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Now I know in part; but then I shall know even as also I am known.
(1 Cor. 13:12 [KJV])
In nature’s infinite book of secrecy
A little I can read.

(Antony and Cleopatra)1





observers of nature to comprehend the miracle of divine creation more fully,
while also raising new questions about the study of nature.8

Early modern approaches to interpreting comets and other wonders of
nature as signs of divination also depended in important ways on classical
accounts of the life and death of Julius Caesar. In his Lives of the Twelve Cae-
sars (121 CE), for example, Suetonius had recounted the “unmistakable
signs” (evidentibus prodigiis) that foretold Caesar’s death, including the dis-
covery of a tablet in a newly disturbed grave that predicted the death of a
“son of Ilium” (iulio prognatus) and the weeping of horses that Caesar had
used to cross the Rubicon. Suetonius also described what would become
the most celebrated event surrounding the death of Caesar—a comet that
shone for “seven successive days” during his funeral games and that was
“believed to be the soul of Caesar, who had been taken to heaven.”9 This
reading followed Pliny, who included an account of Caesar’s translation to
the stars or “catasterism” in his Natural History (77 CE) and noted how un-
usual it was for Romans to regard comets as anything other than portents
of evil.10 Shakespeare’s central source for his Roman plays, Plutarch’s Lives
of the Noble Grecians and Romans (ca. 100 CE), alludes to the comet as one of
many “strange and wonderful signs” at Caesar’s death—others include a
flaming sky, nocturnal birds appearing during the day, “spirits running
up and down in the night,” and various body parts engulfed by flame.11

Ovid’s Metamorphoses (ca. 8 CE) likewise describes the comet or “blazing
star” as evidence of Caesar’s lasting fame and triumph.12
8. See, e.g., Harrison, Bible, Protestantism, and the Rise of Natural Science, and Fall of Man and
the Rise of Science



Although Shakespeare does not stage the comet directly in Julius Cae-
sar, the play includes many acts of divination, including the soothsayer’s
warning to Caesar to “beware the Ides of March” and the strange portents
that appear during the storm scene in act 1, scene 3.13



animal) invite central questions about politics, epistemology, and prophecy
in the play.16 Although divination often fails to provide characters with cer-
tain knowledge, it also reveals a larger typological structure at work in the
play, in part by inviting the audience to employ its historical knowledge
about the future that is invisible to the characters themselves. The sooth-
sayer and the augurers in Julius Caesar are correct in their prophecies, but
only up to a point. They require supplemental knowledge that can only be
supplied by a future that they themselves cannot see. Unlike Cassius, Bru-
tus, and Antony, for example, Shakespeare’s audience has access to the
knowledge that the fall of Caesar brings on the Roman Empire with Octavius
“Augustus” Caesar at its helm—and that his rule, in turn, led to the Pax
Romana, or “universal peace,” that made possible the emergence of Chris-
tianity. Divination influences typological meaning across both Julius Caesar
and Antony and Cleopatra, especially as both plays show Octavius, the adopted
son of Julius Caesar, assuming greater authority. Divination thus sutures
the pagan past to the Christian present while encouraging the audience
to regard the theater as a medium that transforms elements of the Book
of Nature into artificial signs that demand interpretation.
TOKENS OF THE GODS

Shakespeare was clearly familiar with the divination surrounding Caesar’s
life and death. In Hamlet, Horatio alludes to the “stars with trains of fire
and dews of blood” that marked the sky “a little ere the mightiest Julius
fell.”17 Such an account follows the early modern practice of interpreting
the comet not as a sign of Caesar’s catasterism after death, but rather as a
warning of his impending demise. In a study of comets translated into
16. Marjorie Garber explores divination in relation to questions of “character and con-
sciousness” ( Julius Caesar, in Dream in Shakespeare: From Metaphor to Metamorphosis [New Ha-
ven, CT: Yale University Press, 1974], 48). John W. Crawford addresses the role of fate and
the gods in controlling destiny in the play—including the debate between Stoicism and Ep-
icureanism in shaping meaning in the play—in “The Religious Question in Julius Caesar,”
Southern Quarterly 15, no. 3 (April 1977): 297–302. Mark Rose argues that, even if Antony



