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General Introduction

Every play by Shakespeare is unique. This is part of his greatness. A restless and indefatigable experimenter, he moved with a rare amalgamation of artistic integrity and dedicated professionalism from one kind of drama to another. Never shackled by convention, he offered his actors the alternation between serious and comic modes from play to play, and often also within the plays themselves, that the repertory system within which he worked demanded, and which provided an invaluable stimulus to his imagination. Introductions to individual works in this series attempt to define their individuality. But there are common factors that underpin Shakespeare’s career.

Nothing in his heredity offers clues to the origins of his genius. His upbringing in Stratford-upon-Avon, where he was born in 1564, was unexceptional. His mother, born Mary Arden, came from a prosperous farming family. Her father chose her as his executor over her eight sisters and his four stepchildren when she was only in her late teens, which suggests that she was of more than average practical ability. Her husband John, a glover, apparently unable to write, was nevertheless a capable businessman and loyal townsfellow, who seems to have fallen on relatively hard times in later life. He would have been brought up as a Catholic, and may have retained Catholic sympathies, but his son subscribed publicly to Anglicanism throughout his life.

The most important formative influence on Shakespeare was his school. As the son of an alderman who became bailiff (or mayor) in 1568, he had the right to attend the town’s grammar school. Here he would have received an education grounded in classical rhetoric and oratory, studying authors such as Ovid, Cicero and Quintilian, and would have been required to read, speak, write and even think in Latin from his early years. This classical education permeates Shakespeare’s work from the beginning to the end of his career. It is apparent in the self-conscious classicism of plays of the early 1590s such as the tragedy of Titus Andronicus, The Comedy of Errors, and the narrative poems Venus and Adonis (1592–3) and The Rape of Lucrece (1593–4), and is still evident in his latest plays, informing the dream visions of Pericles and Cymbeline and the masque in The Tempest, written between 1607 and 1611. It inflects his literary style throughout his career. In his earliest writings the verse, based on the ten-syllabled, five-beat iambic pentameter, is highly patterned. Rhetorical devices deriving from classical literature, such as alliteration and antithesis, extended similes and elaborate wordplay, abound. Often, as in Love’s Labour’s Lost and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he uses rhyming patterns associated with lyric poetry, each line self-contained in sense, the prose as well as the verse employing elaborate figures of speech. Writing at a time of linguistic ferment, Shakespeare frequently imports Latinisms into English, coining words such as abstemious, addiction, incarnadine and adjunct. He was also heavily influenced by the eloquent translations of the Bible in both the Bishops’ and the Geneva versions. As his experience grows, his verse and prose become more supple, the patterning less apparent, more ready to accommodate the rhythms of ordinary speech, more colloquial in diction, as in the speeches of the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet, the characterful prose of Falstaff and Hamlet’s soliloquies. The effect is of increasing psychological realism, reaching its greatest heights in Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth and Antony and Cleopatra. Gradually he discovered ways of adapting the regular beat of the pentameter to make it an infinitely flexible instrument for matching thought with feeling. Towards the end of his career, in plays such as The Winter’s Tale, Cymbeline and The Tempest, he adopts a more highly mannered style, in keeping with the more overtly symbolical and emblematical mode in which he is writing.

So far as we know, Shakespeare lived in Stratford till after his marriage to Anne Hathaway, eight years his senior, in 1582. They had three children: a daughter, Susanna, born in 1583 within six months of their marriage, and twins, Hamnet and Judith, born in 1585. The next seven years of Shakespeare’s life are virtually a blank. Theories that he may have been, for instance, a schoolmaster, or a lawyer, or a soldier, or a sailor, lack evidence to support them. The first reference to him in print, in Robert Greene’s pamphlet Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit of 1592, parodies a line from Henry VI, Part III, implying that Shakespeare was already an established playwright. It seems likely that at some unknown point after the birth of his twins he joined a theatre company and gained experience as both actor and writer in the provinces and London. The London theatres closed because of plague in 1593 and 1594; and during these years, perhaps recognizing the need for an alternative career, he wrote and published the narrative poems Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece. These are the only works we can be certain that Shakespeare himself was responsible for putting into print. Each bears the author’s dedication to Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton (1573–1624), the second in warmer terms than the first. Southampton, younger than Shakespeare by ten years, is the only person to whom he personally dedicated works. The Earl may have been a close friend, perhaps even the beautiful and adored young man whom Shakespeare celebrates in his Sonnets.

