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Abstract: Metaphors of diseases and deformities abound in Julius Caesar, one of
William Shakespeare’s Roman historical plays. In this tragedy, which is adapted
from Plutarch’s Lives of the Caesars, Shakespeare portrays Caesar, an awe-
inspiring general and dictator, as suffering from several diseases and deformities,
such as deafness on the left ear, epilepsy and possible sterility. As the diseases and
deformities are not recorded in Plutarch’s Lives of the Caesars, Shakespeare’s such
adaptation touches the issue of ethics of historical literature writing, particularly the
ethics in writing historical figures. In our view, although the bard may be not correct
ethically in adapting Plutarch’s historical work, the diseases and deformities from
which Shakespeare portrays Caesar to suffer nevertheless reflect the historical brain
text of the English people in the 16" and 17" centuries, which are metaphor of body
politic and demythologization of Caesar, and they represent Shakespeare’s own
ethical politics, namely, his support of republicanism and attack against despotism.
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In William Shakespeare’s historical drama, Julius Caesar, the titular hero Julius
Caesar is depicted to suffer from diseases and deformities, such as deafness on
the left ear, epilepsy and possible sterility by his wife. Did the historical Julius
Caesar really contract these deadly diseases or were they merely fictionalized
by Shakespeare? For these questions, some scholars have different opinions. For
instance, Terence Cawthorne holds that Julius Caesar in Shakespeare’s titular play
had epilepsy and Meniere’s Disease whose symptoms are typically exemplified
by unilateral deafness and “falling sickness” (1442). Cedric Watts shares the same
idea with Terence Cawthorne, saying that “Caesar is also subject to the ‘falling
sickness’, evidently some form of epilepsy” (49). These affirmative conclusions, of
course, can find their evidences in this play. The question is, whether Shakespeare’s
plausible descriptions of Caesar’s diseases are historically true, in comparison
with the Caesar in Plutarch’s Lives of the Caesars or the real Caesar in history. If
Julius Caesar as a historical figure suffered from those diseases, how could he have
become a renowned general, politician, scholar and even dictator of the Roman
Empire? If Caesar is falsely represented by Shakespeare, then does the bard’s re-
writing violate the literary ethics of adaptation, with that of historical literature
in particular? What is Shakespeare’s political ethics when he purposefully uses
metaphors of body politic? To answer these questions, the historical environment
in which Julius Caesar and Plutarch lived is to be considered. Just as Nie Zhenzhao

says about ethical environment,

Ethical literary criticism pays particular attention to the analysis of the ethical
environment, which comprises the historical conditions for the production and

dissemination of literature. Ethical literary critics are thus exhorted to set their
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study in a certain historical context. In other words, they need to investigate
literature in a given ethical environment. Historically speaking, literature is
only a part of human civilization and human history. It cannot work without
history or be disconnected from history. Literature in distinct historical
periods has its own specific ethical environment and ethical context. Hence
the basic premise for studying literature is to read it against a particular ethical
environment and ethical context. Since literature is produced in a certain
historical context, any changes of its ethical environment in our criticism will
necessarily lead to misreading and misjudgment. (Nie, “Towards an Ethical
Literary Criticism”91)

Political Ethics and Truth of Historiography in Plutarch’s Lives of the Caesars

“The underlying protest is against Shakespeare as a mere player who muscles into
the craft of the playwright, arrogantly taking it upon himself to imitate or appropriate
or pad out the plays of the established dramatists” (Jowett 7). John Jowett’s words
indicate that the bard seemed to have never invented a story by himself but just to
have adapted or rewritten plots from the works of his predecessors or contemporary
writers. For instance, Hamlet is rewritten from an earlier play known as The Source
of Hamlet or Ur-Hamlet (Satin 385). Romeo and Juliet derives its plot from Arthur
Brooke’s Tragical History of Romeus and Juliet (1562), a long poem. Julius Caesar
is no exception. This historical tragedy is mainly adapted from Plutarch, whose
“account of the death of Julius Caesar at the hands of the republican conspirators
Brutus and Cassius provided Shakespeare with a story ideally suited to his dramatic
intents” (Taylor 301). Since Plutarch’s Lives of the Caesars, like Sima Qian’s
Records of the Grand Historian, is both read as history and literature because of
its values of historiography and literature, to study the historical environment of its
production is also to study the ethical environment of its production, with particular
consideration of Plutarch’s political ethics in writing the book.