English in 1577, for example, the German astronomer Frederic Nausea
asks rhetorically, “Who is ignorant, that after the appearance of a Comet
in the time of Julius Caesar, not only civil wars followed, in manner most
lamentable, but also the death & murdering of Julius Caesar his own per-
son, which was most miserable?”18 Shakespeare does not stage the comet
directly in Julius Caesar, even though Calphurnia does note that “when
beggars die there are no comets seen” and that the “heavens themselves
blaze forth the death of princes” (2.2.30–31). Yet the storm scene high-



Cassius’s “monstrous state” reframes the classical story of Caesar’s fall in
relation to futures that characters in the play cannot anticipate, including
Christian debates about interpreting the Book of Nature developed by pa-
tristic authors beginning with Origen of Alexandria, who sought new strat-
egies for reading the natural world as signs of invisible and spiritual truths.
For Augustine, no portent or prodigy could be “against nature” (contra na-
turam), since all things in nature have been created by God.20 What we
take to be monstrous derives in truth from our ignorance of God’s plan
for the universe. But for later authors, including Isidore of Seville, por-
tents, omens, monsters, and prodigies “show [monstrare] and predict fu-
ture things,” since “God wishes to signify the future through the faults that
are born . . . by which he forewarns and signifies to peoples or individuals a
misfortune to come.”21 God uses natural and supernatural signs as a way to
warn Christians about impending social and political disorder. To read
the Book of Nature was thus to engage in a form of political interpretation.

The Book of Nature was itself increasingly centered on modes of polit-
ical prophecy in Protestant Europe. Despite the hostility that many Protes-
tants showed toward divination because of its claims to forms of knowledge
possessed only by God, England during the sixteenth century was awash
with prophetic texts, including adaptations of the Greek and Roman Sib-
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Camerarius insists that the strange wonders are “above nature” and have
been sent by God to warn of future calamities: “Therefore these things
showing themselves so often times, and so wonderful, verily we ought to
understand and to think, that the moving and working of nature is wrested
out of frame, and the state and condition of men to be turned out of
course, & that the effects of nature being weak & sick may no longer con-
tinue nor endure: for even as monstrous births do not live long, so likewise
the degenerate and monstrous state of this corrupt world shall not last
long.”24 In keeping with other post-Augustinian readers of the Book of
Nature, Camerarius viewed monstrosity as ephemeral, linked to the degen-
erate and fallen condition of the contemporary world.

The brief appearance of Cicero in the storm scene of act 2 invites read-
ers and viewers to connect Shakespeare’s tragedy with classical debates
about divination and divine providence. Like Plutarch, Shakespeare seeks
to balance the representation of individual character and providential
structure. A priest at Delphi for the last thirty years of his life, Plutarch pays
particular attention to religious signs in his Lives. To remedy what he re-
garded as the vulgarity of his sources in Thucydides, Nepos, and Sueto-
nius, moreover, Plutarch paid special attention to portents in his biograph-
ical studies of Roman and Greek men in order to rationalize the nature of
divine portents and to provide an overarching theme to the moralistic nar-
ratives he was writing.25 At times, Plutarch merely alters the sequence of
events he found in his sources, as when he places Caesar’s dream of inter-
course with his mother just before he crosses the Rubicon rather than, as
in his sources, when Caesar was at war in Spain. Elsewhere, Plutarch subtly
alters existing accounts to make the supernatural sources appear to be
more rational and logical, as in his removal of snakes from the list of ani-
mals that supposedly led Alexander to Siwah.26 And even though Plutarch
emphasizes free will throughout his narrative of paired lives, the gods also
frequently manipulate his heroes with omens and portents.

Plutarch also approaches divination in the Lives through the lens of nat-
ural philosophy. In his life of Pericles, for example, he describes a tension
between natural philosophy and prognostication in relating the compet-
ing interpretations offered by the natural philosopher Anaxagoras and
24. Ibid., sig. D2v. On the religious implications of monstrous-birth broadsides, see Jen-
nifer Spinks, Monstrous Births and Visual Culture in Sixteenth-Century Germany (2009; repr.,
London: Routledge, 2016), 54–55, 74–76.