The resumption of playing after the plague years saw the founding of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a company to which Shakespeare was to belong for the rest of his career, as actor, shareholder and playwright. No other dramatist of the period had so stable a relationship with a single company. Shakespeare knew the actors for whom he was writing and the conditions in which they performed. The permanent company was made up of around twelve to fourteen players, but one actor often played more than one role in a play and additional actors were hired as needed. Led by the tragedian Richard Burbage (1568–1619) and, initially, the comic actor Will Kemp (d. 1603), they rapidly achieved a high reputation, and when King James I succeeded Queen Elizabeth I in 1603 they were renamed as the King’s Men. All the women’s parts were played by boys; there is no evidence that any female role was ever played by a male actor over the age of about eighteen. Shakespeare had enough confidence in his boys to write for them long and demanding roles such as Rosalind (who, like other heroines of the romantic comedies, is disguised as a boy for much of the action) in As You Like It, Lady Macbeth and Cleopatra. But there are far more fathers than mothers, sons than daughters, in his plays, few if any of which require more than the company’s normal complement of three or four boys.

The company played primarily in London’s public playhouses – there were almost none that we know of in the rest of the country – initially in the Theatre, built in Shoreditch in 1576, and from 1599 in the Globe, on Bankside. These were wooden, more or less circular structures, open to the air, with a thrust stage surmounted by a canopy and jutting into the area where spectators who paid one penny stood, and surrounded by galleries where it was possible to be seated on payment of an additional penny. Though properties such as cauldrons, stocks, artificial trees or beds could indicate locality, there was no representational scenery. Sound effects such as flourishes of trumpets, music both martial and amorous, and accompaniments to songs were provided by the company’s musicians. Actors entered through doors in the back wall of the stage. Above it was a balconied area that could represent the walls of a town (as in King John), or a castle (as in Richard II), and indeed a balcony (as in Romeo and Juliet). In 1609 the company also acquired the use of the Blackfriars, a smaller, indoor theatre to which admission was more expensive, and which permitted the use of more spectacular stage effects such as the descent of Jupiter on an eagle in Cymbeline and of goddesses in The Tempest. And they would frequently perform before the court in royal residences and, on their regular tours into the provinces, in non-theatrical spaces such as inns, guildhalls and the great halls of country houses.

Early in his career Shakespeare may have worked in collaboration, perhaps with Thomas Nashe (1567– c. 1601) in Henry VI, Part I and with George Peele (1556–96) in Titus Andronicus. And towards the end he collaborated with George Wilkins (fl. 1604–8) in Pericles, and with his younger colleagues Thomas Middleton (1580–1627), in Timon of Athens, and John Fletcher (1579–1625), in HenryVIII, The Two Noble Kinsmen and the lost play Cardenio. Shakespeare’s output dwindled in his last years, and he died in 1616 in Stratford, where he owned a fine house, New Place, and much land. His only son had died at the age of eleven, in 1596, and his last descendant died in 1670. New Place was destroyed in the eighteenth century but the other Stratford houses associated with his life are maintained and displayed to the public by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.

One of the most remarkable features of Shakespeare’s plays is their intellectual and emotional scope. They span a great range from the lightest of comedies, such as The Two Gentlemen of Verona and The Comedy of Errors, to the profoundest of tragedies, such as King Lear and Macbeth. He maintained an output of around two plays a year, ringing the changes between comic and serious. All his comedies have serious elements: Shylock, in The Merchant of Venice, almost reaches tragic dimensions, and Measure for Measure is profoundly serious in its examination of moral problems. Equally, none of his tragedies is without humour: Hamlet is as witty as any of his comic heroes, Macbeth has its Porter, and King Lear its Fool. His greatest comic character, Falstaff, inhabits the history plays and Henry V ends with a marriage, while Henry VI, Part III, Richard II and Richard III culminate in the tragic deaths of their protagonists.

