out to him and 

says, “Beware the Ides of March.” Caesar ignores the soothsayer’s warning 

and proceeds with his victory celebration (Act I. scene 2. Lines 19-25). 

While walking in the parade, Cassius notices Brutus seems distant. Brutus 

replies he has been at war with himself. Cassius says he wishes Brutus could 

see himself as other see him, for then Brutus would realize how honored and 

respected he is. Brutus says he fears people want Caesar to become king, 

which would mean the end of the Roman Republic. Cassius agrees Caesar is 

Tribune: an official elected by 

the plebeians to protect their 

interests. 

 

General Pompey: Pompey, 

Caesar and Crassus ruled 

Rome as a triumvirate. Once 

Crassus died Caesar and 

Pompey fought one another to 

become the most dominant 

leader of Rome in their own 

right. 

 

Soothsayer: someone who 

makes predictions of the 

future (usually on the basis of 

special knowledge which I 

personally like to call 

nonsense). 
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treated like a god even though he is merely a man. 

Cassius recalls incidents of Caesar’s physical weakness and marvels 

this imperfect and fallible man has become so powerful. He blames his 

and Brutus’s lack of will for allowing Caesar’s rise to power: surely the 

rise of such a man cannot be the work of fate. Brutus considers 

Cassius’ words as Caesar walks towards them. 

Upon seeing Cassius, Caesar tells 

Antony he deeply distrusts 

Cassius. Caesar leaves the scene 

and then another politician 

(Casca), tells Brutus and Cassius 

during the celebration, Antony 

offered the crown to Caesar 

three times and the people 

cheered. Caesar refused the 

crown each time it was offered. 

He reports Caesar then fell to the 

ground and had some kind of 

seizure before the crowd; his 

demonstration of weakness, however, did not alter the plebeians’ 

devotion to him.  

Brutus (pictured above) goes home to consider Cassius’ warnings about Caesar. In the meantime, Cassius 

comes up with an idea on how to get rid of Caesar: he will convince the senators of Rome to assassinate the 

would-be emperor. 

Later that same night Rome is 

covered in a violent storm. Brutus 

finds letters in his house apparently 

written by Roman citizens worried 

Caesar has become too powerful. 

The letters, however, have in fact 

been forged and planted there by 

Cassius. Cassius knows if Brutus 

believes it is the people’s will, he 

will support a plot to remove 

Caesar from power. A committed 

supporter of the Republic, Brutus 

Roman Republic: was 

governed on the basis of 

constitution. The constitution, 

largely unwritten, established 

a separation of powers and 

the checks and balances 

necessary to prevent the 

Republic from being 

dominated by a single 

individual or oligarchy (group 

of men). 

 

Plebeians: Romans not 

belonging to the ruling class, 

e.g. shop owners, artisans, 

and welfare recipients. 
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fears the possibility of an emperor-led empire. 

Cassius, Brutus, and a number of other conspirators, agree to lure Caesar from his house to kill him in the 

Senate (pictured on the previous page). Cassius wants to kill Mark Antony, too. He believes because Antony is 

so close to Caesar he needs to be killed alongside the general. Brutus disagrees. Brutus observes too many 

deaths will render their plot too bloody and dishonor the Senate. Cassius unwisely agrees to spare Antony’s 

life and the conspirators depart for home. Portia, Brutus’ wife, observes her husband appears pre-occupied. 

She pleads with him to confide in her but he tells her to leave him alone. 

Caesar prepares to go to the Senate. His wife, Calpurnia, begs him not to go. She describes nightmares she has 

had where a statue of Caesar streamed with blood and smiling men bathed their hands in it. Despite his wife’s 

warnings, Caesar refuses to yield to fear insisting on going about his daily business. Calpurnia persists and 

eventually convinces Caesar to remain home after all—if not out of caution then as a favor to her. But Decius, 

a member of the conspiracy, arrives at the couple’s house and convinces Caesar to go to the Senate. Caesar 

departs for the forum in the company of the conspirators. 

As Caesar proceeds through the streets, a soothsayer tries but fails to get his attention. The citizen 

Artemidorus hands Caesar a letter warning him about the plot (Caesar refuses to read it). At the Senate, the 

conspirators speak to Caesar, bowing at his feet and then encircling him. One by one, they stab him to death. 

When Caesar sees his dear friend Brutus among his murderers, he gives up his struggle and dies. 

 

The murderers bathe their hands and swords in Caesar’s blood, thus making Calpurnia’s dream come true. 

Then Antony stumbles in on the scene. He sees Caesar’s bleeding body surrounded by the murderers. He is 
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too smart to give into anger. So Antony pledges allegiance to Brutus. He shakes hands with the conspirators. 