25. See Frederick E. Brenk, In Mist Apparelled: Religious Themes in Plutarch’s “Moralia” and
“Lives” (Leiden: Brill, 1977), 186, 210.

26. The account of talking snakes that lead Alexander to Siwah, where he apparently
consulted an oracle that gave him rule over the world, was first promulgated by his official
historian, Kallisthenes, and subsequently echoed by others, including Aristoboulos. See Mat-
thew Dillon, Omens and Oracles: Divination in Ancient Greece (New York: Routledge, 2017), 147.



the diviner Lampon over a strange object that Pericles once acquired: a
ram’s head with one horn in its middle. Lampon interprets the omen as
a sign that the government of Athens, which at the time was divided be-
tween followers of Thucydides and Pericles, should unify around Pericles,
but Anaxagoras, after cutting into the skull to examine the irregular brain
of the ram, dismisses this interpretation as mere superstition. Plutarch,
however, emphasizes that both could be right, since the natural philoso-
pher determines the natural “cause” of the object while the diviner pro-
vides an account of its “end” or purpose.27

Plutarch thus assumes a skeptical but balanced approach toward divina-
tion in his Lives that echoes the work of Cicero, who wrote the most influ-
ential treatises on divination in ancient Rome. Cicero’s On Divination and
The Nature of the Gods were not printed in English until 1683, but they may
have circulated earlier in England in manuscript form and in printed edi-
tions in French.28 Both treatises anticipate in striking ways the role of div-
ination in Julius Caesar.The Nature of the Gods features the Stoic philosopher
Lucilius Balbus, who sets out to prove not just the existence of the gods,
but also their character and ability to shape human action. For Balbus, div-
ination demonstrates without doubt that the gods look out for the best in-
terest of humans by giving them advance knowledge of the future. “The
Gods,” he argues, “



is filled and pervaded by a divine intelligence and eternal sense,” suggest-
ing that the soul of mankind is in communication with gods who bestow on
us the “signs and indications of futurity” (190). Particular examples of this
futurity for Quintus include the “prodigies” surrounding Caesar’s death,
such as the absent heart in the sacrificial ox discovered by Caesar’s augur-
ers (193). Against Stoic claims by Quintus defending divine intervention
in human affairs, Marcus suggests that, even if Caesar had known the fu-
ture, he would not have wanted to, since had he foreseen his own death,
“in what wretchedness would he have passed his life?” (209). Marcus thus
identifies a paradox at the heart of his brother’s defense of divination, namely,
that Stoics regard everything in the universe as both predetermined by fate
and subject to chance: “



explain causes about why something happens, but rather to “give notice of
what will happen unless you provide against it” (158). Divination in Cic-
ero, as for many later authors, was more than just an antiempirical super-
stition. It was an essential aspect of cultures where a divine presence (or Logos)
was taken as a given and in which the belief that the gods are immanent
in creation flourished. Even though divination was almost totally rejected
by Christian theologians from Augustine to Calvin, it was solidly embedded
in popular traditions and intimately associated with literature, especially in
the genres of epic and tragedy.31
MONSTROUS SIGNS

Like his other tragedies, Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar does not represent the
gods directly, meaning that the divination largely depends on human in-
tervention.32 The tragedy, which was probably the first play produced in
the newly constructed Globe theater in 1599, establishes both the impor-
tance and anxiety surrounding the interpretation of signs from its open-
ing lines.33 In questioning the plebeians marching in the streets, for exam-
ple, the tribune Flavius warns those who follow “mechanical” trades (1.1.3)
that they must have the “sign” of their professions about them (1.1.4).
Once he has dispersed the crowd, moreover, Flavius orders his fellow
tribune Murellus to disrobe Caesar’s statues of “images” that threaten to
31. See, e.g., Brenda Deen Schildgen, Divine Providence, A History: The Bible, Virgil, Orosius,
Augustine, and Dante (London: Continuum, 2012), 54–55. Of course, Homer’s Iliad begins
with a debate over the interpretation of portents, and in Hesiod’s Theogony and other works,
epic itself helped the Greeks to understand the gods themselves. Many Christians interpreted
Virgil’s fourth eclogue as a prophetic anticipation of the birth of Christ, while The Aeneid—
according to the tradition of sortes Virgilliane, or “Virgilian lots”—was often used, like the
Christian Bible, as a source of instant divination by opening to a random page in response
to a question. See, e.g., Edward Morgan, The Incarnation of the Word: The Theology of Language
of Augustine of Hippo (London: Continuum, 2010), 118.

