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Act 2, The Scholar’s Seat: Analyzing the Character of Brutus 

Take a seat, don your scholar’s cap for a spell, and analyze the character of 

Brutus. This activity is good preparation for teaching your students the elements of 

characterization.   

Critics’ Choice:  

Mary Ellen Dakin argues in Reading Shakespeare with Young Adults that teachers can 

unwittingly force students into “dominant readings” – a limited and narrow view of a 

character. She encourages teachers to expose students to multiple critical readings of 

characters such as Brutus, Caesar, Cassius, Mark Antony, and Portia to understand the 

richness of Shakespeare’s complex characterization (133-134). 

 

Some critics argue that Brutus is the tragic hero – but not flawed -- of this drama. Dr. 

Richard Regan of Fairfield University posits: 

“While the play is named for Julius Caesar, probably for box office reasons, the main 
character is clearly Brutus, and he is the model for Hamlet, in a sense, because he 
struggles to come to grips with a world that's out of kilter. Like Hamlet, he is praised to 
the skies and has a sterling public reputation. The idea of a tragically flawed hero is the 
most common misconception about Shakespearian tragedy. James Hammersmith argues 
a more sensible approach to the nature of the main character. We should try to 
understand the vulnerabilities of the tragic figure instead of blaming him for a theoretical 
‘flaw.’" 
 

Dr. Richard Regan  http://www.faculty.fairfield.edu/rjregan/ 
 
rjregan@mail.fairfield.edu 
 
Russ McDonald argues in The Bedford Companion to Shakespeare 
 
“…Shakespearean tragedy depends on a paradox. Although the curve of the action is 
negative and completes itself with the death of the hero – the occasion, Aristotle says, for 
pity and fear…--an undeniable effect of this action is to create admiration for the tragic 
protagonist. It would be irresponsible of us to conclude that the tragic figure is merely a 
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victim of unfair circumstances or a vicious environment; the hero bears responsibility for 
the misery that ensues. Macbeth, demonic prophecies notwithstanding, is a murderer. But 
it is a curious paradox that audiences admire him anyway. Tragedy is sometimes defined 
as a great person suffering greatly, and the heroic reaction of the tragic figure to extreme 
suffering commands immense respect and sympathy. Ironically, that heroism also serves 
to console the spectator: the world may be a wicked place, the deck may be stacked 
against us, but the tragic action demonstrates that the human creature is capable of 
extraordinary heroism and endurance” (86). 
 

Find a passage in the play that defends the argument that Brutus is a vulnerable tragic 

hero and/or a highly admirable hero rather than simply a flawed one. Or find another 

passage helps you build an entirely different argument about Brutus’ character. Record 

the act, scene, and verse numbers below. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

1. How is Brutus’s idealism not a flaw but a vulnerability? What other 

vulnerabilities does Brutus possess? 

2. What is your reaction to the argument of James Hammersmith in his article, 

“Shakespeare and the Tragic Virtue”? (visit 

http://www.jsu.edu/depart/english/gates/shtragcv.htm)  

3. What are Brutus’s greatest virtues and his greatest flaws? 

4. Do you find him heroic and admirable? Why or why not? 

5. How is he a victim of selfish conspirators (Cassius) and opportunistic soldiers 

(Antony and Octavius)?  And how much so? 

6. Is he a blundering idealist who ignores the realities of politics and war?   

7. Is he the victor in this setting by committing a noble suicide?   

 
 


