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Julius Caesar  (c. 1599) 

Contextual information  Quotes from Julius Caesar  
 
When writing Julius Caesar, Shakespeare 
drew heavily on biographies of Caesar, 
Brutus, and Antony from The Lives of the 
Noble Greeks and Romans by the ancient 
Greek historian Plutarch. But he 
compressed and altered the time frame of 
events, shortening the period between 
Lupercalia and the Ides of March from a 
month to around two days. In other places, 
Shakespeare expanded details from 
Plutarch, such as in the famous speeches at 
Caesar’s funeral.   

 

 
Explore North's translation of 

Plutarch's Lives 

 

 

 
Ben Jonson suggested that Shakespeare 
had ‘small Latin, / and less Greek’. But 
Shakespeare owed a great deal to the 
classical Greek and Roman world. It is likely 
that he attended the grammar school in 
Stratford-upon-Avon, where he would have 
read classical texts like Seneca. In the upper 
forms, boys were even required to talk 
exclusively in Latin.  

 

 
Explore Seneca His Ten Tragedies, 

1581 

 

 

 
Rhetoric is the art of speaking persuasively 
in public. There were numerous textbooks 
of rhetoric published in Shakespeare’s day. 
School boys would have had to memorize 
rhetorical figures like anaphora, which were 
used by ancient Roman orators in their 
speeches. Boys would probably also have 
practised making persuasive speeches 
arguing for and against certain cases.  

 

 
Explore The Arts of Logic and 

Rhetoric by Dudley Fenner 

 

 

 
The historical figure Mark Antony is behind 
the character of Antony in Shakespeare’s 
Julius Caesar. He is the character who most 
effectively uses rhetoric.  

 

 
View a silver coin with bust of Mark 

Antony 
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Some actors and directors, such as Orson 
Welles, have felt that Brutus is the real star 
of Julius Caesar. He has almost five times 
the number of lines given to the play’s title 
character.  
 
Michelangelo’s bust of Brutus (1539) 
portrays the subject through skilful carving 
of marble, but Shakespeare’s Brutus is 
shaped through his rhetorical language. 

 

 
View a bust of Brutus by 

Michelangelo 
 

 

 
In early modern Europe, there was a 
complex debate about calendars and the 
calculation of dates. During the 16th 
century, almanacs and calendars were the 
most frequently printed books, apart from 
the Bible.  
 
Systems such as calendars, which divide 
time up into regular units of days, weeks, 
months and years, tend eventually to go 
out of sync with the motion of the sun and 
moon. In 46 BC, Julius Caesar corrected the 
inaccuracies that had arisen, by 
implementing the Julian calendar. 
According to Plutarch, it was one of the 
reasons Caesar had become unpopular in 
Rome.  
 

 

 
Explore Almanac for 1585 

 

 

 
In the ancient Roman calendar, the months 
were divided by three marker days. ‘The 
Ides’ was the third of these marker days. 
Notionally it arrived on the day of the full 
moon, which in March fell on the 15th.  
 
Julius Caesar was assassinated on the Ides 
of March 44 BC, as commemorated on this 
historical coin. On the other side is an 
image of one of Caesar’s assassins, Marcus 
Brutus.  
 

 

 
View a silver coin commemorating 

the Ides of March 

 

 

 
By the 1590s, it was clear that Queen 
Elizabeth I was not going to produce an 
heir to the throne. In England, there was a 
ban on public discussion of the succession, 
but this book, A conference about the next 
succession to the crowne of Ingland, was 
published in Antwerp. It argues that 
deposing Queen Elizabeth is justified.  
 
The ‘tyrannicide’ debate over whether or 
not the assassination of Julius Caesar was 
justified had been running continuously 
since it happened in 44 BC. This might have 
resonated with the public in the later years 
of Elizabeth I’s reign. 

 

 
Explore A Conference about the 

Next Succession 

 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/bust-of-brutus-by-michelangelo
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/bust-of-brutus-by-michelangelo
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/almanac-for-1585
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/silver-coin-commemorating-the-ides-of-march
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/silver-coin-commemorating-the-ides-of-march
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/a-conference-about-the-next-succession
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/a-conference-about-the-next-succession


The British Library | www.bl.uk/shakespeare  3 

 

 
Ghosts were often seen by Catholics as 
restless human souls that had died in 
violent circumstances and remained in 
Purgatory. But Protestants like Ludwig 
Lavater rejected the idea of Purgatory and 
felt ghosts were more likely to have come 
from Hell. This meant they could be making 
dangerous requests, luring people to 
damnation by persuading them to commit 
murder or suicide. He also thought that 
some ghosts were delusions experienced by 
those suffering from melancholy or 
madness.  
 

 

 
Explore Boydell's collection of prints 

illustrating Shakespeare's works 

 

 

 
Readers across the centuries have found 
their own political meanings in Julius 
Caesar. This letter of 1776 connects the 
play with the American Declaration of 
Independence in that year. In the letter, 
Abigail Adams writes to her husband, John 
Adams, a prominent figure in the American 
War of Independence who would later 
become President. At times Abigail signs 
her letters as ‘Portia’, proving her 
commitment to her husband’s revolutionary 
work by invoking the wife of the 
Republican Brutus. Here, she quotes twice 
from Julius Caesar, 4.3.216–24 and 
3.1.264–66.  
 

 

 
Explore a letter from Abigail Adams 

to John Adams, 1776, quoting 
Julius Caesar 

 

 

 
In 1937 Orson Welles directed a production 
of Julius Caesar at the Mercury Theatre, 
subtitled ‘Death of a Dictator’. Because of 
aspects of staging like the lighting design 
and straight-armed salutes, audiences saw 
in it references to the rise of fascist 
dictatorships in 20th-century Europe. It 
particularly evoked the Nazi Congress in 
Nuremburg, which took place a few weeks 
before the production. 
 
Welles denied that his production was 
straightforwardly anti-fascist, and argued 
that the play was really about Brutus, 
whom he played. He said Brutus was ‘the 
bourgeois intellectual, who, under a 
modern dictatorship, would be the first to 
be put up against the wall and shot’.  
 

 

 

 
View a photograph of Orson Welles 
as Brutus in Julius Caesar and a 
Photograph of Orson Welles and 
Arthur Anderson in Julius Caesar 
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