32. Characters frequently invoke the gods in the play, but the gods themselves remain in-
visible. In act 1, scene 1, Marullus orders the plebeians to disperse, return home, fall upon
their knees, and “Pray to the gods to intermit the plague” that is sure to meet the “ingrati-
tude” they have shown to Pompey by celebrating the triumph of Caesar in the streets of Rome
(1.1.54–56). But the tribunes are of course attempting to repress the public worship of Cae-
sar, marked by festive holiday and the decoration of Caesar’s statues with images. In the next
scene, Caska claims that Marullus and Flavius are “put to silence” for pulling “scarves” from
Caesar’s statues (1.2.284–85), suggesting a conflict between the will of the gods and the ac-
tions of Caesar.

33. It is likely that the play was produced in 1599. Using both internal and external evi-
dence, for example, Stephen T. Sohmer argues the play was first performed in the new theater
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elevate Caesar “above the view of men” (1.1.68, 74). In the second scene,
efforts to police the social body of Rome give way to the efforts of Cassius
to read the body of Brutus and of the conspirators in order to interpret Cae-
sar’s character. Cassius observes that Brutus does not proffer the “show of
love” he used to (1.2.34) before offering himself as a mirror or “glass” by which
Brutus can see himself (1.2.68). Later, Caesar describes Cassius to Antony as a
“great observer” who “looks / Quite through the deeds of men” (1.2.201–2),
the trait of someone who is a potential concern for leaders such as Caesar.
This kind of attention to the simultaneous power and ambiguity of signs
accords with the play’s focus on divination as a system of interpretation.

Caesar’s hasty rejection of the soothsayer’s warnings about the coming
Ides of March in act 1, scene 2 joins a larger pattern of misinterpreting
signs in the play, including dreams, portents, prodigies, and even the time
of day. Cicero cautions Caska against the misinterpretation of the “porten-
tous things,” warning him in the spirit of Academic skepticism that “men
may construe things after their fashion / Clean from the purpose of the
things themselves” (1.3.34–35). Cassius nevertheless regards portents as
the product of a heaven that has “infused” nature with “spirits” in order
to protect against tyranny (1.3.69). The dream of Calphurnia about a statue
of her husband spouting blood into the hands of “many lusty Romans”
(2.2.78) is also central to the acts of divination foregrounded in the play.34

This vision, which seems to be Shakespeare’s own invention, appears in the
play around the same time that Caesar sends augurs to sacrifice an ox that
turns out to lack a heart. Initially refusing to change his course in response
to either form of divination, Caesar reluctantly agrees to remain at home
instead of journeying to the Capitol, but Decius arrives to offer a reinter-
pretation of the dream as an image of “reviving blood” that will nourish
the Roman people (2.2.87). This act of reinterpretation casts Caesar as a
Christlike figure whose blood produces nourishment for his followers, de-
riving perhaps from the “Fountain of Life” motif in medieval and early
modern Catholic manuscripts that celebrated the eucharistic body of Jesus
as a source of sustenance.35 In describing great men flocking to the statue
who will “press / For tinctures, stains, relics, and cognizance” (2.2.8816(at)



time, it is important to note that Caesar, unlike Christ, is not a willing par-
ticipant in ritualistic sacrifice, nor is he historically situated to understand
this layer of Christian imagery.

