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  Context


  Likely the most influential writer in all of English literature and certainly the most important playwright of the English Renaissance, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire, England. The son of a successful middle-class glove-maker, Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582, he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558-1603) and James I (ruled 1603-1625); he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare's company the greatest possible compliment by endowing them with the status of king's players. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford, and died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare's death, such luminaries as Ben Jonson hailed him as the apogee of Renaissance theatre.


  Shakespeare's works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare's life; but the paucity of surviving biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare's personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare's plays in reality were written by someone else--Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates--but the evidence for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


  In the absence of definitive proof to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the 37 plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare's plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to affect profoundly the course of Western literature and culture ever after.


  In 1687, a full hundred years after the first performance of Titus Andronicus, Edward Ravenscroft adapted the play for a different audience. In an introduction to his more refined version, he wrote, "I have been told by some anciently conversant with the stage, that it was not originally his [Shakespeare's], but brought by a private author to be acted, and he only gave some Master-touches to one or two of the principal parts of characters; this I am apt to believe, because 'tis the most incorrect and indigested piece in all his works; it seems rather a heap of Rubbish than a structure."


  More interesting than the fact that Ravenscroft thought the play was bad enough to merit "Rubbish" with a capital "r," is the determination of the author to rescue the good name of Shakespeare. This captures the essence of the history of the play Titus Andronicus, in which admirers of Shakespeare venture to deny his authorship of such a bad, probably his worst, play. This debate has carried over into this century. If scholars acknowledge the hand of the great master in this work at all, they usually point to his youth as an excuse for the assumed poverty of its quality (Shakespeare would have been 26 at the time, with Titus Andronicus marking his first attempt at writing tragedy). This controversy rages despite the fact that Meres publicly named Shakespeare as the play's author in Palladis Tamia (1598), and that the play is included in the First Folio.


  Perhaps one of the reasons Titus Andronicus has sparked such contention rests on its resistance to easy categorization. Portraying events supposedly derived from the history of the late Roman empire, but which are entirely fictitious, the play clings barely to the genre of both history play and Roman play. It also bears some elements of a tragedy, but can make little claim of offering its audience catharsis. The best description of the play would be that of a revenge tragedy, a genre defined by a hero who doggedly pursues vengeance and perishes at his moment of success. On many counts, Titus Andronicus follows the conventions of the Elizabethan revenge play; yet in its massive excess the play seems less an imitation of the Elizabethan revenge drama than a deliberate parody of that form.


  Whether Rubbish or revenge, the play met with great public support upon opening. Books of the Elizabethan era testify to a public audience with particularly bloody tastes, and Titus Andronicus was received with great applause, remaining a favorite for over a decade. Though certainly not one of Shakespeare's top tier plays, the poetry of Titus Andronicus nevertheless displays specifically Shakespearean traits that needed only to mature before forming the foundation of his many masterpieces.


  Summary


  By S. Clarke Hulse's count, Titus Andronicus is a play with "14 killings, 9 of them on stage, 6 severed members, 1 rape (or 2 or 3, depending on how you count), 1 live burial, 1 case of insanity and 1 of cannibalism--an average of 5.2 atrocities per act, or one for every 97 lines." Reviewer Mike Gene Wallace adds, "This is a great play. We're talking fourteen dead bodies, kung-fu, sword-fu, spear-fu, dagger-fu, arrow-fu, pie-fu, animal screams on the soundtrack, heads roll, hands roll, tongues roll, nine and a half quarts of blood, and a record-breaking 94 on the vomit meter." Really, there's not much more to say; that is the essence of the play. Titus Andronicus is a non-stop potboiler catalog of abominations (with the poetry itself counted as a crime by many critics).


  Titus Andronicus, Roman general, returns from ten years of war with only four out of twenty-five sons left. He has captured Tamora, Queen of the Goths, her three sons, and Aaron the Moor. In obedience to Roman rituals, he sacrifices her eldest son to his own dead sons, which earns him Tamora's unending hatred and her promise of revenge.


  Tamora is made empress by the new emperor Saturninus. To get back at Titus, she schemes with her lover Aaron to have Titus's two sons framed for the murder of Bassianus, the emperor's brother. Titus's sons are beheaded. Unappeased, she urges her sons Chiron and Demetrius to rape Titus's daughter Lavinia, after which they cut off her hands and tongue so she cannot give their crime away. Finally, even Titus's last surviving son Lucius is banished from Rome; he subsequently seeks alliance with the enemy Goths in order to attack Rome. Each new misfortune hits the aged, tired Titus with heavier impact. Eventually, he begins to act oddly and everyone assumes that he is crazy.


  Tamora tries to capitalize on his seeming madness by pretending to be the figure of Revenge, come to offer him justice if Titus will only convince Lucius to cease attacking Rome. Titus, having feigned his madness all along, tricks her, captures her sons, kills them, and makes pie out of them. He feeds this pie to their mother in the final scene, after which he kills both Tamora and Lavinia, his own daughter. A rash of killings ensue; the only people left alive are Marcus, Lucius, Young Lucius, and Aaron. Lucius has the unrepentant Aaron buried alive, and Tamora's corpse thrown to the beasts. He becomes the new emperor of Rome.


  Characters


  
    Titus Andronicus - General of Rome and tragic hero of the play. Father of Lavinia and Lucius. Titus has spent the last ten years fighting Rome's enemies and winning honor for his country, yet his heroic deeds have taken so much out of him that he feels incapable of leading his country despite its desire that he be its new emperor. He is first held up as a model of piety for his staunch reverence for traditions, but it is this strict adherence to tradition that causes his enemies to take revenge against him. A Senecan hero, he pursues revenge to the end, and dies in the process.