Plutarch was born in Chaeronea, a Greek town which had been colonized by
Romans for two centuries. This post-colonial situation of his home town provided
Plutarch with full access to Roman culture and politics, and his travel to and
stay in Rome engaged “his personal contacts with Romans” which “ would have
enriched his general knowledge of Roman customs, traditions, and practices”
(Stadter, Plutarch and Rome 16). Roman Questions, a work written after the death
of Domitian in 96 CE, evidently indicates that Plutarch “had immersed himself

not only in Roman history but its antiquarian lore” (Stadter, Plutarch and His
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Roman Readers 11). Lives of the Caesars, which treated the eight emperors from
Augustus to Vitellius, is “the first known work to have presented Roman history as
a series of biographies, directing attention especially to the character and actions
of the emperors” (Stadter, Plutarch and Rome 18). In writing the biographies of
the Roman emperors, Plutarch expresses his own political ethics. Political ethics,
according to Dennis F. Thompson, refers to “the practice of making moral judgment
about political action” (1), and it is divided into two branches: one is the ethics
of process focusing on the moral behaviors of political officials, and the other is
the ethics of policy concentrating on the moral judgments about the policies and
laws made by the political officials. Both branches draw on moral and political
philosophy, concerning on whether a political state is democratic or dictatorial, or
whether a politician is utilitarian or altruistic. Influenced by Plato and Aristotle’s
theory of politics, Plutarch developed his own political ethics, regarding that “politics
is a business of uttermost importance, of pivotal significance for human life. Politics
[...]1s for him a, or better still, the essential human activity, a fundamental being of
civilized people” (Wzn 5). Guided by his political ethics, Plutarch

wished to write history with a philosophical cast, giving attention to moral
values and to general issues of just government, according to ethical principles
found also in his essays and dialogues. Plutarch held the Platonic view that a
monarch should be devoted to the welfare of his people and establish justice,
harmony, and peace in his kingdom. (Stadter 18)

Although this biographical book contains many supernatural phenomena
commentating upon political events in ancient Rome and expressed his moral
criticism on Roman emperors, it generally remains historically accurate in
recounting the lives of historical characters. As Chrysanthos Chrysanthou utters,
“Plutarch stresses the truth—that is, neither excessive praise, nor excessive blame—
which should lie at the core of his narrative” (130). Despite his neutral attitude
towards historical figures, Plutarch still eulogizes Caesar’s personality and military
efforts:

And now for him selfe, after he had ended his civill warres, he did so honorably
behave him selfe, that there was no fault to be founde in him: and therefore me
thinkes, amongest other honors they gave him, he rightly deserved this, that
they should builde him a temple of clemency, to thanke him for his curtesie he

had used unto them in his victorie. (Plutarch 78)
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As for Caesar’s diseases and deformities, Plutarch only says that he had a usual
attack of headache, which was a common ailment in ancient Rome. “For concerning
the constitution of his body, he was lean, white, and soft skinned, and often subject
to headache, and otherwise to the falling sickness [...] but yet therefore yielded not
to the disease of his body” (qtd, in Spencer 37). Living in ancient Rome for a long
time and having been very familiar with the Roman historical figures, Plutarch was
more authentic than later historians in writing the Roman history.

Violation of Historical Writing Ethics, Brain Text of Body-Politic Metaphor
and Demythologization of Caesar

Then why did Shakespeare invent other diseases and endow them to Caesar? For
these fabricated plots in Julius Caesar and his other historical plays, Shakespeare
was sometimes criticized by critics from Ben Johnson to the present, particularly by
Thomas Rymer, who accused Shakespeare of “abuse of history” (Rymer 147). In the
view of Rymer, Caesar and Brutus were above Shakespeare’s “conversation,” and “to
put them in Fools Coats, and make them Jack-puddens in the Shakespeare dress, is
a Sacrilege” (148). Rymer’s words indicate that in rewriting Plutarch’s Lives of the
Caesars, Shakespeare violates the ethics of historical fiction writing. In the ethics of

historical writing,

the use and abuse of anachronism are often seen as the quintessence of the
writing of history. Historians tend to conceive it as the hardcore of their métier
to avoid anachronism. It designates confusion in order of time, especially the

mistake of placing an event, attitude or circumstance too early. (Verbeeck 181)

Although historical literature permits fictional elements and is not exactly
equivalent to historiography, it is still required to follow the basic ethics of historical
writing, namely, to be truthful to historical events and historical figures. However,
Shakespeare’s deliberate violation of historical writing ethics in Julius Caesar
is métier métier métier nearly everywhere. Besides portraying Caesar as a senile
despot afflicted with diseases and deformities, Shakespeare even characterizes
the ancient Rome with the scenes of London of his time, including the notorious
London clocks.