The specter of divination surrounding Caesar aligns him with con-
tested modes of knowledge in the play. Most of what we learn about Cae-
sar himself comes secondhand and is liable to misinterpretation, just as
Cassius and Brutus misinterpret the scene in the forum in act 1, scene 2,
where Antony offers the crown to Caesar. As we later learn (1.2.214), Caesar



regarded as Rome’s “redeemer,” but the play renders such manner ambig-
uous and denies its characters the prophetic powers of insight they might
otherwise claim.37

Earlier, Cassius famously observes to Brutus that the “fault, dear Brutus,
is not in our stars / But in ourselves, that we are underlings” (1.2.139–40),
thus downplaying stellar influence in the way that that later agent of polit-
ical transformation, the bastard Edmund in King Lear, will rail against the
superstitious belief in comets and eclipses.38 As with Edmund, Cassius’s
skepticism is also self-serving in its capacity to justify political violence. Cas-
sius thus acknowledges the power of divine signs to produce a “monstrous
state,” but he argues that only individual agents can affect social change.
This position reflected the common motto of early modern astrology orig-
inally attributed to Ptolemy: Sapiens dominabitur astra (The wise man will
dominate the stars).39

Confusion over the interpretation of the signs of divination produces a
degree of epistemological fog in Shakespeare’s Roman tragedy, yet the
play also aligns different stances toward divination held by specific charac-
ters in Julius Caesar with different schools of classical philosophy. Caska,
for instance, follows the Stoic position that all natural, preternatural, and
supernatural signs are produced by the gods in order to inform mankind
of their will. He rejects the argument that such signs might stem from nat-
ural causes. The skeptic Cicero cautions against the subjective interpre-
tation of divine signs. Yet despite his professed faith in the deterministic
philosophy of Stoicism, Brutus does not attempt to interpret the portents,
prophecies, and other signs of divination of the play in Stoic fashion. His
only response to the “exhalations whizzing in the air” is to observe that they
provide light to read with at night (2.1.44–45). In this regard, he resembles



The failure of Brutus to live up to his professed Stoic philosophy gives
him both a sense of tragic irony and a touch of humanity. Somewhat sur-
prisingly, he does not appear during the storm scene, and he takes no heed
of the portents and prodigies that arouse the interest of other conspirators.
Shakespeare also shows him to be out of synch with both time and the nat-
ural world. As act 2, scene 1 opens, for example, Brutus reveals his uncer-
tainty about the time of day and the date of the month. He believes it to be
the first of March (2.1.4), before hearing from his servant Lucius that
“March is wasted fifteen days” (2.1.59). Then, as the conspirators gather
in Brutus’s garden, a debate breaks out between Decius, Caska, and Cinna
about where the sun will rise (“You shall confess that you are both de-
ceived,” argues Caska [2.1.104]). At stake in this seemingly petty argument
is the relation of the conspiracy to interpretations of the natural world and
the role of divine providence in relation to Caesar’s assassination. Brutus
and other conspirators misunderstand the operation of providence be-
cause they fail to give adequate attention to the natural and supernatural
portents that surround them, rendering them out of step with the move-
ment of the heavens and thus with fortune more generally.40 Speaking to
himself in the garden before the conspirators gather at his house on the
eve of Caesar’s assassination, Brutus admits that he has no “personal cause”
why he must destroy Caesar, yet he develops a shadowy sense that Caesar
“may change his nature” by becoming a tyrant if he is crowned (2.1.11–
12). Brutus views Caesar as a tyrant in potentia or a “serpent’s egg” that por-



and necessary historical perspective to piece together the signs and won-
ders of the play.42 Unlike Shakespeare’s characters, we can anticipate the
fall of Caesar, which gives rise to the empire of “Augustus” Caesar (27 BCE–
14 CE), which in turn ushers in the birth of Christ. This kind of knowledge
exposes the limitations of divination within the play, while also linking div-
ination with futures yet unknown.43
FUTURE HISTORIES