  


  
    Tamora - Queen of the Goths, mother of Chiron and Demetrius. Though her very first speech shows her to be a caring mother who has an appreciation of the nobility of mercy, Tamora is associated with barbarism, savagery, and unrestrained lasciviousness. Indeed, Tamora exhibits extreme ruthlessness, particularly when she encourages her sons to rape Lavinia, and says that she knows not the meaning of pity. Even though she is opposite in everything to the archetypal victim Lavinia, feminist theorists like to cast her in the position of a victim of a male law of order. In this light, she becomes the dartboard for misogynistic fear of sexual appetite.

  


  
    Aaron - Tamora's Moorish lover. Shakespeare only created four other black characters before the tragic hero Othello, and Aaron is the most substantial of the four. As he himself admits, there is not a crime in Titus in which he has not had a hand. He is practically the engine of action in Act II, bringing Tamora's dream of revenge to reality. This simplistic, depthless portraiture of evil is a descendant of the "Devil" or "Vice" from early Elizabethan morality plays, created only to move the audience to contempt. For that reason, there is little about Aaron to win our sympathy or to even explain the motivation for his evil. His protectiveness of his child presents an interesting contrast in parenthood to Tamora and Titus.

  


  
    Lavinia - The only daughter of Titus Andronicus, she spurns Saturninus's offer to make her his empress because she is in love with Bassianus. She is brutally raped and disfigured by Chiron and Demetrius in the forest during the hunt. Thereafter, she is a mute and horrifying presence constantly on stage, complement to her father's loquacious sufferings, and accomplice to his bloody vengeance. Deprived of every means of communication, and robbed of her most precious chastity, she comes across as one of Shakespeare's most incapacitated heroines. Yet, as she is physically pared down, her narrative and thematic importance escalates, drawing our attention to the importance of pantomime on the stage. The rape of Lavinia is undoubtedly the central and most horrific crime of the play, which is why Edward Ravenscroft's adaptation of the play has the alternate name of "The Rape of Lavinia." For this reason, her character invites especially careful scrutiny.

  


  
    Marcus Andronicus - Roman Tribune of the People. Brother of Titus Andronicus. Unlike the other Andronici, he never participates in the war. Where everyone else has had a hand in at least one murder or crime, he remains conspicuously removed from the bloodshed. Every time he speaks, he is the sound of reason and calmness, standing in stark contrast to the ravenous and crazed speeches of the other characters.

  


  
    Saturninus - The eldest son of the late Emperor of Rome. Titus successfully advocates for him to be the new emperor. However, Saturninus shows no gratitude. He is impatient with the Andronici and would rather have them out of his way; he feels threatened by the genuine honor and people's support that they have won for themselves. He chooses the captive Tamora, Queen of the Goths, for his empress, thereby giving her the power to wreak havoc on Rome and Titus's family.

  


  
    Bassianus - The younger brother of Saturninus. It is to him that Lavinia is betrothed. He steals her away when Saturninus wants to make her his empress, which sets into motion the events that lead Titus to kill his own son, and Saturninus to despise the Andronici. He is murdered by Chiron and Demetrius, but Quintus and Martius are framed for his murder, which leads to their beheadings. As the representative of grace and virtue, his failure to become emperor in the first act is the sign of a degenerate Rome.

  


  
    Lucius - Titus's only surviving son. He defends his sister, Lavinia, from their father after she runs away with Bassianus. He tries to free his captive brothers Quintus and Martius, for which he is banished from Rome. The people of Rome support him over Saturninus. He is probably the one character to undergo a substantial psychological transformation over the course of the play, moving from bloodthirsty youth to sober leader.

  


  
    Chiron and Demetrius - Two Goth princes. Sons of Tamora. They squabble over who loves Lavinia more, when really they are merely guided by lust. They murder Bassianus and then brutally rape and disfigure Lavinia. They are shown in this play to be nothing more than engines of lust, destruction, and depravity, empty of even the basic wit that makes Aaron a more compelling villain. They are finally killed by Titus, who has their blood and bones made into a pastry to be fed to their mother.

  


  


  Act I, Scene i


  Summary


  After the death of the Emperor of Rome, his two sons, Saturninus and Bassianus, ask the masses to determine who should succeed to the throne. The first invokes his natural rights as the first-born son, the second calls upon his virtue and graciousness. They are silenced by the Tribune of the People, Marcus Andronicus, who announces that the people of Rome have elected to the throne Titus Andronicus, a great general who has spent the last ten years and lost twenty-one sons vanquishing Rome 's enemies. Titus enters to great fanfare, trailed by four living sons and two in coffins; he brings with him the captives Tamora, Queen of the Goths, her three sons, and Aaron the Moore. Despite a desperate plea from Tamora, Titus orders, following Roman custom, that Tamora's oldest son be ritually sacrificed in exchange for Titus's own dead offspring.


  Marcus offers Titus the scepter of Rome on behalf of the people, but Titus refuses it on account of his age. Instead, he states that Saturninus should be emperor because he is the eldest son; Saturninus returns the favor by taking Lavinia as his empress. Bassianus revolts against this, claiming that Lavinia is betrothed to him. He spirits her away, with the aid of Lavinia's remaining brothers Lucius, Mutius, Quintus, and Martius. When Mutius intercedes with Titus on behalf of his fleeing sister, Titus strikes him down and kills him. It is only after his other sons plead with him that Titus even allows Mutius to be interred in the family tomb.


  Publicly humiliated by the loss of Lavinia, Saturninus announces that he will instead take Tamora as empress. The new empress slyly advises him to accept the apologies of Titus and his sons, secretly promising Saturninus that she will help him find another day to exact revenge on the Andronici. The new emperor closes Act 1 by declaring it a love-day and inviting everyone to the court for a feast. Titus offers to organize a hunt for him the next day, and Saturninus accepts.


