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A Clash of Aims: The
Use and Abuse of
Oratory by Brutus
and Antomny

Derek Traversi

The most blatant and powerful examples in Julius
Caesar of the use of oratory to achieve personal ends
are the famous back-to-back speeches delivered by
Brutus and Antony in Rome’s main square immedi-
ately following Caesar’s assassination. This thorough
and useful analysis of the speeches is from Shake-
speare: The Roman Plays, a well-respected work by
the noted literary scholar, Derek Traversi. Traversi
appropriately calls the oratorical dual a “clash of
aims” in which each man tries to manipulate the
collective will of the mob, always a powerful force in
ancient Rome. Brutus’s speech, Traversi states, is
well-meaning but ultimately shows the character’s
self-ignorance and foreshadows his own doom. By
contrast, Antony successfully plays on the crowd’s
emotions, demonstrating that the “fickleness of pop-
ular emotion” can be a powerful tool in the hands of
an effective politician.

The famous oration scene (I11. ii) . .. shows a Brutus caught
in the consequences of his own act, deprived—now that the
mood of exaltation which accompanied him to it has
passed—of the impulse to go further, exposed in his inade-
quate estimate of himself and his situation. Against it is set
an Antony who, in the act of appearing as the adventurer
and theatrical orator he is, is also the instrument by which
the fruth about murder, which Brutus’ idealism cannot
cover, emerges to the light of day. This clash of aims and
temperaments takes place before a background provided by
Reprinted from Shakespeare: The Roman Plays, by Derek Traversi, with the permission

of the publishers, Stanford University Press, and the original publisher, The Bodley
Head. Copyright © 1963 by Derek Traversi.
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a new element in the action: the Roman populace. The
crowd has not hitherto played a decisive part in events,
though its fickleness has been indicated more than once in
the early scenes. It now makes the voice of its appetites
heard in a more sinister fashion, thereby showing from still
another point of view the nature of the forces which Brutus
and Cassius have so irresponsibly released from their nor-
mal restraints.

There is, indeed, a sense as though of hunger in the insis-
tent clamour with which the scene opens: ‘We will be satis-
fied: let us be satisfied.” A collective will, primitive and irre-
sponsible, but none the less exacting in its demands, has
entered the action. The drama to be enacted over Caesar’s
corpse will take place in the presence of this force, which
could well end by devouring both the contending parties.
When the Second Citizen announces his intention of ‘com-
paring’ the reasons offered by the speakers, a new if uncon-
scious factor of judgement is asserting itself.

THE SHORT-SIGHTEDNESS OF BRUTUS’S SPEECH

Brutus’ oration, as has often been noted, is cold in its bal-
anced abstraction, the utterance of one whose devotion to
‘nobility’ leads him to the illusion that his Teasons’ need
only to be stated clearly and with dignity to command the
assent of all right-minded and public-spirited men:

As Caesar loved me, I weep for him: as he was fortunate, I re-

joice at it; as he was valiant, I honour him; but as he was am-

bitious, I slew him. [TIL ii. 26.]
The balanced periods aim, not at emotional appeal, which
has no place in the speaker’s ‘philosophy’, but at the state-
ment of propositions demanding assent; and the conclu-
sion—1 slew him’—covers a certain self-sufficiency in its
readiness to assume the responsibility for murder. The man
who speaks thus is undeniably noble, but his nobility is dan-
gerously close to self-ignorance. I have done no more to
Caesar than you shall do to Brutus’: a note of unconscious
irony again asserts itself, together with the incongruous
touch of attempted demagogic appeal in the offer of ‘a place
in the commonvwealth’ to Mark Antony and his friends: ‘as
which of you shall not. Brutus is still unaware of the com-
plexity of his own motives, and this unawareness makes it-
self felt in the ominous shadow or his conclusion: ‘as I slew
my best lover for the good of Rome, I have the same dagger

m\
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for myself, when it shall please my country to need my
death. [ITL. ii. 49.]

As Brutus brings this speech of self-justification to a close,
the crowd begins to play its part. The acclamation of the re-
publican idealist culminates, with a bitter and appropriate
irony, in the suggestion that he, the liberator, should be ele-
vated to replace the dictator he has killed. ‘Let him be Cae-
sar’: the anonymous acclamation is, in effect, a death-blow
to all Brutus’ idealistic hopes, and it is evidence of the short-
sightedness with which he meets it that his last words, urg-
ing his hearers to remain with Antony, though in fact an at-
tempt to turn to his own favour the concession offered to his
rival, amount to a connivance at his own doom. Strong in the
illusion of self-confidence which his nature demands, Bru-
tus leaves the field to an enemy who is particularly equipped
to destroy him.

ANTONY CASTS A SHADOW ON His ENEMIES

Faced by the initial hostility of the mob, Antony proceeds
with caution. He has come, he says, not to ‘praise’ Caesar,
but merely to bury him. As he warms to his task, however,
doubt is cast upon Caesar’s alleged ‘ambition’—
The noble Brutus

Hath told you Caesar was ambitious:

If it were so, it was a grievous fault—[III. ii. 83.]
more particularly by comparison with the tangible horror of
his end: ‘And grievously hath Caesar answer’d it. As the
doubt begins to come home to his audience, Antony feels
strong enough to cast a shadow upon the alleged ‘honour’ of
his enemies, to recall the dead man’s generosity and to point
to his refusal of the crown. By the end of this process the
recognition of Brutus as ‘honourable’ has turned to the im-
plied doubt of ‘And sure, he is an honourable man’. It may be,
indeed, that the certainty is false, though the moment has
not yet come to say so openly:

I speak not to disprove what Brutus spoke,

But here I am to speak what I do know. [IIL ii. 106.]
A1l his hearers once loved Caesar, ‘not without cause’: all
therefore have a right, even a human duty, to mourn his pass-
ing. It is typical that Antony, who—unlike Brutus—appeals
consciously to the emotions and finally rouses an element in
man not far removed from the bestial, should claim to speak
in the name of reason:
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