Most of the scenes of divination in Julius Caesar occur prior to the assas-
sination of Caesar himself, echoing early modern accounts that focus on
the portents and prodigies warning of Caesar’s death. But the act of killing
Caesar ruptures both time and fortune in the play, as Brutus and the con-
spirators take charge over the contingencies of chance events. In rejecting
the proposal of Cassius that the conspirators also kill Antony, Brutus argues
that they should be “sacrificers” rather than “butchers” (2.1.165). After the
murder of Caesar, Brutus tries to enact a sacrificial ritual by making all of
Caesar’s killers dip their hands in his blood (3.1.105–7). But Antony dis-
rupts and reverses such efforts as he arrives on the scene and shakes the
hands of each conspirator, turning the blood ritual into a bloodbath and
calling on the goddess of discord Ate to unleash the “dogs of war” in Rome
(3.1.273). The contrasting funeral orations by Brutus and Antony are united
in their efforts to frame Caesar’s death less as the consequence of divina-
tion than as the result of human action. Where the portents, prodigies,
and omens of the first three acts create an atmosphere of providential his-
tory that is one degree removed from human agency, these scenes return
political agency to human speech and action, largely stripped of divination.
Neither Brutus nor Antony in fact invokes the gods, although Antony refers
to the Christlike “drops” of Caesar’s blood (3.2.193) and alludes to a pas-
sage from Luke 19:40 (“If these should hold their peace, the stones would
immediately cry out”) in a way that further links Caesar’s death with the
sacrifice of Christ (3.2.222–23). Brutus confines himself to explanations
42. Julian Rice argues that the request by Brutus to his fellow conspirators that they judge
by their senses is ironic in a play in which such judgment is so often misguided. Rice suggests
that the illusions of Brutus and others demonstrate “the play’s general Pyrrhonism, which
finds man’s knowledge and beliefs to be determined more by fear and hope than by reason



of the immediate past in murdering Caesar for his ambition, while Antony
links the past to the future and turns the corpse of Caesar into an object of
prophetic anticipation.

In recalling the scene of the assassination of Caesar that he did not wit-
ness himself, Antony spins a powerful tale that links individual holes made
in Caesar’s robe with the violent thrusts of his murderers, enfolding his au-
dience into the story of the fall of the great man: “O what a fall was there,
my countrymen! / Then I, and you, and all of us fell down, / Whilst bloody
treasonflourished over us” (3.2.188–90). For thefirst time in the scene, the
plebeians begin to speak of vengeance against the conspirators (3.2.198).
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In debating with Antony about whether to march toward Philippi or
wait for Antony and Octavius to come to them, Brutus offers a new image
of the power of fortune:
45.
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There is a tide in the affairs of men,
Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;
Omitted, all the voyage of their life
Is bound in shallows and in miseries.

(4.3.216–19)
Brutus’s declaration of faith in the future contradicts his use of the meta-
phor of a “tide” in the “affairs of men,” since that language implies multi-
ple, shifting times in which to seize the moment and suggests that every ebb
will be met, sooner or later, with an equal and opposite flow.45 As it hap-
pens, Brutus turns out to be as misguided about his own agency as Caesar
was about his. Both, in fact, struggle in vain against forces they cannot un-
derstand. The fateful decision by Brutus to march on Philippi triggers two
other divinatory events in the play, beginning with Caesar’s ghost, whom
Brutus refers to as a “monstrous apparition” and who appears just long
enough to announce that he will see Brutus again at Philippi (4.3.275).
Like other forms of divination in the play, this one is anticipatory and its
meaning enigmatic, though Brutus musters only the most prosaic re-
sponse—“Well: then I shall see thee again?” (4.3.282)—demonstrating
once again surprising indifference toward divination for one who is sup-
posed to adhere to Stoic “philosophy” (4.3.143).

For Plutarch, the appearance of the ghost is a clear sign of the judg-
ment of the gods against the murder of Caesar, but in Shakespeare his ap-
pearance is open to a broader range of interpretations.46 Unlike the ghost
of Hamlet’s father, who is also an instrument of vengeance, Caesar’s spirit
speaks few words and reveals no insights about the political state of the
world or his own condition in the afterworld. On one hand, of course, Cae-
sar’s ghost embodies the “spirit” that Brutus hoped to kill without shed-
ding blood. On the other, the ghost announces himself as the “evil spirit”
or demonic other of Brutus himself (4.3.279). In both cases he reminds
Brutus of his failure to eliminate Caesar’s spirit and that the conspirators
have, in fact, released Caesar’s spirit by murdering him. We do not witness
Such a “tide” of time is part of a larger pattern of rising and falling action that John
escribes as the “undular structure” of the play; see “Undular Structure in Julius Cae-
odern Language Review 66, no. 1 ( January 1971): 21–30.
See Plutarch, Lives, 796. John Roe suggests that Plutarch both attributes revenge on

nspirators to the gods and designates Caesar’s ambition as the cause of his downfall;
haracter’ in Plutarch and Shakespeare: Brutus, Julius Caesar, and Mark Antony,” in
eare and the Classics, ed. Charles Martindale and A. B. Taylor (Cambridge University

