Shakespeare’s Use
of Blood Imagery in
the Play

Maurice Charney

Even the most casual examination of Julius Caesar
reveals that the play abounds with verbal references
to blood, as well as often vivid visual allusions 1o
blood and blood-letting. In this excerpt from his pen-
etrating study of the play’s imagery, noted Shake-
spearean expert, Maurice Charney, explores many
of these allusions. He concludes, for instance, that
blood is the chief symbol of the conspiracy. More-
over, says Charney, the conspirators view the blood-
letting of the assassination as a kind of ritual purifi-
cation in which the evils infecting Rome (Tepre-
sented by Caesar’s dictatorship) are purged. As the
play’s later events demonstrate, of course, this view
turns out to be mostly self-deceptive. Similarly, im-
ages of blood underscore Brutus’s tragedy, his sin-
cere belief that his betrayal of Caesar is a noble act,
when in reality it is a misguided one. In the end,
Charney suggests, the cry of the timeless, primitive
blood feud, “blood for blood,” echoes once again, as
Brutus and the other conspirators pay for spilling
Caesar’s blood by forfeiting their own.

The central issue about the meaning of Julius Caesar is
raised most forcefully and vividly by the imagery of blood. 1f
the murder of Caesar is indeed a “savage spectacle”
(3.1.223), then the blood with which the conspirators are
smeared “Up to the elbows” (3.1.107) is the sign of their
guilt. But if the murder of Caesar is a ritual blood-letting of
the body politic of Rome, then blood is the sign of purifica-

. tion and new life. The latter point of view marks the tragedy

of Brutus, for he cannot foresee that his high-minded but
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specious motives will be drowned in the bloodiness of mur-
der and civil strife. He is tragically unable to bridge the gap
between reasons and acts.

THE STAIN OF BRUTUS’S GUILT

The blood theme begins in ILi, where it becomes a povverful
symbol for the conspiracy. The question of what to do ith
Antony after the murder of Caesar is a crucial one. The
shrewd and practical Cassius wanits to kill him, but Brutus
objects and makes, according to Plutarch, the first great tac-
tical error of his career. This decision also indicates the rift
between the other conspirators and Brutus, who argues his
position from the analogy between the bodies human and
politic: :

Our course will seem t00 bloody, Caius Cassius,

To cut the head off and then hack the imbs,

Like wrath in death and envy aftervwards;

For Antony is but a limb of Caesar.

: 3 nm.H.;mnmmv

He thinks of blood as the symbol of common murder, and he
fears the stain of its guilt. The slaying of Caesar is a neces-
sary and beneficial act, but Brutus wishes that there were no
blood:

Let’s be sacrificers, but not butchers, Caius.

We all stand up against the spirit of Caesar,

And in the spirit of men there is no blood.

O that we then could come by Caesar’s spirit

And not dismember Caesar! But, alas,

Caesar must bleed for it!

(2.1.166-71)

This is one of the most important passages in the play for
showing the tragic wrongness of Brutus. The murder of Cae-
sar proves to be not a loving sacrifice, but only a fruitless act
of butchery. . .. When allis done, only the body of Caesar has
been killed, not the spirit, which stays very much alive in
Antony and Octavius and wins vengeance in civil strife. The
meaning of the play can almost be formulated by taking the
negative of all these statements of Brutus. .

The tragedy of Brutus springs from his complete sincerity
in preferring duty to Rome to his personal friendship with
Caesar. In this sense his tragic course is ironic because his
choice is essentially noble but misguided. Itis an irony of his
situation that things turn out quite differently from what he
had anticipated. His inner conflicts are still strong in these

(
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early scenes, and it is from his paradoxically divided loyal-
ties that he speaks of the murder of Caesar as a loving, sac-
rificial act:
e, And, gentle friends,

Let's kill him boldly, but not wrathfully;

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

Qur purpose necessary, and not envious;

Which so appearing to the common eyes, .

We shall be call’d purgers, not murderers..

h (2.1.171-80)

Brutus persists in the analogy of the state as a body, which
the conspirators by bleeding will restore to health. In this
way the assassination of Caesar will be a purgation, a phle-
botomy, and not a murder—it is a necessary though bloody
act, and Brutus shrinks from the bloody stain of murder.

THE BLoOD FLOWS FREELY

Among the portents in the next scene are two powerful signs
of blood. Calphurnia warns Caesar of “Fierce fiery warriors”
(2.2.19) who “drizzled blood upon the Capitol” (2.2.21). This
blood prepares us for the actual murder of Caesar in the Capi-
tol, and “Fierce fiery warriors” looks ahead to the antagonists
in the civil strife. The concern with blood becomes more omi-
nous in Calphurnia’s dream, as Caesar relates it to Decius:
She dreamt to-night she saw my statug,
Which, like a fountain with an hundred spouts,
Did run pure blood; and many lusty Romans
Came smiling and did bathe their hands in it.
(2.2.76-79)
This image, too, anticipates the later action in which the
conspirators do actually bathe their hands in Caesar’s blood
after his murder. But Decius turns Calphurnia’s dream to
seemingly favorable omen:
Your statue spouting blood in many pipes,
In which so many smiling Romans bath’d,
Signifies that from you great Rome shall suck
Reviving blood, and that great men shall press
For tinctures, stains, relics, and cognizance.
" (2.2.85-89)
The image continues the analogy between Caesar’s body
and the body politic of Rome. There is a covert praise of Cae-
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