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Act 3, The Scholar’s Seat: Correspondence between Plutarch’s Lives and Julius 

Caesar: a personal Internet Investigation. 

Take a seat, don your scholar’s cap for a spell, and analyze Shakespeare’s source 

for Julius Caesar: Plutarch’s Lives. This activity will deepen your understanding of both 

Shakespeare’s inspirations and history as well as give you a window into the period’s 

understanding of the protagonists in the play.   

Research 

Visit the following Web sites to read excerpts of Plutarch’s Lives as edited by Thomas 

North in 1579. (See the Table of Contents as http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-

bin/ptext?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.03.0078;query=toc;layout=;loc=Caes.%201) 

Note: The Oxford School Shakespeare edition of Julius Caesar also provides excerpts 

from Plutarch’s Lives. 

• Julius Caesar: Consider beginning at section 37. http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-

bin/ptext?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.03.0078&query=head%3D%232  

• Brutus: Consider beginning at section 7. http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-

bin/ptext?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.03.0078;query=text%3D%234;layout=;

loc=Brut.%201  

• Marc Antony: Consider beginning at section 5. http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-

bin/ptext?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A1999.03.0078&query=head%3D%234 

Questions for Analysis 

1. In Plutarch’s explication of events in each man’s biography, which moments are 

paramount to both Plutarch’s and Shakespeare’s accounts? 
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2. What gaps does Shakespeare appear to fill in characterization? Does Shakespeare 

seem to create new character traits or does he create logical extensions of the 

characterization already provided by Plutarch? 

3. How does Plutarch characterize Cassius through the others’ biographies? Is it 

significant that Cassius does not receive his own biography? 

4. Find a passage from Plutarch that bears many similarities to Shakespeare’s Julius 

Caesar, perhaps even a direct quotation that Shakespeare used.  

a. Compare the two passages in a dialectical journal and see how much 

Shakespeare borrowed. 

b. Pinpoint places where Shakespeare appears particularly creative and/or 

independent in his characterization of individuals and events. 

5. After this in-depth study of Shakespeare’s inspiration, what is your reaction to the 

play? Has Shakespeare’s genius taken on a new gloss, or does he seem more 

accessible, perhaps less of an icon and more a brilliant author with a great source? 

 
 
 
 