  Commentary


  Act I lays out all the conflicts that will unfurl in bloody splendor through the course of the play: the contest for the crown, the revenge feud between Titus and Tamora, and the foreshadowed rape of Lavinia. The opening speeches of Saturninus and Bassianus represent a Rome that is deeply divided between tradition and virtue--must Rome respect the lineage of the eldest son Saturninus, or should virtuous Bassanius be made its emperor? Titus steps in on the side of tradition, but in doing so he explicitly refuses to "set a head on headless Rome" (I.i.186), leaving Rome rudderless. Rome's fractious status is matched by the subsequent dismemberment of the characters. If the play is understood as a systematic deconstruction and critique of Roman society and ways, then this act displays the first crack.


  Even though, with the coronation of Saturninus, the opening quarrel of Act I is seemingly resolved, the act has really planted the beginnings of many new conflicts. To the contrast between traditional right and virtue (as embodied by Saturninus and Bassianus respectively) is added the contrast between Roman civilization and Goth barbarism. When Marcus urges Titus, "Thou art a Roman, be not barbarous" (I.i.378), the implication is that Roman rituals are the bulwark of civilization. However, when Titus turns a deaf ear to Tamora's plea and coldbloodedly sacrifices her oldest son, the very Goths who symbolize barbarism exclaim, "Was never Scythia so barbarous!" (I.i.131) While Tamora pleads for her son's life, Titus does not hesitate to slay his son in the name of honor. The seemingly simplistic distinction between the Romans as civilized and the Goths as barbarous is thus complicated, and we are made to question the violence at the heart of Roman civilization. The high ceremony of the court is a thin veil over savage violence throughout Act I. In the same way, the "love-day" feast is merely a sham, a fact made clear in the mirroring of this opening feast by a closing feast, in which all the rivalries are played out and murder, quite literally, becomes the main course.


  Act II, Scenes i-iii


  Summary


  Aaron rejoices that Tamora is now the empress. As her lover, he anticipates better opportunities for himself. His thoughts are interrupted by a brawl between Chiron and Demetrius, who argue over which of them deserves Lavinia's love. Aaron counsels them to stop arguing and instead to catch her the next day during the hunt and to both rape her. When Titus, Titus's sons, Saturninus, Tamora, Bassianus, Lavinia, and Marcus gather the next day for the hunt, Chiron and Demetrius reaffirm their intention "to pluck a dainty doe to ground" (II.ii.26).


  Away from the hunting party, Aaron buries a bag of gold under a tree. Tamora finds him and urges him to make love to her. However, Aaron is ruled by vengeance and asks her to deliver a letter to Saturninus. The couple is spotted in their physical intimacy by Bassianus and Lavinia, who proceed to roundly insult Tamora, with Lavinia being surprisingly coarse. Chiron and Demetrius enter and stab Bassianus to death in defense of their mother's honor. When Tamora wants to stab Lavinia too, her sons stop her, wishing to keep her alive until they have satisfied their lust on her. Tamora assents, ignoring Lavinia's heartrending request that Tamora kill her immediately instead.


  Aaron leads Titus's sons Quintus and Martius to where he claims a panther is asleep. They both fall into the pit where Chiron and Demetrius left Bassianus's body. Aaron then leads Saturninus to the pit, where Tamora hands him the letter Aaron had previously written, and which incriminates Quintus and Martius as Bassianus's murderers. The bag of gold that Aaron buried is conveniently uncovered and taken as proof that Titus's sons were going to pay a huntsman to do the deed. Titus tries to free his sons to no avail; they are taken away by Saturninus to await execution.


  Commentary


  These scenes concentrate on the mechanism of revenge. Significantly, Aaron, the undenied and almost two-dimensional villain of the play, is shown as the foremost agent of vengeance. Everything that transpires in this act is a direct result of Aaron's planning or coaching. Unlike Titus and Tamora, who are given ample reasons for their actions, Aaron is all action and no motivation. Such representation aids in furthering an unquestioned racial stereotype of the Moore.


  Here, diabolical vengeance is linked to the wilderness. As opposed to the distinctly factionalized Rome where Bassianus and Saturninus staged their civilized war of rhetoric, the wilderness is a place without walls or dimensions, where desires and motives take on a fluid freedom. What was constrained by the rigidity of the court is given full villainous run here because "the woods are ruthless, dreadful, deaf, and dull" (II.i.128). In pursuing their black ends, humans slide through bestial forms as easily as their desires are realized; this is symbolized in the words of the panicking Lavinia, who sees her attackers as lions, tigers, and ravens.


  This act is also obsessed with the idea of the pit: Aaron's bag of gold is buried underground; Bassianus's corpse is thrown into a pit; Quintus and Martius are trapped in the same; and Lavinia has her hole violated. Throughout, the language reflects horror and fear at the pit--it is "this abhorred pit" (II.iii.98), "some loathsome pit" (II.iii.176), "this unhallowed and bloodstained hole" (II.iii.210), "this fell devouring receptacle" (II.iii.235), "this gaping hollow of the earth" (II.iii.249). The constant reference to the hole as a mark of death, as a sign of the tomb, is curious, particularly because so much attention is also drawn to the fertile holes of the two main female characters (Tamora seduces Aaron, Lavinia is raped). There is a certain misogynistic identification of the women and their sexual appetites with the mysterious and wild terror of the earth. The terror of the hole, embodied in the earth as a grave, and in the body as sign of feminine danger, is continued throughout the play, and culminates in the killing mouth of the mother who devours her own sons, becoming the grave and negating her fertility all at once.


  One of the most nagging problems about this Act is the behavior of Lavinia when she and Bassianus discover Tamora in the arms of her lover Aaron. Considering that Lavinia spends most of the play mute, her few words here are particularly jarring for being so uncouth. Critics have found this unappealing side of Lavinia to be an unforgivable fault, interfering with her character's role as a tragic heroine. For the insults she unleashes on Tamora, some even believe that her rape is fitting retribution. However, others argue that her behavior is completely in keeping with the standards and behavior of ladies during the Elizabethan era, and that taking offense at her coarseness is just the prudish reaction of a contemporary reader. Because of the overall contradictory representation of Lavinia, as victim and as attacker, she becomes a good study of the place and agency of the female in the Rome of Titus Andronicus.


