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The Truth about Julius Caesar
By Ace G. Pilkington
From Midsummer Magazine, 2001
Toward the end of George Bernard Shaw's Ihe Devil's Disciple, General Burgoyne is asked, "What will
History say?" He replies, "History, sir, will tell lies as usual" (Complete Plays with Prefaces Volume III [New
York: Dodd, Mead & Company, 19631, 338). In lulius Caesar, Shakespeare does something far more
difficult-he tells the truth. Lies. of course, are easy: plots can be straightforward, characters one-dimensional,
and issues simple to resolve. Shakespeare almost never takes such an easy way out, but in the case of]ulius
Caesar he probably felt he had to be even more clever than usual. Most members of his audience would have
known the story of Caesar in detail, many of them from the original Latin sources they had read at school.
Those who hadn't had such an educataonal opportunity or who were lackluster students had available Sir
Thomas North's very popular English version of Plutarch's Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans. Not only do
the lives of Brutus, Caesar, and Antony provide Shakespeare's plot, but he also in many cases had picked up
North's words and dropped them, slightly changed, into his play.
Given such circumstances, what did Shakespeare have to offer to the playgoers at his theatre? Of course,
his language was more powerful than that of any other version. Even what he stole from North was improved.
As loseph Rosenblum says, "The thievery is brilliant" (A Reader's Guide to Shakespeare INew York: Barnes &
Noble, 19991, 166). And Shakespeare was more than a great writer of historical/tragical plays, he was also
(minor anachronisms like clocks and pockets aside) a brilliant historlan. "While he will blunder in the physical
detail of daily life . . . when he comes to deal with a Roman suicide, as distinct from an English suicide, he
leaves the average modern student light-years behind. In the study of history Shakespeare lacked the means
to walk, but he saw a way to run and seized it. The more sophisticated conceptions of the later historians are
easily within his reach" (A. D. Nuttall. A New Mimesis: Shakespeare and the Representation of Reality [London:
Methuen and Co. Ltd., 19831, 101).

What Shakespeare reached tn Julius Caesar was a complex representation of historical truth. In the words of
Harold Bloom, "The more often I reread and teach it, or attend a performance, the subtler and more ambiguous
it seems, not in plot but in character" (Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human INew York: Riverhead Books,
19981, 104). To tell the truth about history means getting at the uncertainties, contradictions, and complexities
of the people who lived it. Caesar and Brutus, Antony and Cassius, Portia and Calpurnia, all see the world in
different ways. Nor are those different visions as easy to categorize as they are in some other plays. There is
no Iago who announces his villainy or Claudius who half-repents his murder. Much as in real liFe, lulius Caesar
is populated by people who see themselves as heroes, people who strive to do the best for themselves and
their country. That they kill each other and precipitate a civil war in the process is true to history, and it is
simultaneously an example of that larger Truth which fiction is supposed to provide when it explores the
mysteries of humanness.
The very title of Shakespeare's play is a part of that mystery. How can .lulius Caesar be the title character
when he is dead before the play has run half its course? Part of the answer is in Caesar's power to dominate
even though he is gone, and part of the answer is in Shakespeare's unwillingness to untie and untangle this
Human Gordian knot. "We are given totally contradictory judgments of Caesar's character and intentions. The
lmpression we receive . . . during his few appearances, credulous, aging, sick, arrogant but, still shrewd and
powerfully authoritative, could support any of these views. His character is vital and complex, but by the time
he is dead. we know him no more absolutely than anyone in the play does ( lohn Wilders, The Lost Garden: A
View of Shakespeare's English and Roman History Plays [London: The Macmillan Press Ltd, 1982],92).
Caesar was in real life (and he is in Shakespeare's play) an extraordinary judge of character, a great
repository of confidence (mostly in himself), and an unusually brilliant man with a wide range of abilities and
interests. A. l. Langguth says of the historical Caesar, "Caesar hadn't been trying to charm Cicero when he
wrote that extending the boundaries of the mind was better than expanding a nation's frontiers" (A Noise of
War: Caesar, Pompey, Octavia, and the Struggle for Rome [New york; Simon & Schuster, 1994], 306).
Was Caesar the genius not only of Rome but for Rome? The right man to solve the problems of a republic
becoming, inevitably, an empire? Or was he an opportunistic politician "who seemed to wish to hoard every title
to keep it away from younger challengers"? (Langguth 300). Were all his wars merely forced marches on the
road to kingship? Still more tantalizingly horrible is the question that Brutus poses to himself (in 2.1), might
Caesar become dangerously ambitious as he becomes more powerful? Should he be stopped before he can
reach a temptation that must prove irresistible?
Beyond Caesar is Rome itself and the nature of rule and rulers, people, politics, and politicians. Will the
death of Caesar bring a release from the danger of dictatorship or will it unleash anarchy and precipitate an
inevitable battle for absolute power? it is Shakespeare's great gift that he makes us see the struggles and
confusions of these characters. This is history come to life, history turned to tragedy on the stage of Truth.
Edith Hamilton describes this great Roman crisis as "a cruel and bitter war which had not brought even to the
victors the high exultation of a great enterprise achieved" (The Roman Way [New york: W. W. Norton &
Company, Inc., 19841. 167). What Shakespeare gives us is the exultation of experiencing and understanding
what these humans thought and felt, and in some sense, what it feels like and means to be human.
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Julius Caesar: A Play of Organization Men
By Ken Adelman
Making plans is one thing, but making plans happen is quite another. .lulius Caesar is a drama about turning
antentions into results. It's a play which is all business and little play. There's no characteristic Shakespearean
scene of love or humor.