Although in performance Shakespeare’s characters can give the impression of a superabundant reality, he is not a naturalistic dramatist. None of his plays is explicitly set in his own time. The action of few of them (except for the English histories) is set even partly in England (exceptions are The Merry Wives of Windsor and the Induction to The Taming of the Shrew). Italy is his favoured location. Most of his principal story-lines derive from printed writings; but the structuring and translation of these narratives into dramatic terms is Shakespeare’s own, and he invents much additional material. Most of the plays contain elements of myth and legend, and many derive from ancient or more recent history or from romantic tales of ancient times and faraway places. All reflect his reading, often in close detail. Holinshed’s Chronicles (1577, revised 1587), a great compendium of English, Scottish and Irish history, provided material for his English history plays. The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans by the Greek writer Plutarch, finely translated into English from the French by Sir Thomas North in 1579, provided much of the narrative material, and also a mass of verbal detail, for his plays about Roman history. Some plays are closely based on shorter individual works: As You Like It, for instance, on the novel Rosalynde (1590) by his near-contemporary Thomas Lodge (1558–1625), The Winter’s Tale on Pandosto (1588) by his old rival Robert Greene (1558–92) and Othello on a story by the Italian Giraldi Cinthio (1504–73). And the language of his plays is permeated by the Bible, the Book of Common Prayer and the proverbial sayings of his day.

Shakespeare was popular with his contemporaries, but his commitment to the theatre and to the plays in performance is demonstrated by the fact that only about half of his plays appeared in print in his lifetime, in slim paperback volumes known as quartos, so called because they were made from printers’ sheets folded twice to form four leaves (eight pages). None of them shows any sign that he was involved in their publication. For him, performance was the primary means of publication. The most frequently reprinted of his works were the non-dramatic poems – the erotic Venus and Adonis and the more moralistic The Rape of Lucrece. The Sonnets, which appeared in 1609, under his name but possibly without his consent, were less successful, perhaps because the vogue for sonnet sequences, which peaked in the 1590s, had passed by then. They were not reprinted until 1640, and then only in garbled form along with poems by other writers. Happily, in 1623, seven years after he died, his colleagues John Heminges (1556–1630) and Henry Condell (d. 1627) published his collected plays, including eighteen that had not previously appeared in print, in the first Folio, whose name derives from the fact that the printers’ sheets were folded only once to produce two leaves (four pages). Some of the quarto editions are badly printed, and the fact that some plays exist in two, or even three, early versions creates problems for editors. These are discussed in the Account of the Text in each volume of this series.

Shakespeare’s plays continued in the repertoire until the Puritans closed the theatres in 1642. When performances resumed after the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 many of the plays were not to the taste of the times, especially because their mingling of genres and failure to meet the requirements of poetic justice offended against the dictates of neoclassicism. Some, such as The Tempest (changed by John Dryden and William Davenant in 1667 to suit contemporary taste), King Lear (to which Nahum Tate gave a happy ending in 1681) and Richard III (heavily adapted by Colley Cibber in 1700 as a vehicle for his own talents), were extensively rewritten; others fell into neglect. Slowly they regained their place in the repertoire, and they continued to be reprinted, but it was not until the great actor David Garrick (1717–79) organized a spectacular jubilee in Stratford in 1769 that Shakespeare began to be regarded as a transcendental genius. Garrick’s idolatry prefigured the enthusiasm of critics such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834) and William Hazlitt (1778–1830). Gradually Shakespeare’s reputation spread abroad, to Germany, America, France and to other European countries.

During the nineteenth century, though the plays were generally still performed in heavily adapted or abbreviated versions, a large body of scholarship and criticism began to amass. Partly as a result of a general swing in education away from the teaching of Greek and Roman texts and towards literature written in English, Shakespeare became the object of intensive study in schools and universities. In the theatre, important turning points were the work in England of two theatre directors, William Poel (1852–1934) and his disciple Harley Granville-Barker (1877–1946), who showed that the application of knowledge, some of it newly acquired, of early staging conditions to performance of the plays could render the original texts viable in terms of the modern theatre. During the twentieth century appreciation of Shakespeare’s work, encouraged by the availability of audio, film and video versions of the plays, spread around the world to such an extent that he can now be claimed as a global author.

