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INTRODUCTION

Date

On the 215t of September, after dinner, at about two o’ clock, I went with my
party across the water; in the straw-thatched house we saw the tragedy of the
Emperor Julius Caesar, very pleasingly performed, with approximately fifteen
characters; at the end of the play they danced together admirably and exceed-
ingly gracefully, according to their custom, two in each group dressed in men’s
and two in women’s apparel.’

Thus begins one of the most famous diary entries ever written: it records a day in the
life of Thomas Platter, a Swiss tourist visiting London in 1599. A physician and the
son of a minor humanist scholar, Platter would probably be unknown to history if
literary scholars did not believe, on the basis of this diary entry, that he was a lucky
spectator at one of the earliest productions of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. The
circumstantial evidence in support of this belief is strong: in 1599, Shakespeare was
writing plays for a company called the Lord Chamberlain’s Servants, and that
company had recently moved into a theatre called the Globe. The Globe did have
a thatched roof, and was located in the suburb of Southwark; in order to get to it from
the city of London you had to cross the river Thames. But this evidence is only
circumstantial. Platter does not give the title or the author of the play. He does not
name the theatre, nor refer to it as a new theatre; the older Rose Theatre, just steps
away from the Globe, also had a thatched roof.

There is, moreover, no certain evidence that Shakespeare wrote Julius Caesar in or
around 1599. It is true that some lines in Ben Jonson’s Every Man Out of his Humour —
which can be certainly dated to 1599 — seem to allude parodically to_Julius Caesar; and it is
true that a conversation between Polonius and Hamlet in Hamlet (c. 1600) seems to
depend for its ironic humour upon a spectator’s awareness that the actors playing these
characters also played Shakespeare’s Caesar and Brutus. But such internal, inferential
evidence is hard to rely on. When Every Man Out’s Carlo Buffone says ‘Et tu, Brute?’ to
his antagonist Macilente (who is about to seal up the loquacious Buffone’s lips with
molten wax), he might be quoting Fulius Caesar, but he also might be quoting The True
Tragedy of Richard, Duke of York (printed in 1595), where Edward IV says it to his
traitorous son Clarence. And 7rue Tragedy’s Edward was himself translating and adapt-
ing the Greek ‘You too, child?’, given by the Roman historian Suetonius as the last words
Caesar spoke. Various versions of this phrase were in circulation during Shakespeare’s
time, and it is quite possible that playwrights made use of it without thinking of

' Translated by Ernest Schanzer, in ‘Thomas Platter’s observations on the Elizabethan stage’, N&'Q 201
(1956), 466.



Fulius Caesar 2

themselves as alluding to one another. The case for a connection between Fulius Caesar
and Every Man Out does not rest solely upon ‘Et tu, Brute’: there is also a moment in
Jonson’s play where a foolish character, trying to sound sophisticated, says ‘Reason long
since is fled to the animals, you know.” Some critics believe this to be a parody of Antony’s
plaintive apostrophe at 3.2.96: ‘O judgement, thou art fled to brutish beasts.” But this
evidence, such as it is, is only as convincing as you allow yourself to find it.

The most precise evidence we have for determining the date of Fulius Caesar
provides us with a range of a little over ten years. The play was probably not written
before 1598, because it is not mentioned in Frances Meres’s Palladis Tamia, where he
lists the tragedies for which Shakespeare was known. And it was definitely written
before 1612, when it is known to have been performed as part of the festivities in
honour of the wedding of James I’s daughter Elizabeth.

On balance, I think it is likely that Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar was written and first
performed in or around 1599, and also that Shakespeare’s Fulius Caesar is the play
Thomas Platter saw on 21 September of that year. I will be assuming the truth of both
things throughout the remainder of this Introduction. But it is essential to emphasise
that these assumptions can only be made inferentially and, indeed, imaginatively. If we
make them by way of Platter’s diary, we must push past, and to some extent disregard,
the details in the foreground of Platter’s account in order to discover — and indeed to
supply — the important details that remain hidden in the background: not only the
playwright’s or the theatre’s name, but also the entire plot of the play. To do this is,
however, to misread Platter’s account of his outing to the theatre — an account that is,
to some extent, a// background. For Platter, ‘the Emperor Julius Caesar’ is just one
small, almost incidental detail in a glittering recollection of late-summer leisure in one
of the world’s great cities. His lunch, his boat ride, the ‘party’ of friends going to the
theatre, the conventional after-play dance — all of these details could have coalesced
around any play; there is no sense at all that Platter sought this one out. We might
think of Fulius Caesar, and the actor playing the title character, as the lucky ones,
randomly but thankfully memorialised as a representative detail of sixteenth-century
cosmopolitan life. To seek the date of Shakespeare’s Fulius Caesar by reading Thomas
Platter’s diary, and then to contextualise the play within its historical moment of
composition and performance, requires that we shift our perspective — fluidly, criti-
cally, and constantly — between background and foreground; this is a skill we must
cultivate in reading the play as well.

Source

In writing Julius Caesar, Shakespeare drew primarily upon Plutarch’s Lives of the
Noble Grecians and Romans, which was written in the first century AD and translated
into English by Thomas North in 1579. The sections of Plutarch which Shakespeare
relies upon most heavily are his life of Julius Caesar and his life of Brutus. Excerpts
from both have been provided in the Appendix to this edition so that you can see for
yourself where and how Shakespeare followed, and where and how he departed from,



