Et tu…

A personal narrative of teaching and Julius Caesar
There was a point in educational history where Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar would be the most familiar play to be taught to students. There was no sex, hardly any female characters at all, very few dirty jokes, and it dealt with big themes like ambition and statehood. It was a perfect play for the old-boy school system back, in the day. Then at some point it stopped being popular. Maybe having plays with interesting female roles was important – most drama classes I’ve seen have a disproportionate ratio of women to men. Maybe the loosening of morals at school allowed for more dirty jokes, as long as students didn’t laugh at them. Maybe it was the lack of trust among politicians, but never activist enough to suggest murdering them. At any rate, lesson plans for Caesar were put in the filing cabinet and Midsummer Night’s Dream, Romeo and Juliet and As You Like It became many student’s way into understanding Shakespeare (mine was As You Like It, followed by Taming of the Shrew). Suffice to say, Brutus, Antony and Caesar would have to wait until after high school for me.

…And after university as well. My Bachelor of Arts wasn’t so heavy on English courses, and while I did have some film and theatre classes, none specifically about Shakespeare’s plays. I was still fond of them, especially King Lear, but never got around to studying them until after I graduated. Then it took over my life. I was cast in a community production of Much Ado and felt like I had to understand everything Shakespeare wrote to keep up my act. For the next three years, I read everything: plays, scholarly articles, reviews of local productions, biographies… It got to the point where I was able to run the gift shop at Bard on the Beach, my favourite summer festival, and it was just a matter of time before they would stage Julius Caesar. I still had not seen it done live, and while watching the video with Marlon Brando or Charleton Heston counts as seeing it, I still wanted to see it brought to life on stage.

Bard finally got around to staging it in 2007, but I was in my second year of teaching overseas. It was the same year that they started posting YouTube videos of their productions, so I got to see an impressive scene of the Ghost annihilating soldiers on the battlefield as he chats with Brutus. Still, only wanted to see more. Returning to Canada in 2008, first thing I did on the day of my arrival was watch Titus Andronicus, another Roman play I didn’t want to miss out on. Saw Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus too (but not done at Bard, still waiting for them to stage this wonderful play). Even counting the Roman elements in Cymbeline, which I saw before going to Japan, I had seen a live production of all the Roman plays, except for Caesar. Maybe if I became a teacher, I could stage it myself.

Due to the lack of upper-level English courses at university, I was barred from entering the BEd secondary program, neither English nor Social Studies (the two most in demand subjects for tutoring, I discovered later), but I was let into the elementary program. It was a Fine Arts and New Media education program, and while I quickly mastered the electronic tools recently introduced into the school system, the fine arts were still a passion for me. And nothing would be finer than to teach Shakespeare’s plays. If it happened to be to elementary school students, even better: bolding going where few teachers dare to go. Of course, thinking like this leads to trouble, and it didn’t take long before I found myself in a classroom at the wrong time…

Keep in mind, this is not my classroom, I was still a TOC…

…Probably best to live and learn, take it in stride, whatever that vice principal said. But the damage was done, a warning letter still on file at the District office. Still misspelled Caesar on it. By April or May of next year I can ask for that letter to be removed, but seems better to remove myself from this sort of situation. Still can’t believe the union rep, the person supposedly on my side, who complained about showing such ghastly scenes on a SMARTBoard. Not only bad teachers, but bad teaching tools as well. I never returned to this school, turned down calls every when “Philippi” was mentioned. Once, by accident I accepted a half-day call, the same class, a year later. Seems like I didn’t even have to bother turning down calls, as the vice principal canceled my call.

The upside is that I have moved on. Shortly after the incident, I attended a conference where I presented a paper on Virtual Learning Environments for Shakespeare’s Plays. Half a year later, I was finishing up my master of educational technology, preparing for my PhD application. My pro-tem advisor was working on this fascinating project, a Simulated Environment for Theatre. She got in touch with one of her researchers, and I got to test out the new operating system. Very much what I had presented in Spain. And the kicker, the scene on display was the assination of Julius Caesar. By William Shakespeare.