When he shakes their hands he marks them all as guilty (while pretending to be their friend). 

When Antony asks why they killed Caesar, Brutus replies he will explain 

everything at Caesar’s funeral. Antony asks is he can speak at the 

funeral, as well. Brutus grants Antony permission to speak. Cassius, 

however, is suspicious of Antony’s motives. The conspirators depart. 

Antony (pictured below) is left alone and he swears to avenge Caesar’s 

murder. 

Brutus and Cassius go to the 

Forum to address the people 

about Caesar’s death. Brutus 

declares to the masses that 

though he loved Caesar, he loves 

Rome more, and Caesar’s 

ambition posed a danger to 

Roman liberty. The speech 

convinces the crowd not to get 

angry. 

Then it’s Antony’s turn to speak to the crowd. Antony repeatedly refers to Brutus as “an honorable man;” but 

Antony’s speech becomes more and more sarcastic. He questions the claims Brutus made in his speech that 

Caesar acted only out of personal ambition. Antony points out that Caesar brought much wealth and glory to 

Rome, and three times turned down offers of the crown. Antony then produces Caesar’s will but announces 

he will not read it for it would upset the people too much. The crowd nevertheless begs him to read the will. 

Antony stands beside the body of Caesar and then holds up the body for the people to see. 

He then reads Caesar’s will. In the will, Caesar left each and every citizen 

a sum of money. Antony explained, “He gave orders that his private 

gardens be made available to the public.” The crowd becomes enraged 

that this generous man lies murdered. The crowd calls Brutus and Cassius 

traitors and the people drive the two men from Rome. 

Meanwhile, Caesar’s adopted son and appointed successor, Octavius, 

arrives in Rome. Octavius forms an alliance with Antony (and another 

minor character named Lepidus). The allies prepare to fight Cassius and 

Brutus, who have been driven into exile and are raising armies outside 

the city. At the conspirators’ camp, Brutus and Cassius (pictured at right) 

have a heated argument. Brutus reveals he is sick with grief because in 

his absence Portia has killed herself. The two men continue to prepare 

Forum: was the center of 

Roman public life; it was the 

site of triumphal processions 

and elections; the venue for 

public speeches, criminal 

trials and gladiatorial 

matches; and the nucleus of 

commercial affairs. Here 

statues and monuments 

commemorated the city’s 

great men. 
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for battle with Antony and Octavius. That night, the Ghost of Caesar appears to Brutus, announcing Brutus will 

meet him again on the battlefield. 

Octavius and Antony march their army toward the encampment of Brutus and Cassius. Antony tells Octavius 

where to attack, but Octavius says he will make his own orders; he is already asserting his authority as the heir 

of Caesar and the next ruler of Rome. The opposing generals meet on the battlefield and exchange insults 

before beginning combat. 

Cassius witnesses his own men fleeing and hears Brutus’s men are not performing effectively. Cassius sends 

one of his men to see how the battle is going. The man returns claiming to have seen one of Cassius’ best 

friends surrounded by cheering men. Cassius assumes his friend (Titinius) has been captured by the enemy 

and that the battle is lost. Cassius asks his servant Pindarus to kill him. Cassius dies proclaiming Caesar has 

been avenged. 

Cassius’ friend (Titinius) arrives and sees the dead body of Cassius. The men who had encircled Titinius were 

not his enemies but his own men (cheering because of a victory on the battlefield). Titinius sees Cassius’ 

corpse and then kills himself in grief. 

Brutus learns of the deaths of Cassius and Titinius. He prepares to take on the 

armies of Antony and Octavius. When his army loses, Brutus asks one of his men 

to hold his sword while he impales himself on it. Brutus says that finally now the 

Ghost of Caesar can rest in peace—his death is avenged. 

Octavius (pictured above) and Antony arrive. Antony speaks over Brutus’ body, 

calling him the noblest Roman of all. While the other conspirators acted out of 

envy and ambition, Antony observes, Brutus genuinely believed he acted for the 

benefit of Roman liberty. Octavius orders Brutus be buried in the most 

honorable way. The men then depart to celebrate their victory. 
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Description of the Play’s Most Important Characters 

Brutus: a strong supporter of the Republic and Roman liberty. He did 

not want Rome to have an emperor. Instead, he believed strongly in 

Roman democracy. Although Brutus loved Caesar as a friend (and 

there’s some evidence to suggest Brutus was Caesar’s son sired by 

another woman), he feared his friend for what Caesar might become 

(a tyrant like the kings of old). Brutus was an extremely inflexible and 

principled man. His strong sense of duty and honor made him an easy 

person to manipulate, e.g. Cassius forged and sent letters to Brutus 

written by plebeians asking for Brutus to prevent Caesar from 

becoming too powerful; the letters convinced Brutus something had 

to be done to preserve democracy and protect the people. 