The influence of Shakespeare’s works permeates the English language. Phrases from his plays and poems – ‘a tower of strength’, ‘green-eyed jealousy’, ‘a foregone conclusion’ – are on the lips of people who may never have read him. They have inspired composers of songs, orchestral music and operas; painters and sculptors; poets, novelists and film-makers. Allusions to him appear in pop songs, in advertisements and in television shows. Some of his characters – Romeo and Juliet, Falstaff, Shylock and Hamlet – have acquired mythic status. He is valued for his humanity, his psychological insight, his wit and humour, his lyricism, his mastery of language, his ability to excite, surprise, move and, in the widest sense of the word, entertain audiences. He is the greatest of poets, but he is essentially a dramatic poet. Though his plays have much to offer to readers, they exist fully only in performance. In these volumes we offer individual introductions, notes on language and on specific points of the text, suggestions for further reading and information about how each work has been edited. In addition we include accounts of the ways in which successive generations of interpreters and audiences have responded to challenges and rewards offered by the plays. The Penguin Shakespeare series aspires to remove obstacles to understanding and to make pleasurable the reading of the work of the man who has done more than most to make us understand what it is to be human.

Stanley Wells





The Chronology of Shakespeare’s Works

A few of Shakespeare’s writings can be fairly precisely dated. An allusion to the Earl of Essex in the chorus to Act V of Henry V, for instance, could only have been written in 1599. But for many of the plays we have only vague information, such as the date of publication, which may have occurred long after composition, the date of a performance, which may not have been the first, or a list in Francis Meres’s book Palladis Tamia, published in 1598, which tells us only that the plays listed there must have been written by that year. The chronology of the early plays is particularly difficult to establish. Not everyone would agree that the first part of Henry VI was written after the third, for instance, or Romeo and Juliet before A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The following table is based on the ‘Canon and Chronology’ section in William Shakespeare: A Textual Companion, by Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor, with John Jowett and William Montgomery (1987), where more detailed information and discussion may be found.











	The Two Gentlemen of Verona
	1590–91



	The Taming of the Shrew
	1590–91



	Henry VI, Part II
	1591



	Henry VI, Part III
	1591



	Henry VI, Part I (perhaps with Thomas Nashe)
	1592



	Titus Andronicus (perhaps with George Peele)
	1592



	Richard III
	1592–3



	Venus and Adonis (poem)
	1592–3



	The Rape of Lucrece (poem)
	1593–4



	The Comedy of Errors
	1594



	Love’s Labour’s Lost
	1594–5



	Edward III (authorship uncertain, not included in this series)
	not later than 1595 (printed in 1596)



	Richard II
	1595



	Romeo and Juliet
	1595



	A Midsummer Night’s Dream
	1595



	King John
	1596



	The Merchant of Venice
	1596–7



	Henry IV, Part I
	1596–7



	The Merry Wives of Windsor
	1597–8



	Henry IV, Part II
	1597–8



	Much Ado About Nothing
	1598



	Henry V
	1598–9



	Julius Caesar
	1599



	As You Like It
	1599–1600



	Hamlet
	1600–1601



	Twelfth Night
	1600–1601



	‘The Phoenix and the Turtle’ (poem)
	by 1601



	Troilus and Cressida
	1602



	The Sonnets (poems)
	1593–1603 and later



	Measure for Measure
	1603



	A Lover’s Complaint (poem)
	1603–4
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	1606



	Antony and Cleopatra
	1606
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	1607
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	1608



	The Winter’s Tale
	1609
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	1610



	The Tempest
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	Henry VIII (by Shakespeare and John Fletcher; known in its own time as All is True)
	1613



	Cardenio (by Shakespeare and Fletcher; lost)
	1613



	The Two Noble Kinsmen (by Shakespeare and Fletcher)
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Introduction

Shakespeare wrote Julius Caesar in 1599, a year that marked a turning point in his professional career: already a senior member of his acting company, with the building of the Globe theatre he became the part-owner of a London playhouse. The play, too, represents a turning point in his development as an artist. It stands between his most original contribution to 1590s drama, the masterly sequence of English history plays which had just come to an end with Henry V, and the major tragedies of the 1600s, which were to begin with Hamlet the following year. Julius Caesar is a play on the cusp, a double-visioned work sharing something in common with both genres: it combines, as I hope this Introduction will illuminate, the objective detachment of historiography with the personal engagement of tragedy.