As “Julius Caesar is a play that enacts the events of an earlier culture within
the ethical consciousness of a latter one” (Roel81), Shakespeare’s deliberate or
inadvertent fallacies in appropriation of historical recourses are even fascinated by
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his contemporary English audiences. As is recorded, since it was firstly performed
in the “straw-thatched” Globe Theatre on September 11, 1599 (Schanzer 466),
Julius Caesar “remained in the repertoire of Shakespeare’s company [...] even
up to nearly 40 years later. Its theatrical life was vigorous throughout the history
of the seventeenth-and eighteenth- century theatre” (Ure 12). To this paradoxical
phenomenon, some scholars’ explanation is that by portraying Caesar in such
an anti-hero way, Shakespeare clinked with the audience of the Elizabethan era.
For instance, Simon Jarvis holds that “Shakespeare was an actor in a day when
actors were low, was required to cater to the taste of low audiences” (94). Jarvis’
assertion fails to explicate the true reason of Shakespeare’s blasphemy of Caesar
and it can only vulgarize this great historical tragedy into a play of low interest.
In our view, Shakespeare’s deliberate anachronism and its wide reception among
the English audiences at that time reflected the historical brain text of the English
people in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Brain text, according to Nie
Zhenzhao, “ can be defined as memory stored in the human brain. As a peculiar
biological form, the brain text contains human beings’ perception and cognition of
the world stored in memory. Brain texts can be recollected through memorization,
represented via auditory organs, and transformed into written texts that usually take
the form of materials such as paper, rock, pottery, metal, and so on” (Nie, “Ethical
Literary Criticism: A Basic Theory” 194). Brain texts are not innately born, but are
influenced by social environment and human ideology.

One historical brain text of the English people in the sixteenth and seventeen
centuries was the metaphor of body politc. According to George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson, “Metaphor is for most people a device of the poetic imagination and the
rhetorical flourish—a matter of extraordinary rather than ordinary language” (Lakoff
& Johnson 3). In explicating their theory of metaphor, Lakoff and Johnson list some
famous conceptual metaphors, such as “life is a journey” and “a state is a person.”
Even before Lakoff and Johnson, Susan Sontag, an American writer, philosopher
and political activist, had studied the metaphorical meanings of diseases in politics,
asserting that “illness has always been used as metaphors to enliven charges that
a society was corrupt or unjust” (Sontag 72). Sontag’s such assertion, as a matter
of fact, is the idea of body politic, a medieval metaphor that likens a nation to a
corporation (Olwig 87). In Ancient Greece, Plato might be the first to analogize a
city-state to a human body, saying “Is not that the best-ordered state...which most
nearly approaches the condition of the individual—as in the body? (350) To Plato,
“The creation of health is the institution of a natural order and government of one

by another in the parts of the body; and the creation of disease is the production of
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a state of things at variance with this natural order” (330). In the Roman period,
Plato’s idea of body politic was inherited by Cicero, who compared the Roman
Republic to a body weakened by disease. In the Medieval Times, body politic found
its new expression in Christian thinkers represented by Saint Paul, Saint Augustine
and Thomas Aquinas, who transformed the social and political body into that of
Christ and the Church. In their eyes, “The body politic, which can be likened to
the physical body of Christ...is not merely similar, it is the body of Christ” (Barkan
69). Also in the Medieval Times, political thinkers like John of Salisbury, John
Fortescue, Christine de Pizan and Marsilius of Padua all inherited and developed
the theory of body politic, agreeing that the health of a political community relies
on the mutual cooperation of the diverse institutional organs and disorder among
these parts cause disputes and even rebellion. According to Benard J. Dobski and
Dustin A. Gish, such theories of the body politic proliferated in Shakespeare’s own
times, in the treatises of English commonwealth men...and in the rhetoric of the
monarchs and their ministers. The age of Shakespeare, therefore, was ripe with
discussion of the body politic as one of the most significant political metaphors
for describing England’s constitution and dissecting the constituent parts of the
political community, both to diagnose its illness and to celebrate its corporate health
as justice. To view the ageing Elizabethan monarchy as a metaphor of body politic
had become the common brain text of the English people at that turbulent era (8-
10). As a playwright for the royal court as well as a popular dramatist, Shakespeare
could hardly be unaware of the brain text of the English people, which found its
outside representations in political rhetoric and debate about the dethronement of
the English monarchy.