Unlike Caesar, Brutus keeps his public and private lives separate, e.g. 

Caesar considers his wife’s feelings when he makes decisions; 

however, Brutus tells his wife not to interfere in his affairs. If both 

men listened to the advice of their wives, their lives would have taken 

dramatically different directions. 

Brutus’s strong sense of honor makes him the ultimate Roman man. 

He does not give himself over to emotion. Instead, he does his duty; 

and his duty is to ensure the Republic remains free. Cassius uses 

Brutus’ strong sense of honor to manipulate him in to joining the 

conspiracy against Caesar.  In this sense, Brutus becomes the tragic 

hero of the play—his virtue becomes a flaw. 

Julius Caesar: a great Roman general and senator. Caesar was careful 

not to show any outward desire he wanted to become emperor; he 

was well aware of Rome’s negative history and experience with kings; 

therefore, he was careful to build his influence gradually and over 

time. Yet, inwardly, Caesar wanted nothing more than to be crowned 

emperor. 

Although Caesar’s great ambition helps us to appreciate his actions, his motivation to pursue power might 

have been more complicated. For example, Caesar might simply have wanted to put an end to the ceaseless 

conflict between Rome’s patricians (wealthy families) who then dominated the Senate. The problems making 

it difficult for the Senate to run effectively were not a recent development. On the contrary, the patricians had 

been fighting one another, and weakening the Republic, for decades and decades. 

Perhaps Caesar’s greatest flaw is his inability to separate his public life from his private life: privately, he wants 

nothing more than to be made emperor; publicly the Roman people idolize and love him. This brings his 

Roman Democracy: in the 

early years of the Republic 

both rich and poor, high and 

low, lived close together and 

the social and economic gap 

between them was not as 

great as it was during the time 

of Julius Caesar. The state or 

government was established 

by the army. The soldiers 

elected officers to lead them 

and make major decisions 

about peace, war, and other 

matters affecting them, e.g. 

dividing the spoils of war or 

punishing those who broke 

the rules. These officers, who 

were drawn from Rome’s 

most influential families 

referred to collectively as 

patricians, eventually 

organized themselves in to 

the Roman Senate. 



E L A  A 1 0 :  T h e  T r a g e d y  o f  J u l i u s  C a e s a r  b y  W i l l i a m  S h a k e s p e a r e  

 

9 

 

private ambition and his public aspirations together; it would have been wiser for him to proceed slowly; 

however, his ambition and the public’s encouragement pushed him to act sooner rather than later.  

 

Antony: a friend of Caesar and an excellent improviser. In order to save his own life, Antony claims allegiance 

to Brutus and the conspirators after Caesar’s death. Later, however, at Caesar’s funeral he persuades the 

crowd to withdraw its support for Brutus and instead condemn Brutus as a traitor. With tears on his cheeks 

and Caesar’s will in his hand, Antony convinces the crowd to revolt against the conspirators. Antony, Octavius 

and Lepidus, form an alliance (called a triumvirate) to deal with Cassius and Brutus. Antony’s desire to exclude 

Lepidus from power provides a hint he himself has ambitions to rule. Antony is a man able to think on the 

spot. He is also a patient man who knows when to act and when to wait. 

Octavius: was Caesar’s adopted son and appointed successor. Octavius had been on vacation at the time of 

Caesar’s murder. He returns after Caesar’s death; he then joins with Antony and sets off to fight Cassius and 

Brutus. Antony tries to control Octavius’ actions; however, Octavius (like Caesar) is his own man and will not 

be controlled. He emerges as the strongest opponent of the conspirators (which pre-figures his eventual 

seizure of power where he makes himself emperor and master of Rome). 

Casca: was a public figure opposed to Caesar’s rise to power. Casca relates to Cassius and Brutus how Antony 

offered the crown to Caesar three times and how each time Caesar declined it. He believes, however, Caesar is 

just pretending, i.e. although Caesar rejects the crown he actually is just being manipulative. 

Calpurnia: was Caesar’s wife. Calpurnia believes dreams (omens) can come true. She warns Caesar against 

going to the Senate on the “Ides of March” (March 15
th

), since she has had terrible nightmares and heard 

reports of many bad omens. Nevertheless, Caesar’s ambition ultimately causes him to disregard her advice. 

