Classical and Contemporary Influences 

While the only possible “direct” source of the play, the “History”, transforms an Ovidian narrative-pattern, Titus Andronicus abounds in references to classical authors some of whom are explicitely identified in the text. According to Howard Baker’s count [baker 1939, 139], there are sixteen allusions to Ovid, fifteen to Virgil, four to Livy, two to both Horace and Seneca, and possibly one to Homer, Sophocles, Euripides, Herodotus or Plutarch each, a list which reads “remarkably like an Elizabethan pre-university curriculum”. Of these ten authors Seneca and Ovid [links to senecan and ovidian topics, such as revenge, sexuality, etc] represent by far the most prominent and most widely-discussed influences, nonetheless, a remarkable alternative hypothesis was put forth by Emrys Jones who directed critics’ attention to the possible Greek origin of at least some significant plot elements. The consideration of Shakespeare’s sources should not so much be concerned with the setting up of hypotheses of whether the author read Latin or Greek texts in the original, but rather with determining the relevance of the possible allusions to the interpretation of the play. 

The dramatic art of Seneca exerted a powerful influence on Elizabethan playwrights, as John W. Cunliffe [cunliffe 1893] made it clear in his book-length study, the first on the subject, and this influence may be detected both in the theme or subject matter and the formal characteristics of the plays. Important borrowings can be identified, for example, in the use of stock characters, the special use of the chorus (who were employed as commentators of the action), the frequent appearance of such dramatic, plot-unknotting devices as ghosts, messengers, etc. As far as the content is concerned, the occasionally brutal and violent scenes, the theme of revenge, the “Herculean hero” [cf. Waith 1967], and the “stately speeches and well-sounding phrases”, i. e. the lavish rhetoric characterized by Sir Philip Sidney [van dorsten 1966, 65; who was sir philip sidney] as “climbing to the height of Seneca’s style” are all derived (directly or indirectly) from the Latin author. To this List A. L. and M. K. Kistner [“Briefly stated, the pattern includes a character, usually the protagonist, who discovers that whatever means most to him, his absolute, is irrevocably taken from him. The character then falls into despair, which produces one or more reactions: (a) madness, (b) desire for suicide, (c) desire for revenge, or (d) any combination of these responses”. (Kistner 1974, 1)] added the important motif of despair which, in their interpretation, is the “governing pattern” of many Elizabethan tragedies. Although Titus Andronicus exhibits the majority of these elements, some commentators, including Baker [baker 1939, 155], indicate that they are more likely to be drawn from medieval moralities and mysteries. It is undeniable, however, that Seneca’s plays had some influence on the play, three lines from his Phaedra are quoted in two significant loci of the play, when Demetrius, in accordance with his brother and aided by Aaron, resolves to ravish Lavinia (LINK: 2.1.134, 136), and when the “authors” of the same heinous crime become known to Titus (LINK: 4.1.81-2). The two incidents are clearly related, but the consideration of the two quotations’ original contexts does not seem to offer any novel or significant insight which could be related to the interpretation of Titus. Another possible Senecan source [Tillyard, 1944, 138] may be Thyestes [Thyestes’s sons are killed and served up in a dish to their father by Atreus, his older brother. Seneca’s play supplies the mythological background for Aischylos’s Oresteia (cca. 458 B. C.), a trilogy dealing with the continuation of the strife between the descendants of Thyestes and Atreus in the following generations.], a tragedy dealing with the origins of the family feud in Atreus’s house, which could have inspired the episode of the banquet. Despite the fact that Thyestes remains a “haunting presence” in Titus for some critics [Miola 1992], there seems to be no conclusive evidence that Shakespeare made use of the Latin play at all. The association of Thyestes with Titus was first proposed by Cunliffe who referred to the incidents in the fifth act of the play as the “Thyestean banquet”, and scholars have been divided ever since on the issue of Seneca’s influence. It is undecided and controversial whether this influence was direct or indirect, but this, as Metz [Metz 1996, 175] points out, “does little to dilute the palpable contribution of the Roman playwright to Titus Andronicus”.