  Act II, Scene iv


  Summary


  Chiron and Demetrius enter with a ravished Lavinia, whose hands and tongue they have cut off in order to prevent her from revealing the perpetrators of the crime. They insult her before they leave her alone in the wilderness. The wretched girl is discovered by Marcus, who is moved by the sight of the suffering Lavinia to make a long poetic tirade in which the depth of his sympathy is signaled by the length and complex figurativeness of his language. Lavinia tries to flee in shame from her uncle, but he stops her and decides to bring her to her father even though he is sure that such a sight will blind Titus.


  Commentary


  This scene begins with the stage directions: "Enter...Lavinia, her hands cut off, and her tongue cut out, and ravished." How does Lavinia enter "ravished"? Add to this the horrifying effects of the literal dramatizations in Elizabethan theater (with fake blood and stumps), and it is easy to see why critics decry Titus Andronicus as a play of uncontrolled and unnecessary excess. Not only is there excess in the atrocities committed upon Lavinia, but this excess is also manifested in the text. First of all, we have the physical body of Lavinia as testament to the rape. Next, we have the gloating insults of Chiron and Demetrius, who explain to the audience what they have done to her and why. Finally, we have the moving speech of Marcus when he encounters his niece. It is possible to argue that the successive layerings of verse describing Lavinia, which graduate from the coarse, hurried couplets of Chiron and Demetrius into the poetic, sustained tirade of Marcus, are an attempt to turn Lavinia's flesh into words through progressively poetic language. Therefore, quite contrary to the indulgent excess of violence to which so many critics object in Titus, there is an excess of language at work which glazes over the horrific effects of this rape. Furthermore, Marcus's classical allusions to Tereus, Philomela, Cerberus, and Titan partially transform Lavinia's suffering into more of a textual conceit than a bodily offense.


  Act III, Scenes i and ii


  Summary


  Titus entreats the judges who are leading his sons away to spare their lives for the sake of his war efforts and age. They ignore him, and he prostrates himself upon the ground, saying that he will rain tears on the earth so that it will refuse to drink the blood of his sons. Lucius enters with his sword drawn and tells his father, "You recount your sorrows to a stone" (III.i.29). To this, Titus replies that stones are softer than the tribunes of Rome. Lucius unsuccessfully attempts to free his brothers, and is banished; Titus calls him a lucky man for escaping the "wilderness of tigers" (III.i.54) that Rome has become. Marcus enters with the ravished Lavinia, and all break down in tears, with Titus calling relentlessly for them to "look upon her" (III.i.65).


  Aaron enters with the message for Titus that if Titus cuts off one of his own hands, the Emperor will spare his sons. Marcus and Lucius argue that they should sacrifice their hands, but while Titus sends them off for an axe, he gets Aaron to cut off his hand (with the fantastically embarrassing line "Lend me thy hand, and I will give you mine"). The message turns out to be a trick: after Titus has lost his hand, a messenger returns with the severed heads of Quintus and Martius. Titus begins to laugh for the tears he can no longer shed (III.i.263). He retires to his home with his brother and his daughter, sending Lucius off to raise an army of Goths against Tamora and Saturninus.


  In the second scene, Titus, Marcus, Lavinia, and Lucius's son, Young Lucius, have a small banquet where Titus feeds his daughter while he deciphers the sorrow behind her mimed actions. For example, he understands that she will have no drink but her tears. When Marcus kills a fly, this causes Titus to wax sympathetic for the parents of the fly. Marcus humors him by saying that it is a black fly like Aaron. Titus reacts with delight, which convinces Marcus that he is mad. Titus then takes Lavinia and young Lucius away to read.


  Commentary


  When Titus prostrates himself and makes a plea to a non-existent audience, he represents the ultimate demise of Rome: its greatest hero reduced to an unsuccessful supplicant to the soil. In his speech to the banished Lucius, the "civilized" rivalry between Romans and the savagery and bloodlust of beasts converge: "Rome is but a wilderness of tigers" (III.i.54). Together with the "consuming sorrow" (III.i.61) of the abused Lavinia, this scene lays the foundation for a plot that increasingly concentrates on a circle of revenge that is rapacious and all-consuming. This all-consuming cycle ultimately finds concrete form in Titus's final scheme for retribution, in which the consuming of men is transformed from the metaphorical to the literal, and Titus's enemies are forced to eat their offspring. At the same time, so great are Titus's troubles that he is overwhelmed by them: "Like a drunkard must I vomit them" (III.i.230). The play has reached a point of gross excess that even those involved cannot help but note: "These miseries are more than may be born" (III.i.242). But such is the nature of revenge that having this knowledge does not stop the process. A cycle of revenge feeds itself, and those involved are swept up in its passionate carnage.


  The first scene is also significant because of Aaron's aside, in which he says, while tricking Titus into cutting off his own hand, "O how this villainy / Doth fat me with the very thoughts of it! / Let fools do good, and fair men call for grace; / Aaron will have his soul black like his face" (III.i.201-4). This statement can be taken in two contrasting ways. It can be seen as locating Aaron's evil within his blackness, as popularly accepted in racial stereotypes. Or, it can be taken as proof that his villainy is a deliberate choice rather than the natural characteristic of a Moore. Either his soul is inherently black because he is black, or he decides to make his soul black because he has been treated so badly for simply having black skin.


  The second scene is one of the most moving. In it, Titus enacts his first role as cook/feeder, in this case to his daughter Lavinia (later he will feed a horrendous feast to Tamora). This marks the only time in Titus when eating is portrayed as a natural and even nurturing act, as opposed to the ravenous, corrupt appetites portrayed in other parts of the play. In this scene, the textualization of Lavinia's body begun by Marcus in Act II Scene iv is completed as she is described as a "map of woe" (III.ii.12), whose sign language must be interpreted. From her mute motions, Titus says that he will "wrest an alphabet" (III.ii.44). The role of Lavinia is very important to consider as a symbol of theatricality in the play. She becomes central to the play (as a reason for revenge) just when she loses her ability to speak and is left with no communicational means but her gestures. This draws our attention to the fact that this is a play to be staged, and that Lavinia is to be looked at and not just heard.


