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Foreword

BY SIMON JAMES GREEN (S. J. GREEN)

Like most people, I was introduced to Shakespeare at school. Once I got over my initial fear of the language, I realized that the plays not only become easier to understand the more you read (and, ideally, perform) them but also that they resonate today as much as they must have done back when Shakespeare wrote them. After a summer spent doing A Midsummer Night’s Dream with the National Youth Theatre and later working professionally as a director on plays like Love’s Labour’s Lost and The Taming of the Shrew, I was a Shakespeare superfan. I knew most of the comedies – loved them – but I yearned for something darker …

Look, I’ve always enjoyed murder, so Julius Caesar appealed to me from the get-go. From reading and writing about it to listening to true-crime podcasts, it isn’t so much the mechanics of knocking someone off that interests me – it’s the motive. What drives a person to commit this most heinous of crimes? To find the answer, we must delve into the deepest, darkest corners of the human psyche, and that’s both a terrifying and fascinating place to be.

From unchecked power, ambition, betrayal and a high-stakes political conspiracy leading to murder and all-out civil war – if there was ever a Shakespeare play for our times, it’s Julius Caesar. Starting from quiet plots orchestrated in the corridors of power, the action spills out over a huge canvas, leading to riots in the streets and eventually to carnage on the battlefield. The repercussions of Caesar’s killing (sorry, spoiler!) are huge. That’s another thing I adore about this play – the scale of it. The stakes. A murder will always impact those closest to it, but this one impacts the whole of society, and it isn’t just a firecracker; it’s a nuclear bomb.

In the play, there’s a section where the conspirators almost get away with murdering Caesar. They explain to the crowds why they killed him, how it was for the good of the country because he was just too powerful, and soon the crowd is on their side. Then Mark Antony steps up, and with a heartfelt speech he completely changes the mood – and when he tops it off by announcing Caesar has left everyone some money in his will, the crowd turns against the conspirators and hunts them down. Later, one unfortunate character gets mistaken for one of the conspirators. He’s completely innocent, but the mob kill him anyway because he’s got the same name as one of murderers and writes bad poetry.

Don’t we see this exact situation play out constantly today? Silver-tongued politicians using rhetoric to agitate a crowd, appealing to their emotions rather than their logic, and then standing back when the inevitable violence follows? You’ve seen videos of angry members of the public roaming the streets, administering vigilante justice, so riled up they’re just out for blood – anyone’s blood. That’s Julius Caesar. So, when you read this play, I would urge you not to imagine the characters in Roman togas, but rather a modern-day mob, protesting with their placards and banners, pretty much devoid of the facts but filled with righteous anger and indignation after being manipulated by a smooth-talking politician or internet influencer …

Which brings me on to history and how we never learn from it. Has politics always been so dirty? Has the public always been so easy to exploit? Reading Julius Caesar, I think perhaps it was ever thus, and perhaps we will never learn. Power (and its pursuit) corrupts. Power means control and financial reward, and for many that’s just too seductive. Some people will do whatever it takes to get it. Betray their friends. Lie. Kill.

If parts of this story feel familiar to you, then you’re not alone. Re-reading the play, I’m struck by the similarities to today’s political and media landscape. Ambitious leaders with a zeal for power? Check. Traitorous, backstabbing politicians? Check. Discussions about democracy and dictators who only work for themselves and not for the good of the people? Oh boy.

Stories like this are irresistible because, on some level, and however much we might want to deny it, I think we’re all afraid to wonder which of us are capable of going to that dark place. Are you? Are your friends? Does that answer change if the reward gets bigger? What’s your price? And even if you’re sure the answer is no, you couldn’t – are you so sure you could never be manipulated like the mob in this play, or like Brutus is by the other conspirators?

Julius Caesar is a real ride and, like the best thrillers, it unfolds quickly with plenty of twists and a good deal of blood. Enjoy it, relish it, but remember it’s also a warning. People will lie to you to get what they want. Question what you’re being told. Think for yourself.

And always … watch your back.




The Characters in the Play

JULIUS CAESAR

CALPHURNIA, his wife

The GHOST of Caesar
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PORTIA, Brutus’ wife

ARTEMIDORUS, a soothsayer

PINDARUS, Cassius’ servant
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ACT I




SCENE I

Rome. A Street

Enter Flavius, Marullus and a throng of Citizens

FLAVIUS

Hence! Home, you idle creatures, get you home!

Is this a holiday? What, know you not,

Being mechanical, you ought not walk

Upon a labouring day without the sign

Of your profession? Speak, what trade art thou?

CARPENTER

Why, sir, a carpenter.

MARULLUS

Where is thy leather apron and thy rule?

What dost thou with thy best apparel on?

You, sir, what trade are you?

COBBLER

Truly, sir, in respect of a fine workman, I am but, as you would say, a cobbler.

MARULLUS

But what trade art thou? Answer me directly.

COBBLER

A trade, sir, that I hope I may use with a safe conscience, which is indeed, sir, a mender of bad soles.

MARULLUS

What trade, thou knave? Thou naughty knave, what trade?

COBBLER

Nay, I beseech you, sir, be not out with me. Yet if you be out, sir, I can mend you.

MARULLUS

What mean’st thou by that? Mend me, thou saucy fellow!

COBBLER

Why, sir, cobble you.

FLAVIUS

Thou art a cobbler, art thou?

COBBLER

Truly, sir, all that I live by is with the awl. I meddle with no tradesman’s matters, nor women’s matters, but withal I am indeed, sir, a surgeon to old shoes: when they are in great danger, I recover them. As proper men as ever trod upon neat’s leather have gone upon my handiwork.

FLAVIUS

But wherefore art not in thy shop today?

Why dost thou lead these men about the streets?

COBBLER

Truly, sir, to wear out their shoes, to get myself into more work. But indeed, sir, we make holiday to see Caesar, and to rejoice in his triumph.

MARULLUS

Wherefore rejoice? What conquest brings he home?

What tributaries follow him to Rome,

To grace in captive bonds his chariot wheels?

You blocks, you stones, you worse than senseless things!

O you hard hearts, you cruel men of Rome,

Knew you not Pompey? Many a time and oft

Have you climbed up to walls and battlements,

To towers and windows, yea, to chimney tops,

Your infants in your arms, and there have sat

The livelong day with patient expectation,

To see great Pompey pass the streets of Rome.

And when you saw his chariot but appear,

Have you not made an universal shout,

That Tiber trembled underneath her banks

To hear the replication of your sounds

Made in her concave shores?

And do you now put on your best attire?

And do you now cull out a holiday?

And do you now strew flowers in his way,

That comes in triumph over Pompey’s blood?

Be gone!

Run to your houses, fall upon your knees,

Pray to the gods to intermit the plague

That needs must light on this ingratitude.

FLAVIUS

Go, go, good countrymen, and, for this fault

Assemble all the poor men of your sort,

Draw them to Tiber banks, and weep your tears

Into the channel, till the lowest stream

Do kiss
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