2004), 176.



the promised reappearance of Caesar’s ghost at Philippi, but Brutus in-
vokes him in his final lines of the play as he runs himself against his own
sword, crying, “Caesar now be still; / I kill’d not thee with half so good a
will” (5.5.50–51).

Yet the play returns to divinatory signs in staging the deaths of Brutus
and Cassius. In the confusion of the battle at Philippi, Cassius confesses that
he has changed his position on the capacity of portents to predict the fu-
ture in response to the appearance of “ravens, crows, and kites” that have
replaced the place of two “mighty eagles” that had perched nearby the
day before and fed from the hands of his soldiers (5.1.80–87). The eagle,
which was affiliated with Zeus, and the raven, with Apollo, were the two
most significant birds in Greek ornithomanteia.47 The substitution of raven
for eagle conventionally suggests a lessening of divine support, since the
eagle was an omen of military victory.48 This avian vision sways Cassius, at
least “partly,” away from his previous Epicurean position against portents
(5.1.89), and he suggests to Brutus that the gods remain “friendly” toward
their own armies against Antony and Octavius, even if the “affairs of men
rest still incertain” (5.1.93–95). The birds who trouble Cassius and his sol-
diers are not signs in need of interpretation of the sort that Caesar’s augurs
might have undertaken. Instead, they indicate that the “tide in the affairs of
man” that Brutus thought he was seizing is actually helping the other side.

Both the ghost of Caesar and the birds challenge Brutus’s interpretation
of providence while reaffirming that the tide of fortune has shifted in
Antony’s favor. The unpredictable contingencies of fortune serve the ends
of a history that few in the play can anticipate. As with the dream of Cal-
phurnia, the apparition of the birds reveals more to the audience than
to Cassius. The audience knows that such signs, like the portents and prod-
igies on the eve of Caesar’s assassination, confirm what history has already
demonstrated—namely, that the murder of Caesar unleashed uncontrolla-
ble vengeance that pushed Rome into civil war and then into the new po-



pagan divination and rescues Christians from classical anxiety about the
contradictory signs of the gods. Thefinal acts of Julius Caesar offer glimpses
of such as-yet unrealized futures by staging the rise of Octavius at the ex-
pense of Antony. Discerning members of the audience may observe a shift
in relations between the two men, for instance, in their brief exchange be-
fore the battle at Philippi, where Octavius contradicts Antony’s idea about
which direction to lead his army: “I do not cross you,” Octavius vows, “but I
will do so” (5.1.20). Shakespeare also gives Octavius rather than Antony the
final lines of the play, in which he claims the “glories of this happy day”
(5.582). Examples of these glories include the construction of an imperial
Rome. According to legend, Augustus inherited a city of bricks and left an
empire of marble.49 While Octavius focuses in his final speech on the “glo-
ries” of battle, Antony celebrates Brutus not as a god but as a “man” whose
life was “gentle” and in whom the elements of nature were perfectly mixed
(5.5.74–75). Antony’s final praise for Brutus—“This was a man!” (5.5.76)—
may represent a humanist ideal, as David Daniell suggests in a note to his
edition of the play, but it also looks forward to the ecce homo of Pontius Pilate
as a statement about the corporeal presence of Jesus.50 In place of the fa-
mous comet that announced the deification of Caesar in his sources,
Shakespeare offers the fallen, self-mutilated body of Brutus, free from su-
pernatural signs. The corpse of Brutus echoes and re-presents the corpse
of Caesar, while also anticipating the crucified body of Christ. Cicero’s im-
perative from the storm scene—



advance as a central location for Paul’s evangelical efforts to spread the
new gospel of Christ. Such a Pauline context links Caesar’s assassination
by Brutus with the betrayal of Christ by Judas and the vengeful spirit of
Caesar as a typological figure of New Testament spirituality.52 It also adds
a new layer of meaning to the declaration by Titinius and Cassius that Bru-
tus is the “last of all the Romans” (5.3.99).