Another brain text of the English people in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries was the demythologization of Caesar. After his death, Caesar was deified
as a god and Caesarian temples were erected in Rome. Not only Octavian the
first emperor of Roman Empire chose “Caesar” as his imperial title, but the other
emperors after him all followed suit. Even poets of the so-called Golden Age, such
as Horace, Ovid and Virgil were demanded to eulogize Caesar. For instance, in his
epic Aeneid, Virgil not only connects Caesar as the descendant of the hero Aeneas,
the son of goddess Venus, but also describes Aeneas’s visit to the Underworld,
where he is told by his father Anchises that the future rulers of Rome would be
Julius Caesar and Augustus. “Now turn the twin gaze of your eyes this way, and
look at that family, your own true Romans. For there is Caesar, and all the line of
Tulus, who are destined to reach the brilliant height of Heaven” (Virgil 171). From
late Antiquity to the thirteenth century, deification of Caesar continued and reached
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its height in Francesco Petrarch and Dante Alighieri. For instance, as a poet who
supported imperial government, Dante eulogizes Julius Caesar for his taking control
of the Empire by both the will of God and the will of the Roman people (Armour
40), and he severely punishes Brutus and Cassius, the major assassins of Caesar,
by making them suffer forever in the Inferno. However, since the publication of
Vindiciae contra Tyrannos in France in 1579, deification of Brutus as an anti-
despotic hero and demythologization of Caesar happened in France and gradually
spread in Great Britain, imperceptibly became the brain text of the British people,
until they were transformed into out-open political principles of republicanism.

Fully aware of the brain text of the English people regarding metaphor of the
queen’s ageing body as a deteriorating nation-state and the brain text of anti-Tudor
dynasty in his time, Shakespeare naturally did not forget to represent them in his
drama, particularly his English and Roman historical plays. In Shakespeare’s time,
although the Tudor Dynasty was in its heyday, Queen Elizabeth I came into the
twilight of her life, ageing and having no heir to her throne. The Queen’s dotage and
possible death with no lawful successor to her throne served as a vivid metaphor of
the national morbidity at that time, “a moment of acute political turbulence; a period
of social upheaval, often shorthanded by cultural historians as the crisis of 1590s”
(Joughin 6). The whole nation was out of order and was prevalent with intellectual
thinkers’ heated discussion of republicanism, court factional struggles, political
assassinations and aristocrat rebellions, among which the most famous event was
Earl Essex’s rebellion against the ageing Queen. Though an aristocrat rebellion, it
was done under the banner of political ethics of republicanism, namely, the rebellion
was for the sake of the English people. On the eve of rebellion, Earl Essex and
his gang were said to have fervidly read the works written by Roman republican
historians and regarded the Roman republicanism as the political ideal of the British
aristocrats.

Though being merely an actor and playwright, Shakespeare harbored his
own political ethics. “To Shakespeare, then, ‘politics’ signified the ethics and art
of government, the moral management of civil affairs” (Friesner 166). According
to Shakespeare, if a king or queen can not manage the state affairs because of his/
her dotage or ill health, or if he/she manages the state affairs in immoral ways, then
people has the right to overthrow him/ her. Shakespeare’s such political ethics is in
essence republicanism. Besides being influenced by the social brain texts of body
politic and demythologization of Caesar, Shakespeare’s republicanism also had
something to do with the brain text of his family background. According to Richard
Wilson, when Shakespeare was 19 years old, his family was “fatally entangled
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with in a conspiracy to assassinate the Queen” (Wilson 2). John Somerville,
Shakespeare’s cousin in his mother’s clan, was selected by the Throckmorton Plot
to shoot the Queen, but he committed suicide after the failure of the assassination.
Wilson further contends that “Shakespeare’s closeness to this suicidal conspiracy
may explain how in his tragedy about assassination—Julius Caesar” (3). That means,
the stories that Shakespeare heard about ancestors and relatives’ assassination of the
Queen had, with time passing by, become the brain text of the bard, which was the
direct cause of his political ethics of republicanism.