Portia: was Brutus’ wife. She was the daughter of a noble Roman who took sides against Caesar. Portia, 

accustomed to being Brutus’ confidante, is upset to find him so reluctant to speak his mind when she finds 

him troubled. Brutus later hears Portia has killed herself out of grief that Antony and Octavius have become so 

powerful. 

Flavius: was a tribune (an official elected by the people to protect their rights). Flavius condemns the 

plebeians for their love and worship of Caesar. He points out how fickle the people are since they had 

previously cheered in the same way for Caesar’s enemy, Pompey. Flavius is punished along with Murellus for 

removing the decorations from Caesar’s statues during his triumphal parade. 

Cicero: was a Roman senator renowned for his oratorical skill. Cicero speaks at Caesar’s triumphal parade. He 

later dies at the order of Antony, Octavius, and Lepidus. 

Lepidus: the third member of Antony and Octavius’ coalition. Though Antony has a low opinion of Lepidus, 

Octavius trusts his loyalty. 

Murellus: a tribune who criticizes the plebeians for praising first Pompey and then Caesar. 
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Decius: a member of the conspiracy. Decius convinces Caesar Calpurnia has misinterpreted her dreams and 

that, in fact, no danger awaits him at the Senate. Decius leads Caesar right into the hands of the conspirators. 

 

An Analysis of the Play’s Major Characters 

Brutus 

Brutus emerges as the most complex character in the play. He is also the play’s tragic hero. In his soliloquies, 

the audience gains insight into the complexities of his motives. Brutus has many sides to his character: he is a 

powerful public figure; he is a devoted husband; he is a master of servants; and he is a dignified military leader 

and loving friend. 

Unfortunately for Brutus, he cannot be all things to all people. He must decide whether to be loyal to the 

Republic or to his friend Caesar. He is loyal to the people of Rome out of duty but he loves Caesar (and Portia). 

Brutus ultimately chooses duty over love. Brutus choosing duty over love makes him the ideal Roman: a man 

more worried about the security of his nation than his own needs. 

This conflict between duty and love is apparent throughout the play, e.g. After Caesar’s death, Brutus second 

guesses himself whether the assassination was a noble deed or an evil act. Brutus is an idealist. His idealism is 

both a virtue and a deadly flaw. In the world of the play, the men who succeed are full of ambition, e.g. 

Caesar, Cassius, Antony and Octavius. But Brutus is not a man of ambition. He is selfless and sacrifices himself 

for the good of Rome. In this sense, Brutus lived up to Antony’s claim he was the “noblest of Romans” because 

Brutus acted out of duty and not out of personal ambition. 

Julius Caesar 

Caesar was a flawed, conceited and ambitious man. He was also a loving man in the affection he felt for Portia, 

Octavius, Antony and even Brutus. Despite his military success and popularity with most Romans he possessed 

many personal flaws, e.g. he suffered from delusions of grandeur, he believed in his own legend, and he failed 

to appreciate the danger he was in because his popularity made him untouchable. Caesar believed he was 

destined to rule Rome and solve her political problems. His arrogance and confidence ultimately led to his 

assassination. 

Caesar is power hungry. He ignores his wife Calpurnia’s warnings not to go to the Senate because of the 

danger she sensed. He should have known better. Instead, he believed the Senate was summoning him to 

finally make him emperor or pay him further compliments. The prospect of becoming emperor is simply too 

great a temptation to resist. 

In a sense, Caesar’s believe in his own immortality proves to be somewhat true by the end of the play. 

Specifically, by Act V, Scene 3, Brutus attributes his and Cassius’ misfortunes to Caesar’s power reaching them 

from beyond the grave. Caesar’s aura also seems to inspire Octavius and Antony strengthening their 

determination. Also, Julius Caesar is further immortalized when Octavius becomes emperor and assumes the 
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title Caesar. The fact the title for emperor bears Julius’ name establishes the murdered man’s legacy in 

Western history. 

Antony 

Antony proves strong in all of the ways Brutus proves weak. Brutus is deliberate while Antony is impulsive. 

Yet, unlike Brutus, Mark Antony is great at improvising, e.g. upon discovering Caesar is murdered he doesn’t 

show any other emotion but gratitude to the conspirators (shaking their hands and hiding his true mental 

state). Another example of Antony being an effective improviser is when he uses Caesar’s funeral as an 

opportunity to convince the mob to turn on Cassius and Brutus. 

Antony proves to be the ultimate politician. Unlike Brutus who always acts out of sincerity, Antony is shrewd. 

He is a true politician who manipulates people and spins the truth. He spins the truth to manipulate people in 

to believing his version of events. Unlike Brutus, who prides himself on being honest, Antony is always 

strategic in his thinking. 