A much greater debt, on the other hand, is due to the story of Philomela from the sixth book of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Tereus, the son of Ares and the king of Thrace, was inflamed by desire towards Philomela, the sister of his lawful wife, Procne. He spread the word in Athens (the home of the sisters) that Procne is dead so that he may take Philomela away as his second wife. Having done so he locked the girl up in a forest-stable, and after raping her, cut her tongue out. At home he told Procne of Philomela’s death, and until the ravished girl managed to communicate her misfortunes to her sister in a masterfully woven piece of cloth, Procne believed the story. However, as soon as she received intelligence of her husband’s vile deeds, she, together with her sister, plotted revenge. They killed Procne’s and Tereus’s only son, Itys, cooked his flesh and served him up to the husband. After the “banquet” Tereus attempts to kill the sisters but they escape and are metamorphosed, Philomela into a nightingale and Procne into a swallow. Ovid’s version of the mythological tale is explicitely alluded to in the fourth act of Titus at what is probably the most crucial turning point of the plot, i.e. the protagonist’s anagnorisis, or realization [what is an anagnorisis or realization], on a basic level, of the crime, and on a more subtle structural level, of the necessity of real actions (we may remember the last scene of the third act, the so-called fly-killing incident [LINK: 3.2.1], in which rhetoric substitutes for “revenge”). In none of his plays had Shakespeare alluded to Ovid as expressively as in Titus, besides the above mentioned scene, the name of Philomela occurs six times, that of Procne appears once while king Tereus is referred to three times. It is evident that the most important influence of the play is the Ovidian story. Allowing for possible Senecan echoes in the play, one still cannot but see the (by far more important) significance of the Metamorphoses [Shakespeare may have known the story from Gower’s Confessio Amantis or Chaucer’s The Legend of Good Women”. Considering the explicit references to Ovid, it is more likely, however, that Shakespeare – as Thomson put it – “knows the Metamorphoses from end to end and clearly delights in its innumerable stories” (Thomson 1952, 239, cf. also Waith’s “The Metamorphosis of Violence in Titus Andronicus” 1957)].

The relevance of the Ovidian parallel becomes even more conspicuous if we remember that Venus and Adonis was written in the same period [Venus and Adonis was entered in the Stationer’s Register on 18 April 1593.] of Shakespeare’s career. This little piece is also an adaptation of a well-known mythological story in the Metamorphoses, however, just like in the case of Titus, it is not Shakespeare’s obvious indebtedness that should occupy the centre of our attention but rather the way in which he purposefully transformed his source to achieve the desired artistic effect. Together with a handful of contemporary pieces, i.e. Marlowe’s Hero and Leander, Lodge’s Glaucus and Scylla, etc, Venus and Adonis is arguably the most representative specimen of the Elizabethan epyllion [what is an epyllion], a characteristic genre of the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. William Keach [Keach 1977, 219-221], in discussing these short erotic narratives, points out the special significance of what he calls the “Ovidian voice”: in these texts there is a special “awareness, often through a witty or comic perspective, of the turbulence and contradiction in erotic experience. Keach also claims that the epyllia represent an alternative to the “Spenserian synthesis”, i.e. the “confidence in an ultimately harmonious, ordered universe” where the sensual and the moral aspects of life are not inevitably divided. Nothing could be farther from the tragic solemnity of Titus Andronicus than the ironically “witty, often comic perspective”, still, it is not difficult to recognize the awareness of the “turbulence” and contradictory nature of erotic experience. In Venus and Adonis the subject-matter commanded a slightly lighter note, and a more ironic perspective, Tamora’s vicious scheming and Titus’s desperate revenge, in turn require a more pointed, and less ambiguous treatment of sexuality. While the erotic epyllion makes use of Ovid so as to undermine the traditional and dominant Spenserian conception of love to the extent that it becomes untenable (at the end of the poem Venus disappears through the empty skies), the play takes the negative aspects of Ovidian poetry to the extremes, and by instituting violence as the chief mode of non-verbal communication, does not even hold up the alternative of harmony.