  Act IV, Scenes i and ii


  Summary


  Young Lucius flees from his aunt Lavinia, fearing that she is crazed. In fact, she merely wants to get to the book he is carrying, Ovid's Metamorphoses. She turns through its pages until she reaches the story of Philomela and Tereus (Tereus rapes his sister-in-law Philomela and then cuts off her tongue so that she cannot reveal the crime), which she shows to her father and uncle to indicate what has been done to her. Marcus urges her to carve the name of the culprits in the sand. Holding the staff with her mouth and guiding it with her stumps, she writes, "Stuprum[Latin for rape] -- Chiron -- Demetrius." They all kneel and take a vow to not rest until the treacherous Goths have been made to pay with their blood.


  On Titus's orders, Young Lucius delivers weapons from his armory to Chiron and Demetrius, along with a scroll bearing a quotation of Horace, stating, "The man of upright life, and free from crime, has no need of the Moore's javelins or arrows." The insult is lost on the young Goths, but Aaron notes it. Then a nurse enters with a blackamoor child, the bastard son of Tamora and Aaron, and asks that Aaron kill it before it brings shame to the empress. Aaron roars to the defense of his son, and claims that black is the best color because it does not deign to take on any other colors. He kills the nurse to keep the secret of the child safe, then decides to return to the Goths so that he may protect his son.


  Commentary


  Both these scenes show how words are used as tools and weapons in the play. In the dramatic disclosure of Lavinia's rape we see the climax of the concept of her body as text. Her signs are too confusing for her father, and uncle and she must resort to the words of Ovid to tell the truth. In essence, words, and a knowledge of the myths they spin, constitute a strength because they allow the characters to communicate, and thereby to attack, in a world of deceit. In a sense, if heroism is based on anything in this play, it is based on wit and knowledge of the classical texts. This theme is furthered in the following scene where Young Lucius delivers weapons as "gifts" to Chiron and Demetrius, along with a message that says upright men have no use for weapons. It is the succinct quote from Horace that transforms the seeming gifts into an insult. Because Tamora's sons do not catch the implication they are shown to be barbaric creatures. However, because Aaron catches the insult he demonstrates that he is indeed a formidable foe who at least functions at the same level of wit as Titus.


  In Aaron's reaction to the birth of his son, the play deals for the first time with the issue of his race. In defending his son, Aaron defends the color that has for so long caused him to be ostracized: "Coal-black is better than another hue / In that it scorns to bear another hue" (IV.ii.99-100). In these lines we gain a better sense of Aaron as the victim of a racially biased society, and a possible insight as to why he is set on a path of evil. His immediate attachment to his son, his new and only bond with the rest of the world, reveals just how alone and unallied he has been throughout the play. Although he has played lover to the queen, coach to her sons, and foe to the Andronici, he has committed his acts solely for his own pleasure. In a sense, there is honor to what he says about the honesty of the black hue: it is one thing that, by its nature, remains itself. While all the other characters are constantly in disguise, shifting alliances for their own interests, Aaron wears his villainy on his sleeve, and is loyal, at least, to that.


  This scene is often used to make comparisons between Aaron, Tamora, and Titus in the matter of parenthood. Tamora herself wants her lovechild with Aaron eliminated, while Titus has killed some of his children with his own hands. In comparison, Aaron's fierce love for his child seems to mark him as a much better parent than those we have thus far seen.


  Act IV, Scenes iii and iv


  Summary


  Titus brings Marcus, Young Lucius, and his kinsmen Publius, Sempronius, and Caius to shoot arrows at the constellations. These arrows are tipped with petitions to the gods for justice. Marcus adds a practical touch by advising the men to make certain their shafts fall into the court so as to scare the emperor. Along comes a clown carrying two pigeons; he tells them he is going to court to settle a personal dispute. Titus convinces the clown to bring a message on his behalf to the emperor, with the promise of a hefty monetary reward.


  In the court, Saturninus is furious about the arrows he has found, for they have advertised his crimes to all of Rome. The clown enters with the two pigeons and Titus's letter. Saturninus reads the letter and immediately has the clown hanged. Next, the messenger Aemilius enters with word that Lucius has gathered an army of Goths and is already advancing on Rome. Saturninus flies into a panic; he has often heard rumors that the people would support Lucius over himself. Tamora calms him by comparing him to an eagle that tolerates the song of smaller birds because he can silence them at will. Furthermore, she promises him that she can persuade Titus to entreat Lucius to desist in his war efforts. She sends Aemilius to the Goth camp to ask Lucius to go to a meeting at the house of Titus.


  Commentary


  Titus cries, "We will solicit heaven and move the gods / To send down justice for to wreak our wrongs" (IV.iii.51-2). With these words is performed one of those most lyrically inspired moments of the play: Titus and his kinsmen shoot arrows at the unfeeling sky from the mortal earth. First, this action calls up the poetic heroism of characters who push beyond their human reach to lay their narrative on the doorstep of godliness. At the same time, because their arrows fall meekly to the earth, they are shown to be the pathetic humanity they are: powerless, impotent weaklings left to fight one another in a world after "Terras Astraea reliquit [The goddess of justice has left the earth]" (IV.iii.4). Finally, because the arrows, each freighted with a description of Saturninus's crimes, fall into Saturninus's court, they serve as a crystallization of the metaphor of attacking an enemy through words. The effectiveness of this scheme is shown by Saturninus's distress when he rages, "Sweet scrolls to fly about the streets of Rome!" (IV.iv.16) In this image, we begin to see how Titus reconquers the city of Rome by literally covering it with his words. If well dramatized on the stage, this scene's conflation of human pathos, divine absence, and witty strength has the potential to demonstrate some of the play's most important themes.