LISTENING TO RHETORIC

More than any other Shakespeare play, Julius Caesar dramatizes the process of audience management through public oratory: politicians win and lose power according to their ability to influence the Roman people with their rhetoric. Brutus the conspirator and Caesar the ruler whom he helps to assassinate both understand that, in politics, a course of action cannot simply stand on its own merits: a statesman must, in Brutus’ words, ‘Fashion it’ (II. 1.30), present it in a way that imaginatively engages the people. Often this is more a matter of winning hearts than minds: such speeches usually sound impressive in the heat of the moment, but will less often bear sustained scrutiny. For example, Caesar’s determination to go to the Senate despite all danger is expressed to his wife and servant in powerfully heroic terms:

                                  Danger knows full well

That Caesar is more dangerous than he.

We are two lions littered in one day,

And I the elder and more terrible;

And Caesar shall go forth. (II.2.44–8)

Yet this bears no relation to any sane perception of reality; it is no basis on which to take a life-or-death decision. It is up to the actor whether he plays Caesar at this moment as dangerously deluded, his judgement ‘consumed in confidence’ (II.2.49) as Calphurnia puts it, or, alternatively, as a brave man trying to justify his courage to a sceptical household; but the point is that the justification invites such scepticism, from us as much as from the characters onstage. Shakespeare’s pedantic friend and rival Ben Jonson mocked him for having written in a later scene, ‘Caesar did never wrong but with just cause’. The line appears in the published text as ‘Know, Caesar doth not wrong, nor without cause | Will he be satisfied’ (III.1.47–8), and the anomaly is sometimes explained as a sheepish revision in response to Jonson’s criticism that it is logically impossible to have a just cause for wrongdoing. Yet, if that is what Shakespeare originally wrote, perhaps Jonson had missed the point: such a line would have been a coherent part of the design of the play, another of the magnificent rhetorical non sequiturs with which Caesar, to the very end of his life, tries to get his own way.

Politicians’ speeches collapse not only under the weight of their own inherent overstatement or illogicality but also through their failure to misrepresent reality convincingly enough. Explaining his determination to reject Metellus Cimber’s suit and uphold his brother’s banishment, Caesar uses the metaphor of the unmoving pole star:

But I am constant as the northern star,

Of whose true-fixed and resting quality

There is no fellow in the firmament. (III.1.60–62)

But his fashioning himself in those terms, ‘Unshaked of motion’ (III. 1.70), is ironically undercut moments later when he is murdered. Brutus’ attempt to fashion the killers’ public image is no more successful, showing all too often the inventiveness of a clever man who has given himself so far over to theory that he no longer has any sure sense of common perception. Perhaps, after the assassination, he is just being inappropriately facetious when he argues paradoxically that they are Caesar’s friends because they have ‘abridged | His time of fearing death’ (III.1.104–5), but beforehand he sets himself a difficult task in earnest:

Let’s carve him as a dish fit for the gods,

Not hew him as a carcass fit for hounds.

And let our hearts, as subtle masters do,

Stir up their servants to an act of rage,

And after seem to chide ’em. This shall make

Our purpose necessary, and not envious;

Which so appearing to the common eyes,

We shall be called purgers, not murderers. (II.1.173–80)

Vivisection and animal sacrifice played an important part in Roman religion, which is why Brutus can imagine that the conspirators might be seen as sacrificers rather than butchers; but does he really expect either metaphor to predominate in the public mind over the visible actuality of a bloody attack on a human being?

Part of the point is Brutus’ unbounded confidence in his own powers of persuasion. His proposal that the assassins should wash their hands and forearms in the spilt blood of Caesar can appear simply crazy – even, in some productions, to his fellow-conspirators. Its immediate effect is to give him something he must apologize for when Mark Antony arrives on the scene:

Though now we must appear bloody and cruel,

As by our hands and this our present act

You see we do, yet see you but our hands

And this the bleeding business they have done.

Our hearts you see not; they are pitiful;

And pity to the general wrong of Rome –

As fire drives out fire, so pity, pity –

Hath done this deed on Caesar. (III.1.165–72)

Its purpose is to lay the foundations for an apology in the rhetorical sense, a speech of self-justification, by clarifying what is to be justified: the killers make a savage spectacle of themselves so that Brutus can deny that savagery the more effectually. It says something that he is temporarily successful, with the plebeians if not with Antony: in the play’s structurally central scene (III.2), with power up for grabs, the two men compete oratorically for the public mind, and so for Rome, and crowd support goes at first to Brutus, before Antony wins them over with his altogether slicker performance in the public pulpit.