Instead, the main characters are organization men who posture much of the time and are acutely aware of

their roles in the establishment. They are ambitious men who build teams and judge each other carefully.
They're leaders who strive to instill trust. organize their teams and implement plans under treacherous
conditions.

They constantly gauge public opinion, and communicate their message with considerable spin and varying
success. And, as they hold meetings and make decisions, they accept individual responsibility. "The fault, dear
Brutus, is not in our stars but in ourselves" (1.2.146 147; all references to line numbers are from The Folger
Library General Reader's Shakespeare: Julius Caesar. Louis B. Wright [New York: Washington Square Press,
lnc., 19591), as Cassius says. They use their reasoning powers but fully appreciate how fate and luck heavily
affect results. Responding to teammates and opponents alike, they worry over their place in the corporate
structure, as well as their ultimate success.

Their concerns are real, for problems constantly arise. Most are addressed and some even redressed. And,
as always in Shakespeare, failures are a big part of the package. Each character is torn by choices while coping
with practical situations as best he can. Each one makes more than a few mistakes and suffers more than a few
business reversals.

In short, lulius Caesar is full of real-life characters who work hard to succeed. From their experiences
contemporary leaders can find answers to that all-important question, "How can I get the job done?"
When the play opens, Rome is poised for a bull market of economic and imperialistic expansion as far as the
forecasters can see. Consequently, common citizens adore their maximum leader, Julius Caesar. Yet some
uncommon nobles, like Cassius, do not. It is not that he minds what Caesar does, since he succeeds at
everythang he takes on. Rather, it is what he is, which is great and haughty. Cassius. tough and shrewd on the
outside, is fragile within. He complains that "Caesar doth bear me hard" (1.2.318), and measures most people
by how they treat him.
Cassius faces an even tougher challenge than do hard-pressed modern executives. His enterprise-to rid
Rome of Julius Caesar-demands great speed, stealth, and certitude. Attaining 90 percent of the goal cannot be
deemed mission success. one should never wound the king.
Cassius's skills are suited to organizing a conspiracy. He has boundless energy, cunning, and the type of
courage Caesar himself admires when saying that "Cowards die many times beFore their deaths; the valiant
never taste of death but once" (2.2.33). More of an entrepreneur than a corporate type, Cassius requires the
assistance ofspecialists because this project is complex, and a wise manager recognizes when he cannot do the
job alone.
Shakespeare scribed a dozen plays on "divine right" kings, virtually none of them godlike leaders. Here,
however, he portrays a self-made man who made himself quasi-divine. Though he appears in only three
scenes, utters only 150 lines, and dies in the middle of the play, Julius Caesar dominates the drama. He
deserved to hold the title to the play.
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