  A problematic figure in these two scenes is that of the clown. He does nothing but deliver a message to Saturninus on Titus's behalf, which in turn leads to his execution. But the content of the letter he carries is never revealed to the audience. The comic relief the clown offers is little more than a weak confusing of Jupiter's name. The only real cause for his presence is that it allows Titus to display a degree of insanity by mistaking the clown for a messenger from heaven. For these reasons, the figure of the clown is often excluded from productions of Titus Andronicus.


  Act V, Scenes i and ii


  Summary


  In the Goth camp, Lucius tells the Goths that he has received news from Rome detailing how much the Romans hate their emperor, and how eagerly they await Lucius's coming. The Goths are proud to fight alongside the man who was once their bane, and promise to follow his lead into battle. A Goth soldier has discovered the fugitive Aaron, along with his baby, in an abandoned monastery, and brought him back to camp. Lucius's impulse is to hang the father and child, letting the child hang first so that the father will have to watch. The Goths bring a ladder and make Aaron climb it. From that position, he makes a bargain with Lucius to preserve the child in exchange for Aaron's knowledge of all the horrors that have occurred. When Lucius swears by his gods that he will spare the child, Aaron reveals the parenthood of the child, the rapists of Lavinia, the murderers of Bassianus, his own trickery to get Titus's hand; finally, he takes credit for every act, saying, "And what not done, that thou hast cause to rue, / Wherein I has no stroke of mischief in it?" (V.i.109- 10) Lucius is aghast, but the inveterate Moore goes on to list the other crimes he has committed in his life, claiming his sole regret is that he does not have the chance to commit ten thousand more. Lucius is so horrified that he has Aaron taken down, claiming hanging is too sweet a death for the Moore. Aaron is gagged so that he will stop speaking.


  Aemilius enters then with the request from Saturninus for a meeting. Lucius agrees.


  In the second scene, Tamora and her sons appear to Titus in disguise, masquerading as Revenge and her attendants Rape and Murder. She says to Titus, whom she believes to be mad, that she will punish all his enemies if he will convince Lucius to attend a banquet at Titus's house. Her plan is to wreak confusion among the Goths while their new leader, Lucius, is at the banquet. Titus, who has simply been playing at madness all along, agrees on the condition that Revenge leave Rape and Murder (Chiron and Demetrius in disguise) with him. Upon Tamora's departure, Titus gets his kinsmen to gag and bind the two young Goths. With Lavinia holding the basin to catch their blood, Titus "play[s] the cook" who slits their throats. He elaborates on his plan to grind their bones to dust and to make a paste of it with their blood, which he will turn into "coffins," a word that also meant pie crust. He will then bake Tamora's sons in their "coffins," and serve the dish to their mother at the banquet.


  Commentary


  In Act I Scene i, Aaron gets an opportunity to flaunt his evil through long, uninterrupted speeches that reveal his blasphemy, his absence of scruples, and his utter lack of regret about anything he has done. Not only does he explain his own part in every atrocity that has been committed, he heaps insult on injury by describing how much he delighted at the suffering of his victims. To the excess of his violence is matched the voracity of his appetite for wrongdoing. This scene can only inspire horror in an audience, effectively erasing any sympathy one might have mustered for Aaron as a paternal figure.


  Tamora's little costume-show for Titus functions as a play-within-a-play, drawing attention to the theatricality of Titus. What is interesting here is that in disguising themselves as Revenge, Rape, and Murder, Tamora and her sons in fact assume the abstract roles they have occupied throughout the play. In taking on disguises, Tamora and her sons reveal themselves. It is ironic that Titus should be the one to say "but we worldly men / Have miserable, mad, mistaking eyes" (V.ii.65-6) for it is the empress and her sons who have had their eyes tricked by Titus's feigning of insanity. Titus's line that he "will o'erreach them in their own devices" (V.ii.143) proves exactly right. Tamora plays at disguise but in doing so reveals her true self, while Titus proves him self a master at hiding his intentions. Titus's line, however, has deeper implications: it is a fine description of what Shakespeare has done in this play; he has revived classical myths and allusions only to expand and intensify them. Lavinia has been a bused "worse than Philomel," and in response, Titus will be avenged "worse than Procne" (V.ii.194-5). It is on this "o'erreach" that the play is largely based.


  It has been said that the whole of Titus Andronicus is based on one pun, that the word "coffin" also means "pie-crust." This observation can be used to trivialize the play. Or, it can be taken as another example of how the play spins on a twist of words, on the way a double entendre allows Titus to turn the womb of the mother into the tomb of her offspring, so that she eats what she has produced.


  Act V, Scene iii


  Summary


  Lucius speaks to Marcus at his father's house; he asks Marcus to take custody of Aaron so that they might later get testimony of Tamora's crimes. Saturninus enters with his empress, and is heartily welcomed by Titus, who is dressed like a cook. Titus asks Saturninus if Virginius (a heroic Centurion) should have slain his daughter because she had been raped; Saturninus responds that a girl should not survive her shame. At this, Titus kills Lavinia. The emperor is horrified but Titus claims that her real killers are Chiron and Demetrius. When Saturninus calls for them to be brought out, Titus replies that they are already present, in the dishes from which Tamora has already eaten. With this revelation he stabs the empress. The emperor kills Titus. Lucius kills the emperor.


  Marcus and another nobleman (possibly Aemilius, depending on the edition of the play) are grieved by the state to which Rome has fallen. Lucius speaks up to defend his actions by citing all the crimes that have been committed against the Andronici. Marcus asks the judgment of the Roman people, saying that he and Lucius will give up their lives if they are judged to be in the wrong. To this, Aemilius calls for Lucius to be emperor, a call taken up by Marcus. Lucius accepts, after which he, Marcus, and Young Lucius pay tribute to Titus's corpse. Lucius orders that Aaron be buried breast-deep and left to starve to death, but Aaron is still unrepentant. Lucius's closing words are for Tamora's corpse to be thrown to wild beasts since she was beastly while alive.