This is a crucial moment not only in determining Rome’s political future but also in the play’s management of its audience. So far we have witnessed rhetoric that is at best semi-public, directed at particular groups of people – petitioners, colleagues, potential enemies – rather than at a mass audience. But the two great political speeches of this scene work differently, and have a peculiar effect. In the theatre they are often addressed as much to the auditorium as they are to the onstage crowd – appropriately enough since, as we shall see, the play itself is doing something very similar to what Brutus and Antony are doing with the crowd. But this is not a straightforward process for the actor: Antony’s speech in particular – ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen’ (III.2.74) – has the reputation of being a theatrical catch-22. There are, it is said, two fundamental mistakes that an actor can make with the speech: one is to play it to the audience; and the other is not to play it to the audience. The reason for the paradox is the doubleness of viewpoint which the play seems to demand of us. If the actor playing Mark Antony delivers his speech to the audience then, quite properly, he is involving us in the political action: like the onstage audience, we listen and respond to what is being said; the staging makes us, as it were, honorary members of the crowd, bringing us to a new degree of engagement. But of course we are not really Roman citizens living in 44 BC, so the outcome of events holds no direct, personal significance for us: for us, it’s only a play, and, however effectively that play may engage our interest and sympathies, it is to be hoped that Antony’s sly rabble-rousing words will not turn us from audience into mob and induce us, as they do the Romans, to riot, burn down buildings and murder innocent poets. In the end we need to see through what Antony says in the same way that we saw through the rhetoric of Brutus and Caesar. The play is written to maintain in its audience a fine balance of engagement and detachment; an actor’s delivery of ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen’ can all too easily tip that balance one way or the other.

Part of this effect is accessible to any audience of any good production, but part requires an effort of historical imagination: if Shakespeare wrote for playgoers, necessarily he wrote in particular for the late-sixteenth-century playgoers he knew rather than for the unimaginable inhabitants of future centuries. We can see both aspects in an earlier moment when a politician addresses the people, albeit with less dignity and less measured rhetoric: at the very start of the play. ‘Hence! home, you idle creatures, get you home’, commands the Tribune Flavius (I.1.1). This opening line can have a powerful impact when played to an audience, rather than just to the onstage characters. Before any live performance there is always an atmosphere of pleasurable anticipation among the assembled playgoers, which reaches its height as the actors come onstage and begin the play. But the first thing to be said in this play is an order to go away again. The effect, startling in any century, would have been particularly acute at the Globe in 1599. We are used to theatrical performances being mainly evening events, whereas in Shakespeare’s time they took place in the afternoon; if you were an apprentice or artisan who wanted to visit the theatre, you had to take time off work, or wait for one of the period’s infrequent public holidays. It is pertinent, then, that Flavius demands, ‘Is this a holiday?’ (I.1.2). There was many an antitheatrical zealot in London who would castigate plays in the same terms, for encouraging idleness and absenteeism, and as Julius Caesar begins it is almost as if one of those fanatics has invaded the stage and begun to harangue the ‘idle creatures’ who are wasting their time with something so trivial as a play. As the scene develops it becomes clear, as most playgoers must always really have known, that Flavius is a tribune from ancient history trying to send Roman revellers home; but it is important that the play also begins with a momentary frisson of the contemporaneous.

Julius Caesar is fairly rigorous in the way it uses contemporary references. That may seem a surprising assertion given that the play is often said to be rather slapdash in the way it creates and maintains its period setting. In contrast with the historically erudite and heavily footnoted Roman tragedies of Ben Jonson, Shakespeare’s play is famous for its anachronisms: the Romans didn’t have striking clocks like the one the conspirators hear at their meeting in Brutus’ orchard (II.1.191), and their ‘books’ were scrolls in which you couldn’t keep your place by turning down a leaf, as Brutus has done in the book he reads in his tent at Sardis (IV.3.271). Clearly, one cannot claim strict historical authenticity for this version of ancient Rome. But arguably it’s not that sort of authenticity that matters: the play demonstrably doesn’t correspond in every detail to what historians know of Rome in the first century BC, but what matters in a drama is how far the world onstage differs from the familiar, day-to-day lives of its audience. Such commonplace things as books or striking clocks can simply be taken for granted unless you have made a study of when they happen to have been invented; what an audience will notice are the ways in which the world of the play is discontinuous with the world in which it is being performed. It is to emphasize that discontinuity that the play usually offers its understated reminders of the contemporary situation in 1599.