Metaphor of Body Politic and Shakespeare’s Political Ethics in Julius Caesar

As a tragedy about assassination, Julius Caesar implicitly expresses Shakespeare’s
support of republicanism by dramatizing the great Caesar as an ailing protagonist.
As a matter of fact, even before writing Julius Caesar, Shakespeare had already
dealt with the political imagery between institutional “disease” and social “disorder”
(Charney 41). The principle of “the king’s two bodies” advocated by the Tudor
Dynasty made the symbolic relevance between the physical body of the king and
the body politic more clear. That is to say, the physical disease of the king directly
metaphorizes the political disease and disorder of the monarchy. In Julius Caesar,
Shakespeare particularly dramatizes Caesar’s three physical diseases—his sterility
from his wife’s side, deafness on the left ear and epilepsy. Firstly, Caesar’s sterility,
or his inability of fathering children is represented through his ordering Antonious
to touch the hand of his wife Calpurnia during the Lupercal holiday: “Forget not, in
your speed, Antonious, to touch Calpurnia; for our elders say, the barren, touched
in this holy chase, shake off their sterile curse” (Shakespeare 7-8). In Plutarch’s
account, Caesar did have two children: a daughter by his first wife Cornelia and a
son by Cleopatra. Shakespeare chooses to ignore this historical fact for the purpose
of highlighting Caesar’s physical sterility and undermining his dynastic ambition. If
a dictator fails to produce an heir, his regime is doomed to ephemerality.

Secondly, Caesar’s deafness on the left year is represented through his
dialogue with Antonius. “I rather tell thee what is to be feared. Than what I fear; for
always I am Caesar... Come on my right hand, for this ear is deaf” (17). Caesar’s
own mentioning of his left ear deafness can be regarded as Shakespeare’s another
imaginative fabrication, since it nowhere appears in Plutarch’s The Lives. As a
metaphor of body politic, Caesar’s deafness in the left ear signifies his political
inability of listening to good advice and his vulnerability to flattery. He will just
listen to what he thinks is right for him. To a despot, the right words are no more

than the ones of servility and flattery, epitomized by Antonius’s saying “When
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Caesar says ‘Do this,’ it is performed” (8) and Decius’ positive interpretation of
Calpurnia’s nightmare of prophesying Caesar’s death at the Senate. If a political
government fails to listen to both sides and only chooses to heed one side, then it
will be benighted instead of enlightened.

Thirdly, Caesar’s possible suffering from epilepsy is dramatized through
the dialogue between Casca, who says that Caesar “fell down in the market-
place, and foamed at mouth, at speechless” (18), and Brutus, who judges that
Caesar “hath the falling sickness” (19). Since this disease is reported by Casca, a
conspirator who harbors the same political hatred toward Caesar as Cassius does,
its authenticity is subject to suspicion. As Shakespeare’s another sheer fabrication,
the “epilepsy” helps to disenchant the Caesar myth that was prevalent since
the Roman times. Viewed from a metaphor of body politic, Caesar’s epilepsy
symbolizes that the dictator regime he pursued is vulnerable, easy to be physically
and mentally destroyed. This metaphor is correspondently verified in the later
process of assassinating Caesar. In Plutarch’s The Lives, the assassination of Caesar
is breathtaking and terrifying. While in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, this action
is done in an anti-climatic and ironic way. Before his being assassinated, Caesar

delivers a speech about his powerfulness and invulnerability:

But I am constant as the northern star, of whose true-fix’d and resting quality
there is no fellow in the firmament. The skies are painted with unnumber’d
sparks...But there’s but one in all doth hold his place: So in the world; ‘t is
furnish’d well with men. And men are flesh and blood, and apprehensive: Yet
in the number I do know but one that unassailable holds on his rank, unshaked
of motion: and that I am he. (60)

However, the words are hardly out of Caesar’s mouth, when he is stabbed to death
by Marcus Brutus and the other conspirators.

According to Richard Wilson, this play “uses Roman history in order to
hold a mirror up to the state of Shakespeare’s England, and in particular, to reflect
and reflect on, to identify and provide terms for imaging [...] the crisis of the
aristocracy” (49). Many anachronistic scenes in Julius Caesar, though violating the
ethics of historical writing, are purposefully portrayed by Shakespeare to remind
the English audiences of associating the play with the situation of the contemporary
England, such as the clocks that strike the hour and Caesar’s night gown. As far as
the infirmities of Caesar are concerned, Shakespeare mean them as an innuendo of

the ageing Queen Elizabeth I and the political disorder of the late Tudor Dynasty.
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Caesar is sterile, and the Queen is ageing without an heir; Caesar favours Mark
Antonius, while the Queen trusts unduly Earl Essex. Caesar suffers from epilepsy,
while the Queen is bedridden with small pox (Whitelock 68). By dramatizing
Caesar’s physical infirmities and the subsequent assassination and social chaos,
Shakespeare not only implicitly reflects the brain texts of the English people at his
era, expresses his political ethics of supporting republicanism, but also warns the
Tudor Dynasty by innuendo that the English people’s brain texts of regarding the
ageing monarch as a deteriorating state and demythologization of Caesar, once
transformed into public political ethics and concrete political movements, social

rebellion is sure to happen.
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