  Commentary


  The last scene is filled with an almost obscene number of corpses. And yet, after study, it is clear that every one of the deaths here is necessary to clear the way for a new Rome. At the end of this scene, we almost have the same situation as in Act I Scene i. Titus is replaced by his eldest son Lucius as the possible new emperor, and the most serious conflicts (those between Bassianus and Saturninus and between Titus and Tamora) are no more. So profound is the carnage that the only people that remain are the whole and unscarred characters such as Marcus and Lucius; Rome has been blasted clean, and the cycle of revenge seems to have destroyed itself. Still, it is hard to tell if Shakespeare means to leave us with a positive conclusion or not. Marcus says, "O let me teach you how to knit again / This scattered corn into one mutual sheaf, / These broken limbs again into one body" (V.iii.69-71). This states conclusively that the Rome of this play has been one fragmented body throughout. Does a new Rome empty of body fragments symbolize an intact and complete Rome, or a Rome that has lost its most important parts? Various critics have taken Lucius's lines to herald a better age for Rome, but also as acknowledgements that this is a Rome founded on rape and murder, a recognition that even Young Lucius has been tainted by all the crimes he has witnessed. Lucius's last words, after all, are still concerned with execution. One's answer to the question of whether the play ends positively or negatively will determine how one values Titus Andronicus as an artistic work. Is there any uplifting or cathartic element to this tragedy at all? Or does it leave its audience with too few lessons and too much blood?


  Study Questions


  
    
      
        Is Titus Andronicus written by William Shakespeare? Where does it stand in the canon of Shakespearean plays? Is it serious enough to be counted as one of his Roman plays, or should it be consigned to the scrap heap of "practice" plays? Is it even important to ask such questions?
      


      It would be impossible for the average reader/viewer, without complete understanding of the history of the publication and attribution of the play, to determine the authorship of the play. It is enough to know that many early critics have tried to deny that Shakespeare had anything to do with it. Lewis Theobald and Edmund Malone, two of Shakespeare's most famous editors in the eighteenth century, claim that he did not write it. Other critics have analyzed everything from vocabulary to meter to feminine endings in an attempts to prove that Shakespeare was not the author; not one of them succeeded in reaching conclusive proof. What is most useful in asking these questions is the insight they provide as to how different eras react to this play, and the revelations about those eras' values that their reactions shed. Eighteenth century objections to the play, for example, betray the period's neoclassicism in its jealous guarding of "Art" and "Nature" from such gory violation.

    


    
      
        Philip C. Kolin writes, "In Shakespeare's earliest and bloodiest venture into the form [of tragedy], eyesight is tragically linked to the process of generating and deciphering texts." Discuss the importance of eyesight and of the text in Titus Andronicus.
      


      Anyone can see that there is a very heavy emphasis in Titus Andronicus on reading and writing texts. The audience is presented with books, scrolls, maps, lines, seals, stamps, supplications, orations, letters, and quotes. In the course of the play, it is vital to be able to decipher texts to be one step ahead of the enemy, and it is possible to use texts as weapons against one's foes. Shakespeare communicates this by transforming the stage into a script, and by making words out of the flesh of his characters. In this way, he is engaging in a sort of metamorphosis, which appears as a tribute to Ovid, whose myth of Philomela from Metamorphosis Shakespeare quotes substantially. The difference is that Shakespeare's metamorphosis is not that of one physical form to another, but from the physical/visible form into the poetic/legible one.

    


    
      
        Tragedy of blood, revenge tragedy, history play, political play, Roman tragedy, horror comic, parody play, Grand Guignol, daddy of all horror plays...which is it? Break down and analyze the structure and organization of Titus Andronicus to arrive at a classification of the play, if possible. If not, discuss what generic attributes the play holds, and how they help us to understand Shakespeare's intentions in writing it.
      


      Titus Andronicus is most often seen as a tragedy because it appears on so many counts to be a forerunner of King Lear. It also bears hints of Coriolanus and Othello. And yet the play does not contain the subtlety, characterization, or intelligence of most Shakespearean tragedies. For this reason, critics often describe Titus Andronicus as a practice play, as Shakespeare stretching his writing muscles in anticipation of later efforts. More likely than not, Titus Andronicus is a studied imitation of the Senecan tragedies so popular with Elizabethan audiences at the time of its writing. One sees this in the determined revenge hero of Titus, as well as in the unwavering figure of evil of Aaron. Whether this revenge play is seen as sincere or as a distanced parody will depend on the individual opinion and argument.

    

  


  
    
      Evelyn Waugh said, "Titus is an arduous part. He is on stage almost continuously as heroic veteran, stoic parent, implacable devotee of barbarous pieties, crazy victim, adroit revenger." Given the various roles Titus plays, how are we to understand him as a hero? Is he more tragic or Senecan? Does he exhibit any growth or healing in the course of the play, or is he just a physical manifestation of revenge?
    


    
      More than just a setting for the drama, the city of Rome in Titus Andronicus is a highly charged and deeply symbolic landscape that reflects the bodily and mental states of its main characters. Should Rome itself be included in the cast of characters? How does Shakespeare represent Rome in the play, and to what effect?
    


    
      J. Dover Wilson called Titus Andronicus "a huge joke which, we may guess, Shakespeare enjoyed twice over, once in the penning of it, and again in performance, while he watched his dear groundings, and most of those in the more expensive parts of the theatre also, gaping ever wider to swallow more as he tossed them bigger and bigger gobbets of sob-stuff and raw beef-steak." Is there any evidence in the way the play is written that Titus Andronicus is no more than a parody of a revenge play? Is there any way in which it is an original work that does more than parody?
    


    
      Discuss the treatment of women in Titus Andronicus. Is this a misogynistic play? Is there any female character in the play three-dimensional enough for us to care about?
    