Besides the obvious references to Ovid and Seneca, the first scene of Act four contains a number of different classical allusions. The “boy” is reminded by Marcus Andronicus of how often Lavinia educated him in “sweet poetry and Tully’s Orator” (LINK: 4.1.14), i.e. Cicero’s De Oratore; after the “sermon” the boy replies remembering Hecuba of Troy who “ran mad for sorrow” (LINK: 4. 1.20-21); and Titus compares Lavinia’s writing in the sand to “Sibyl’s leaves” (LINK: 4.1.105), a possible allusion to the sixth book of the Aeneid. With the exception of the first one (which is ornamental in all probability), the latter two references may be of some significance, especially if we consider their original context. In the Virgilian epic, Aeneas asks the Cumaean Sibyl for a prophecy, and prays to her not to commit her “songs” to the leaves that should be scattered by the wind. The Sibyl then foretells of the hero’s coming to Lavinium where he will have to fight “another Achilles” because of a “a foreign bridal, again an alien bed” (VI.74-97). As it turns out, Aeneas will have to share the alien bed with Lavinia, the woman because of whom he kills Turnus and whose name Shakespeare chose for the heroine of Titus Andronicus. Without pushing the analogy too far we may see in Titus’s mad protestations and his rhetorical question [LINK: 4.1.102-106; transl. by John Jackson] (“I will go get a leaf of brass, / And with a gad of steel will write these words, / And lay it by. The angry northern wind / Will blow these sands like Sibyl’s leaves abroad, / And where’s our lesson then?”) the intention to interpret Lavinia’s “confession” as a Sibylline prophecy of the ensuing strife which, just like in the Aeneid, is inevitably bound up with Lavinia’s fate.

Interesting as the Virgilian analogue may seem, the allusion to Hecuba of Troy allows for a far more promising interpretation. It was Emrys Jones [jones 1977, 89] who put forth the theory of the Euripidean influence [who was euripides and wherein does his influence consist] on Shakespeare enumerating several structural parallels between Titus Andronicus and Euripides’s Hecuba, most remarkably the movement compared to a huge pendulum

a huge pendulum, first moving in one direction – the direction of tragic grief – and then turning on itself to swing back , first slowly, then with increasing momentum, until finally the relief-giving pleasure of revenge is savoured by the hero and, with altogether more moderate intensity, indeed with increasing detachment as it emerges from the spell of the action, by the audience

Jones of course does not want to make his readers believe that Shakespeare read Euripides in the original, his careful survey of the interpretations and translations of Euripides’s works available in the sixteenth century, however, suggests that the bard may have acquired intimate knowledge of the Greek tragedian’s plays either by reading them or by seeing their performance. To illustrate his point further, he points to the element of human sacrifice in Titus which is a “Greek” rather than a “Roman” phenomenon. Albeit the spatial and temporal setting of the play is Roman, the motif of violence is Greek, or more precisely Thracian. It is Jones’s contention that Shakespeare must have noticed a special “Thracian pattern” in the sources-material for Titus, i.e. that the chapbook represented the adaptation and fusion of the rape of Philomela by the Thracian king Tereus, and the revenge of Hecuba on Thracian Polymestor, hence the reference in the drama to the Thracian poet, Orpheus (LINK: 2.4.51), and the name of Aaron, “probably by a link with Marlowe’s villanious Ithamore in The Jew of Malta”. In Num. 4:28 “Aaron the priest” is referred to as the father of “Ithamar”, and Marlowe’s Ithamore is of Thracian origin (Jones 1977, 107). 

The name of Ithamore takes us finally to Shakespeare's contemporaries. It is evident that the young playwright was influenced by the dramatic art of his age, and already in the discussion of the play's dating we noticed strange resemblance between some of George Peele's work and Titus. Such possible verbal parallels may of course be detected in Peele's other work, i.e. Edward I. (1593), or even in Nashe's cotemporary novel [Lately Metz came to the conclusion that "the links between the play and the Unfortunate Traveller [i. e. some similarities in the plot-structure, and a couple of identical phrases] represent Nashe borrowing from Shakespeare" (Metz 1996, 254)], The Unfortunate Traveller. The possible connection between The Jew of Malta and Titus Andronicus is not incidental, since the former, along with The Spanish Tragedy – two of the most popular plays of the early 1590s – may certainly be recognized as important dramatic models for Shakespeare’s play. The relative similarity of The Spanish Tragedy and Titus is further testified by Jonson’s 1614 Induction to Bartholomew Fair [link to the quotation in sources1.doc] in which Jeronimo and Andronicus are mentioned as equally outdated, yet popular performances. All three of these dramas differ significantly as far as their subject matter and philosophical-ideological background is concerned, but they share the common interest in revenge with which their heroes are obsessed to varying degrees but often to the extremes. It is impossible not to acknowledge the strong analogues between the three plays, and the significant impact his celebrated contemporaries made on the young Shakespeare who at the time of writing Titus Andronicus, must have been but the “upstart Crow” Greene [who was greene] so unjustly referred to in many a fellow-dramatist’s esteem.
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