There is a complex example in the second scene, when Cassius is first trying to persuade Brutus to join the conspiracy. He does it by appealing to Rome’s history, and the part played in it by Brutus’ famous ancestor, Lucius Junius Brutus, who expelled the city’s kings in 510 BC:

O, you and I have heard our fathers say,

There was a Brutus once that would have brooked

Th’eternal devil to keep his state in Rome

As easily as a king. (I.2.157–60)

Those lines work to establish the difference between Caesar’s Rome and Shakespeare’s England in two ways. One is very obvious: England is a monarchy, whereas the Rome of the play has been a republic for more than four hundred years, and doesn’t want its kings back now; these are two states with different histories, different forms of government, different political traditions. But the speech also distances Cassius more subtly, by inserting a sliver of irony between him and the Elizabethan audience: his words carry a meaning unintended by the character and irrelevant to the action, but all too apparent in 1599. For Cassius, the absolute undesirability of monarchy is defined in terms of an extreme state of affairs which, in contrast, was a present reality for the Protestant Englishmen for whom the play was originally written: in the 1590s the eternal devil did keep his state in Rome, in that the politico-religious iconography of the time portrayed the Pope, England’s great Continental enemy, as Antichrist.

My point is not that this passing reference to the contemporary Rome of the Catholic Church provides some kind of key to a topical layer of meaning now lost to us. On the contrary, I suggest that to search for such topicality is to obscure the play’s real concerns with Roman politics, with a conflict in which the audience has no personal stake, and so doesn’t need to take sides, doesn’t have the responsibility to vote one way or the other. The introduction of a contemporary reference into this milieu is what might be called a significant irrelevance: the playgoers of 1599 are reminded of their own habitual modes of political thought, and that reminder serves as a marker of their own distance from the Roman politics of the play. It’s a moment that reinforces the detachment which is one of the two paradoxically opposed positions in which Julius Caesar’s audience is apt to find itself.

In a sense, the start of the play is another example of this process. Here too the audience is encouraged to remember its contemporary situation – this time its situation as an audience at a London playhouse, and so liable to the strictures of the theatre’s opponents. What’s unusual and uncharacteristic is that, uniquely, this moment does not have the effect of detaching the audience from the action; on the contrary, we are clearly being induced to take sides. Whatever the variety of incompatible opinions and personal philosophies to be found in any theatre audience, there is one thing which every member will have in common: some may like a tragedy and some may not, some may like Shakespeare and some may not; but none of them will disapprove of the theatre on strict ideological grounds – otherwise they wouldn’t be there in the first place. So when, in the first few seconds of the action, the tribunes Flavius and Marullus are associated with sixteenth-century London’s self-righteous antitheatrical moralists, and when they seem to address the assembled playgoers, insultingly, as ‘idle creatures’, an audience’s natural response is one of dislike.

That response is reinforced in the rest of the scene: Marullus and Flavius prove eminently dislikeable. They are self-important in their assumed superiority as they reprove the onstage crowd for taking an unauthorized holiday. They cannot bear not to have the best of the encounter, and Flavius’ bearing disintegrates all too easily into comical alliterative bluster when he can’t get a straight answer from the recalcitrant cobbler: ‘What trade, thou knave? Thou naughty knave, what trade?’ (I.1.15). Perhaps most damagingly, they are guilty of complacency in their high public office: as Tribunes of the People they were supposedly elected to safeguard the interests of the very plebeians for whom they now show such deep patrician contempt. And, as the scene goes on to emphasize, these men are Caesar’s political enemies.

If this opening scene strikes a keynote for our response to the rest of the action, if the aim really is to make us take sides, or even simply predispose us to prefer one faction to another, then it has to be said that the play is not working at a very sophisticated level of political judgement. The action at this early stage has given little overt attention to politics as such: the scene is much more about personalities than about
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