    
      Consider the use of animal imagery in the play. What sorts of images are most frequently used, and in relation to which characters and events? What does this indicate to us about the relations between characters? What impression does it leave us of Saturninus's Rome? In contrast to the animal imagery, some characters (such as Lavinia) are sometimes referred to in vegetable similes. Is this an effective counterpoint to the first motif?
    


    
      Is there more to the Moore than pure villainy? Does Shakespeare provide Aaron with any understandable motivations at all? How are we to perceive his role in this play? Is he an actual human character or more a representation of evil in a morality play?
    


    
      If you were to produce Titus Andronicus today, how would you stage it to make it relevant to a contemporary audience? Think about the resonances it might have with the two World Wars, gang violence, and the high crime rates of the industrialized Western world. You might want to incorporate different media into your production, such as music videos, news footage, or images and text from the internet. Think in terms of setting, lighting, sound, and costuming, and try and match events and characters with recognizable icons (or even original motifs of your own) that would make the play a valuable lesson to an audience today.
    

  


  
    Review Quiz


    
      1. Tamora is the Queen of:


      
        A. The Trojans

        B. The Amazons

        C. The Moores

        D. The Goths

      

    


    
      2. Lavinia is compared to each of the following, except:


      
        A. A doe

        B. An exotic bird

        C. A wasp with a sting

        D. A tree with(out) branches

      

    


    
      3. Marcus says that the sight of Lavinia will do what to her father?


      
        A. Blind him

        B. Break his heart

        C. Numb him

        D. Kill him

      

    


    
      4. The following statement about Marcus is false:


      
        A. He is a Roman Tribune of the People.

        B. He is the first to see Lavinia after she is raped.

        C. He wouldn't hurt a fly.

        D. He has twenty-five nephews.

      

    


    
      5. Characters in the play die by all the following means except:


      
        A. Live burial

        B. Hanging

        C. Drowning

        D. Baking

      

    


    
      6. Titus Andronicus bears the title of:


      
        A. Emperor

        B. General

        C. Tribune

        D. Duke

      

    


    
      7. To trick Titus, Tamora disguises herself as:


      
        A. Rape

        B. Murder

        C. Corporate Embezzlement

        D. Revenge

      

    


    
      8. Which injury does Titus inflict upon himself?


      
        A. He stubs his toe.

        B. He gouges out his eyes.

        C. He chops off his hand.

        D. He pulls out his hair.

      

    


    
      9. Lavinia is killed by:


      
        A. Titus

        B. Chiron

        C. Demetrius

        D. Tamora

      

    


    
      10. Which is the chronologically correct order of deaths?


      
        A. Lavinia, Tamora, Saturninus, Titus

        B. Saturninus, Tamora, Aaron, Titus

        C. Lavinia, Tamora, Titus, Saturninus

        D. Lucius, Titus, Saturninus, Aaron

      

    


    
      11. The infamous line "I have done your mother" is said by:


      
        A. Titus

        B. Aaron

        C. Saturninus

        D. Lucius

      

    


    
      12. Tamora sends Aemilius to:


      
        A. Titus Andronicus, to insult him.

        B. Marcus Andronicus, to ask him to speak to Lucius.

        C. Young Lucius, to return the weapons.

        D. Lucius Andronicus, to request a parley.

      

    


    
      13. Who is left to be emperor of Rome at the end of the play?


      
        A. Marcus

        B. Aemilius

        C. Lucius

        D. Young Lucius

      

    


    
      14. To Titus, the judges taking his sons away are worse than:


      
        A. Tigers

        B. Goths

        C. Murderers

        D. Stones

      

    


    
      15. Aaron tells Lucius everything in exchange for a promise to keep whom alive?


      
        A. Tamora

        B. His child

        C. Aaron

        D. Saturninus

      

    


    
      16. On the verge of death, Aaron regrets that:


      
        A. He cannot save his son.

        B. He is not white.

        C. He has committed too many crimes.

        D. He cannot commit ten thousand more crimes.

      

    


    
      17. To which myth does Lavinia refer in order to name her plight to her father and uncle?


      
        A. The myth of Philomela

        B. The myth of Procne

        C. The myth of Persephone

        D. The myth of Phyllis

      

    


    
      18. Why does Lucius leave Rome?


      
        A. He can no longer stand Rome

        B. He must escape his enemies

        C. He has been banished from Rome

        D. Titus will not let him into the house

      

    


    
      19. Aaron is a:


      
        A. Sore

        B. Boar

        C. Moore

        D. Whore

      

    


    
      20. What does Titus send to the empress's sons as gifts through Young Lucius?


      
        A. His armor

        B. Weapons and a quote from Horace

        C. Alarbus's entrails

        D. Lucius's declaration of war

      

    


    
      21. What does Titus ask Lavinia to hold between her teeth?


      
        A. His severed hand

        B. A basin to catch Chiron and Demetrius's blood

        C. Ovid's Metamorphosis

        D. His cook's knife

      

    


    
      22. Why does Titus laugh?


      
        A. He is delighted at the thought of revenge.

        B. He has not another tear to shed.

        C. Lavinia looks funny without hands.

        D. He is confused and insane.

      

    


    
      23. The following pair are not brothers:


      
        A. Lucius and young Lucius

        B. Bassianus and Saturninus

        C. Chiron and Demetrius

        D. Quintus and Martius

      

    


    
      24. Who is the first person to be slaughtered in the play, and why?


      
        A. Mutius, for defending Lavinia against Titus

        B. Nurse, for knowing the secret of Aaron's son

        C. Alarbus, as a sacrifice to Titus's dead sons

        D. Lavinia, for outliving her virtue

      

    


    
      Answer Key:


      1: D; 2: B; 3: A; 4: C; 5: C; 6: B; 7: D; 8: C; 9: A; 10: C; 11: B; 12: D; 13: C; 14: D; 15: B; 16: D; 17: A; 18: C; 19: C; 20: B; 21: A; 22: B; 23: A; 24: C
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