 

Themes 

A theme is the central idea presented in a play. Writers like incorporate themes in to their plays to make them 

more meaningful and engaging for the audience. Shakespeare incorporated several themes in The Tragedy of 

Julius Caesar. Below are three of the most important themes. 

“Fate versus Free Will” 

For some people everything is determined by fate. For example, the dog being struck by lightning was due to 

inescapable fate. Yet, other people believe nothing is determined or fated to happen. Instead, events just 

happen the way they do for no particular reason; rather, events take the shape they do because of the 

decisions of the free willing people involved. Certainly there are some things people cannot choose like where 

and when they are born. But they can choose how they live or whether or not they should do this as opposed 

to that. In The Tragedy of Julius Caesar, Shakespeare raises a number of questions about the perceived role of 

either fate or free will in shaping people’s lives. 

In the case of Julius Caesar himself, he believes he was fated to become emperor. However, Cassius refuses to 

accept Caesar’s rise to power as inevitable. Cassius refuses to sit back and do nothing. He believed fate was 

nothing more than an excuse to surrender before the weight of circumstances. 

Cassius insists he and Brutus must take action to remove Caesar; they are actors who through their free will 

attempt to preserve the Republic. Yet, for all his talk of free will, Cassius forges letters to manipulate Brutus 

into joining the plot to kill Caesar. (So it appears some people are freer than others.) Arguably, Cassius’ letters 

are evidence against the existence of free will and seem to support the idea people are simply subject to 

circumstances. In Brutus’ case, his sense of duty makes him easy to manipulate; therefore, he is less free 

compared to Cassius or any of the other characters. Brutus surrenders to circumstances by joining the 

conspiracy. Yet, Antony’s ability to think quickly and improvise is suggestive people can follow their own path, 
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e.g. if he would have revealed his anger at Caesar’s death in the Senate the conspirators would have instantly 

killed him right there and then. Antony knew this right away and acted accordingly to save his own life. This 

suggests a person can overcome circumstances. Interestingly, Brutus’ sense of duty and command to spare 

Antony is an example of circumstances outweighing freedom of action. Certainly, Cassius would have 

preferred to kill Antony; however, Cassius could not overcome Brutus’ authority; therefore, an opportunity to 

kill Antony was lost which ultimately had dire consequences for the conspirators. 

Julius Caesar looks at life as one part fate and one part free will, e.g. he recognizes some events are indeed 

beyond our control. Yet, he is also a man of action refusing to be a pawn of fate. He will make fate suit his 

desire to become emperor. If he did not try to force fate in this way, he would be surrendering what little free 

will and freedom he had as a man has to decide his own future. 

 

“Public Self versus Private Self” 

Julius Caesar is a tragedy because many of the characters end up having things happen to them they do not 

necessarily deserve. When it comes to Brutus the play is a tragedy because he neglects his private interests for 

the sake of his public obligations. Then there are characters like Cassius who believe meeting their personal 

need for security is in the interest of the Roman public as a whole. For his part Caesar’s personal ambition to 

become emperor was no secret; he believed Rome’s future and stability depended upon his ambitions being 

fulfilled. 

 

“Misinterpretation and Mis-readings” 

Throughout the play characters frequently fail to correctly identify and interpret omens. For example, the 

night before Caesar’s assassination there is a terrible storm raging. Cassius believes the storm signifies the 

danger Caesar poses to the Roman Empire. So Cassius is convinced Caesar must die. However, the storm could 

be interpreted as a warning of the eventual destruction brought to Rome through the civil war which broke 

out following Caesar’s assassination. 

There are mis-readings of other omens, as well: Brutus misreads Cassius’ letters as authentic pleas from the 

Roman people to destroy Caesar. Also, Cassius misreads the situation and kills himself when he thinks Titinius 

has been killed whereas in fact Titinius was victorious. 

In the world of Julius Caesar, the inability to read people and events leads to destruction. Also, the ability to 

read people and events accurately is the key to survival. For instance, Antony’s ability to determine (and 

influence) the public’s opinion leads him ultimately to enjoy success. Antony is a master at recognizing when 

to act and when not to; and his accurate reading of the Roman crowd’s emotions during his funeral oration for 

Caesar allows him to win over the Roman masses to his side. 
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“Inflexibility versus Compromise” 

Both Brutus and Caesar are stubborn and inflexible people; and both of them ultimately die because of their 

inability to compromise. People who are adaptable are more likely to successfully navigate change; however, 

Brutus’ rigid sense of honor leaves him open to manipulation by Cassius. In the case of Caesar, his favorite 

word was fast (everything had to be completed with speed); he was an unwavering man who, once he set his 

mind to something, saw it through. Caesar’s temperament ensured he would not pay any attention to the 

several warnings he received about the conspiracy against him. His uncompromising attitude likewise gave 

Caesar a false sense of security since he believed he was untouchable. 
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The Roman Republic Explained Through Slides 
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Scene Summaries 

The following are summaries for each act/scene from the play. 