In Antony and Cleopatra, Shakespeare signals the typological function of
Octavius more directly by having him observe in act 4 that “the time of uni-
versal peace is near” (4.6.5). Plutarch had noted in his life of Antony that it
was “predestined that the government of all the world should fall into
Octavius Caesar’s hands,”53 though Shakespeare in his treatment of this
mode of divination ironically places the pronouncement by Octavius just
before his defeat at Alexandria by Antony. In other words, the claim sig-
nals Octavius’s own lack of knowledge about the future even as it, some-
what ironically, anticipates a future that only the audience can appreciate.
In Antony and Cleopatra, Antony also begins to take more of an interest in
augury, asking the soothsayer in act 2 to predict, for instance, whether
his or Caesar’s fortunes will “rise higher” (2.3.15). On hearing the sooth-
sayer’s prediction that Caesar will win the day, Antony orders him to silence
but then admits that he is correct, not because the gods are on Caesar’s side
but only because he tends to beat the “odds,” as in cockfighting where
Caesar’s cocks “do win the battle” (2.3.37, 35). The “boy” Octavius remains
throughout the play the antithesis of the aged, pleasure-seeking Antony;
ascetic detachment and instrumental rationality help Octavius defeat An-
tony in battle. Soothsaying and other forms of divination occupy Egypt
rather than Rome in Antony and Cleopatra, while in Julius Caesar Rome is
both a place of political gamesmanship and divinatory knowledge. And yet,
even as the victorious Octavius observes the deaths of Cleopatra and her
women with forensic detachment, his servant Dolabella calls him “too sure
an augurer” for his earlier prediction that Cleopatra would take her own life
(5.2.333). Although Octavius does not consult agents of divination in con-
quering his rivals, he is himself an agent of a divinatory future, both within
the play and without.

Ultimately, divination in both Julius Caesar and



of Christianity. The “monstrous state” that Cassius identifies in Rome un-
der Julius Caesar figures a providential history that finds its realization in
the Christian overcoming of divination itself. It also recalls Augustine’s



through hermeneutic devices that both constrict and expand its signifi-
cance. It also serves the cessation theology outlined by Lafeu in All’s Well
That Ends Well, who refers to miracles as “things supernatural and cause-
less.” Challenging the commonplace notion that miracles have ceased
in the (early) modern age, Lafeu urges us to embrace “unknown fear”
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enabled the birth of Christ and, according to Christian theology, silenced
the pagan oracles.

By multiplying the signs and modes of divination in his Roman plays,
Shakespeare also makes it difficult for any single character to recognize
his own position in relation to the gods.59 The typological structure of both
Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra resolves some indeterminacy about
the nature of divinatory signs themselves while introducing further ques-
tions about how to read those signs. In this sense, Shakespeare’s theater
reproduces an epistemological confusion similar to that faced by Brahe
and other astronomers in their efforts to understand the Great Comet
of 1572. In the pre-Cartesian and pre-Baconian ethos of Elizabethan En-
gland, no form of scientific knowledge can ever produce certainty, given
the ultimate unknowability of God. Divination in Shakespeare’s Roman
plays would therefore seem both to confirm and challenge the definition
of tragedy offered by Timothy Reiss—namely, that “tragedy brings about
rationality by showing what can be termed the irrational within that ratio-
nality.”60 Tragedy in Shakespeare’s Roman plays may attempt to realize the
inexpressible through performance, but such performance also relies on
an ambiguous system of signs in which human action and thought remain,
in Brahe’s terms, both “unfathomable and unknown.”
59. I therefore disagree with Daniell’s claim in his introduction to the Arden 3 edition of
Julius Caesar that Shakespeare has “withdrawn the gods from Rome” (60).

60. Timothy Reiss, Tragedy and Truth (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1980), 284.
For an insightful critique of this position in relation to other theories of tragedy, both clas-
sical and modern, see Terry Eagleton, Sweet Violence: The Idea of the Tragic (Malden, MA:
Blackwell, 2003), 18–21.