Act 1, Scene 1 

Julius Caesar returns to Rome from battle. As Caesar approaches, two Tribunes (Flavius and Marullus) express 

their fear of Caesar’s potential to become a tyrant. 

Act 1, Scene 2 

Following Caesar’s triumphant entry into Rome, Mark Antony offers Caesar the crown in front of the large 

crowds that have gathered. Caesar rejects the offer of becoming king of the Romans. Roman military 

generals—Cassius and Brutus—express concern about Caesar’s growing power. They fear Caesar will make 

himself emperor. Cassius tries to persuade Brutus that Caesar would make a terrible leader. Brutus fears 

Caesar is going to destroy the Roman Republic. The conversation continues. Cassius and Casca discuss the 

possibility of using force to remove Caesar from power. 

Act 1, Scene 3 

A terrible lightning and thunder storm takes place above Rome. Two important Roman senators—Casca and 

Cassius—discuss their plan to kill Caesar. They worry about Brutus’ loyalty to Caesar. They worry whether 

Brutus will help kill his friend or betray them to Caesar. The conspiracy against Caesar continues to grow. 

Several other characters (senators) are named and agree to take part in Caesar’s assassination. 

Act 2, Scene 1 

Meanwhile, Brutus is wide awake, anxiously pacing about his garden. He thinks about his friend Caesar’s 

growing ambition and actions. Cassius plants a letter at Brutus’ house. The letter suggests the people would 

be happier if Caesar were removed. Brutus is convinced to join the conspiracy to kill Caesar after reading the 

letter. 

Following reading the letter, Brutus’ wife Portia comes to him. She is worried about her husband. She asks him 

to share what is troubling him. He refuses. He promises to tell her what is on his mind after he meets with the 

conspirators. 

Cassius (and several other conspirators) arrive at Brutus’ house. They all agree to kill Caesar at the Senate (also 

known as the “Capitol”). Cassius suggests that both Antony and Caesar should be killed. Brutus convinces the 

conspirators to spare the life of Antony. Brutus refuses to kill anyone out of vengeance but will do so to 

protect Roman liberty; he believes the Roman people would not accept the killing of Antony as just. Cassius, 

for his part, simply wants to remove any and all potential enemies. 

Act 2, Scene 2 

While the conspirators meet, Caesar’s wife (Calphurnia) is troubled by nightmares. In her dreams, she sees 

Caesar bleeding to death at the foot of his statue in the Senate. She convinces Caesar not to go to the Senate. 

However, Caesar soon changes his mind when Decius Brutus (another conspirator) convinces him Calphurnia’s 

dreams mean nothing. Caesar makes his way to the Senate. 
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Act 2, Scene 3 

Before Caesar makes his way to the Senate, a man named Artemidorus reads aloud a warning he will attempt 

to pass off to Caesar before he enters the Senate. 

Act 2, Scene 4 

Portia waits nervously at home, wondering when Marcus Brutus will return. She speaks with Lucius, her 

husband’s trusted servant, and asks him if he hears strange sounds coming from the Senate. He does not, 

although Portia continues to worry, as if aware of what is about to happen. The soothsayer passes by the front 

of the house, and Portia questions him. The soothsayer simply comments he is hoping to catch Caesar and 

warn him again about the ides of March. 

Act 3, Scene 1 

Along the way to the Senate Caesar is pressed by members of the conspiracy, as well as by Mark Antony, to 

give priority to various cases during the morning session. It is the ides of March, March 15
th

. When he arrives 

at the Senate, he sees the soothsayer again, and says to him, “The ides of March are come.” 

Soothsayer: “Ay, Caesar, but not gone.” 

Caesar arrives at the Senate. He conducts some official business. Shortly thereafter the conspirators move in 

to kill Caesar. Casca begins by stabbing Caesar in the back of the neck, followed by the rest of the group, and, 

finally, by Marcus Brutus, who stabs him in the heart. As Caesar is stabbed, he says to Brutus, “Et tu, Brute?—

Then fall Caesar!” 

Caesar is astonished that Brutus, a trusted friend and general of his, has betrayed him so completely. The 

conspirators panic and run from the Senate. Brutus tries to calm them. He asks Pubilus, an elderly senator who 

did not flee with the rest, to help him calm the crowd, then announces the bloodshed is over, and gathers the 

conspirators together around the body of Caesar. 

As the group prepares to set out triumphantly through Rome, one of Antony’s servants appears with a 

message of loyalty from Mark Antony. Brutus believes this statement of loyalty, but Cassius remains skeptical 

that this is in fact the case. Antony enters then, and expresses grief over the body of Caesar before 

approaching the conspirators to pledge his allegiance to the new leaders of Rome. He makes only one request: 

he be allowed to bear Caesar’s body to the center of Rome and make a eulogy for Caesar before the crowd. 

When Brutus agrees to this concession, Cassius takes him aside and expresses his worry Antony might still do 

something to hurt the conspirators. Brutus brushes these concerns aside, saying he will speak to the crowd 

first, explaining to them he killed Caesar not out of vengeance, but out of a concern for the welfare of the 

citizens of Rome. The conspirators exit. Antony falls over Caesar to express his grief. Afterwards, a servant of 

Octavius enters, bidding news of Caesar’s grand-nephew’s arrival. The boy is grieved by Caesar’s death and 

stays with Antony to find out how his speech at Caesar’s funeral will go (and then reports back to his master). 

Octavius is part of the Triumvir planning to rule all of the Roman Empire—Caesar was to be another member. 
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Act 3, Scene 2 

Brutus gives his speech and provides his reasons for killing Caesar. He then leaves as Antony begins to speak. 

Antony proceeds to incite the crowd against Brutus and his co-conspirators. Although Antony is speaking 

against Brutus and his group, he makes a point of pretending to honor them. He even goes as far as to insult 

the co-conspirators, and claim they killed Caesar out of jealously. In the end, the pulls out Caesar’s last will and 

testament, which declares all of Caesar’s private gardens and walkways would hence forward belong to the 

people of Rome. This is the final straw against the conspirators because it proves to the commoners that 

Caesar would have been a just and good ruler, and not at all ambitious, which is exactly why Brutus said 

Caesar had to be killed. 

Act 3, Scene 3 

The poet Cinna is accosted by the crowd that was incited by Antony’s speech. Simply because he shares his 

name with Cinna the conspirator, he is chased by the angry crowd in fear for his life. 

Act 4, Scene 1 

Act 4 begins with the Triumvir (Mark Antony, Octavius and Lepidus) planning their revenge on Marcus Brutus 

and his group of conspirators. First, they create a list of men who will be put to death for treason against 

Rome. On the top of this list are Lepidus’ brother, Lucius Aemelius Paullus, and Antony’s nephew, Publius. 

Lepidus then leaves, after which Antony questions whether he deserves to be a part of the ruling Triumvir. 

Octavius responds Lepidus will serve well as a fall guy—someone who will do the dirty parts necessary for 

running an empire. 

Act 4, Scene 2 

Brutus, who is camped with his army outside of Sardis, greets Cassius, who has just arrived with his army. 

There is apparently a rift between the two old friends, and the greeting does not go well. Pindarus and Titinus, 

Cassius’ servant and officer, respectively, come to Brutus first and warns him Cassius seems less friendly than 

before. Brutus stands warned as Cassius approaches and invites Cassius to his tent to air his grievances. 

Act 4, Scene 3 

We find out that Cassius feels slighted by Brutus’ condemnation of Lucius Pella for taking bribes. Cassius is 

friendly with the man, and tried to beg forgiveness from Brutus, who refuses, in the name of justice. Brutus 

says that, because Caesar was killed in the name of justice, justice should be honored at all times, and he feels 

that Cassius has forgotten this. The two men explode in anger, which subsides as Cassius expresses anguish at 

being so alone, without the support of a formerly close friend. As the argument subsides, an elder poet 

attempts to forcibly gain entrance to Brutus’ tent. Officers force him back, but not before he tries to dispense 

advice to Brutus and Cassius. Brutus, especially, has no patience for the man, and wishes not to hear it. He 

gets so worked up because he has just heard that his wife, Portia, has killed herself by swallowing hot coals. 

They then decide to advance to Philippi before battling Antony and Octavius, hoping to prevent those men 

from amassing greater numbers of loyal followers during a march from Philippi to Sardis. Brutus and Cassius, 
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already having marched that distance while asking for money and food to support their cause, are no longer 

popular among the people. 

Afterwards, Brutus asks his servant Lucius for some music as the officers all drop off to sleep in Brutus’ tent. As 

Lucius drops off to sleep, Brutus decides to read instead. While reading, he is distracted by a ghost who 

appears in the tent to speak to him. The others remain asleep while Caesar’s ghost warns Brutus that they will 

meet again tomorrow at the plains of Philippi. Brutus is shaken and wakes the others up to ask them if they 

have seen or heard anything amiss. They have not. 

Act 5, Scene 1 

A messenger approaches Octavius and Antony’s camp announcing that Brutus and Cassius have arrived, flying 

their battle flag. Octavius understands Cassius and Brutus’ move as an attempt to show their strength and 

bravado. Antony knows better and realizes that Brutus and Cassius are trying to put on a show of being braver 

and more prepared than they really are. The two sides, before beginning to fight, approach each other to 

speak. Antony tries to provoke Brutus, and tells him that every single stroke that killed Caesar will be avenged 

on the battlefield. 

As Antony and Octavius exit, Cassius speaks a little with his officer Messala, and tells him of two eagles who 

yesterday were following his troops. Torday the eagles are gone, and have been replaced by a legion of ravens 

and other scavenger birds. Cassius is worried by this sign. After Cassius tells Messala his worries, he 

approaches Brutus and gives a farewell. The two men discuss what they will do if they lose the battle; Brutus 

states that he will never be led through the streets of Rome as a captive, and so, this is either the last time the 

two shall ever meet, or they will see each other again and be able to smile. The two give solemn parting 

wishes and exit. 

Act 5, Scene 2 

Brutus commands Messala to give the message to charge to Cassius and his troops, because he fears Octavius 

has approached too quickly. The short scene ends. 

Act 5, Scene 3 

Cassius observes Brutus advancing and predicts the defeat of his troops because they are advancing unevenly 

and without support. Immediately after expressing this fear, Cassius’ attendant Pindarus enters, expressing 

alarm at how close Mark Antony’s men are to Cassius’ camp. Pindarus’ entrance strikes a chord with Cassius, 

who then commands Titinius to ride into the fray below and determine what has happened. Cassius and 

Pindarus retreat to a high hill and Pindarus narrates the action below to a hiding Cassius. When Pindarus 

misinterprets what he sees below, and tells Cassius that Titinius has been captured, Cassius despairs and 

commands Pindarus, a longtime slave, to kill him. Pindarus does so, and then runs from the battle in grief over 

his actions. 

Meanwhile, Titinius has dismounted below to greet friendly soldiers and has not been taken at all. As Pindarus 

exits, Titinius and Messala re-einter with a laurel from Brutus to Cassius, saying that Octavius has been 

overwhelmed by Brutus, just as Cassius has been overwhelmed by Antony. When they see Cassius lying dead 
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on the ground, they realize that Cassius feared Titinius’ death so much that he willingly misunderstood what 

happened below. 

Messala goes off to notify Brutus’ party of what has happened. Meanwhile, Titinius expresses grief over 

Cassius’ death, and kills himself with the same sword. Brutus enters with his officers, including Messala, Young 

Cato, Strato, Voluminus, and Lucillius. Brutus sees the two men dead and proclaims that Caesar is still mighty 

because of the fallout from his death. 

Act 5, Scene 4 

Brutus’ group goes back to the battle, and Brutus leaves with a rallying cry. Cato and Lucillius run into the 

battle, Lucillius attempting to shield Brutus from death by claiming he is Brutus. In the ensuing fight, Cato is 

killed and Lucillius is taken by soldiers who think he is Brutus and do not kill him. Antony enters, hearing cries 

that Brutus is taken, and corrects the soldiers’ mistake, but commands that Lucillius be taken alive because he 

is potentially a valuable ally. 

Act 5, Scene 5 

Brutus, Dardanius, Clitus, Strato, and Voluminus, all who are left of the officers, sit down overlooking the 

battle, and try to convince Brutus not to kill himself. Brutus maintains that the end is inevitable—he has seen 

Caesar’s ghost too many times in the past two nights—and that he would rather go by his own hand than by 

that of his enemies. 

The others leave, and Brutus urges them on. After they are gone, Strato, who Brutus has asked to stay, shakes 

Brutus’ hand out of respect, and holds his sword as Brutus stabs himself with it. Immediately afterword, 

Antony, Octavius, Messala, and Lucillius enter with the army. Messala and Lucillius have been captured. Strato 

is commended by Messala as having done a great service to Brutus and is taken into service by Octavius. 

Octavius and Antony both proceed to compliment Brutus and recognize his pure motives for killing Caesar. 

They understand that he was alone among the conspirators in feeling and acting so. They vow to give him a 

proper burial and his body is taken into Octavius’ tent for the night. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


