Shakespeare’s Source for Titus Andronicus

In discussing the background of Titus Andronicus, we have to distinguish between Shakespeare’s possible sources, and the influence of other works of art on the play. Pre-twentieth century criticism [early criticism of shakespeare] has primarily been concerned with the detection and the meticulous mapping out of the latter, i. e. critics focused on spotting and interpreting the possible functions of the many classical references in the text. Only since 1936, the discovery of a chapbook [what is a chapbook] entitled The History of Titus Andronicus, have scholars been inclined to turn their attention to the narratives on the basis of which Shakespeare presumably put together the plot of Titus. Just like in the case of most of Shakespeare’s plays, the originality of Titus Andronicus need not be measured on the basis of the author’s “invention”, i. e. whether he “made up” the whole story or possibly reworked some older version of it; it is rather Shakespeare’s handling of his sources, and the way in which he made use of them to achieve the desired theatrical effect that should be accounted for. All in all, the enlisting and elucidating of the most important documents that have served either as the origins or as profound influences of Shakespeare’s “creation” do not – on any account – diminish the originality of Shakespeare as an author, and of Titus Andronicus as a Shakespearean play. On the contrary, by carefully contemplating and reviewing the textual background, we may shape our interpretation so that it may accommodate novel perspectives.

In the introduction to the 1936 facsimile edition of Q1 [what is q1], Joseph Quincy Adams [adams 1936, 7-9] calls the attention to a document that he designates as Shakespeare’s primary source: 

[t]he source of Titus Andronicus – presumably some obscure pseudo-historical romance – has hitherto escaped the most painstaking search of scholars. However, I am now able to point to an early English rendering of that source in a unique chapbook entitled “The History of Titus Andronicus, The Renowned Roman General”

Besides the prose-history the chapbook also contains a ballad with the title “The Lamentable and Tragical History of Titus Andronicus” which, as Adams claims, “is mainly based on the prose history even to the extent of verbal borrowings, [and] shows unmistakable familiarity with the play, which it follows in important variations”. Adams is apparently overlooking the fact that two earlier commentators have knowledge of (presumably) the same volume: Farmer alludes to the book as “the history of Titus Andronicus” and Halliwell-Phillipps [farmer and halliwell-phillipps quoted in metz 1996, 150] mentions “an excessively rare chap-book in my possession” with the same title, containing the ballad (which “was often reprinted”). The only extant copy of the chapbook in the Folger Library (which Adams mentions) is probably the one mentioned by Halliwell-Phillips [On the flyleaf of the volume we find the following note, presumably by Halliwell-Phillips himself “The only copy I ever saw. It is probably the chap-book version of the prose tale of Titus Andronicus, which was popular in Shakespeare’s time, but of which no copy is now known to exist” (Metz 1996, 150n)], and its title page reads: “The History of Titus Andronicus, The Renowned Roman General. Newly Translated from the Italian Copy printed at Rome. London: C. Dicey”. Even though there is no date indicated on the title page, most scholars agree that the document was published in the eighteenth century, sometime between 1736 and 1764. Both the prose piece and the ballad, however, are certainly older than that. No edition of the History is known prior to Dicey’s, but it is generally accepted that the prose piece is of a much earlier date. The first mention of the ballad is probably in the Stationers’ Register where John Danter entered it for copyright in 1594 [Danter never actually printed the ballad and the prose-history, and apparently used the registration to publish Q1], and the earliest known printed version of it dates from 1620 (Richard Johnson included it in The Golden Garland of Princely Pleasures and Delicate Delights). Ever since Adams’s vindication of the chapbook’s “discovery” scholars have tried to settle on a relative chronological order of the prose-history, the play and the ballad, which would also account for questions of indebtedness – i.e. whether Shakespeare drew on any of these sources in composing Titus or vica versa. It is not our aim to decide on any of the solutions; nevertheless, the enumeration of the most important critical opinions is undoubtedly helpful in the consideration of the play.

The prose history and the ballad recount a very similar story to that of Shakespeare’s play, although both of them render the happenings in a unique way. The “History of Titus Andronicus” tries to keep up the appearance of historiography proper by providing a setting “in the Time of Theodosius” (4th century A. D.). However, as Bullough [Bullough 1966 6:8-11; On the other hand, Bullough does not completely eliminate the possibility of the History’s referring to actual historical personages, his references to the Byzantine Emperor Andronicus Comnemus (1183-85) whose hand was chopped off before his execution, and to Stilicho who suffered a similar fate to that of Titus, show that the author of the prose piece occasionally kept to actual historical sources (Bullough 1966, Ibid)] had aptly pointed out, the events and the characters in the document could hardly correspond to any period of actual Roman history. The reader’s suspicion of pseudo-history is further strengthened by the last two chapters of the narrative which are but an adaptation of Ovid’s [ovid] story of Philomela [philomela] (as recounted in the Metamorphoses) also containing traces of a popular continental literary theme, the story of the cruel Moor (one of the pieces in Bandello’s Novelle [bandello and his novelle] may be the prototype of this devilish figure). Besides important differences in the plot-structure [cf. Maxwell 1953, xxix-xxx for a detailed description of these] and the character’s names, the history contains “neither Shakespeare’s concern with evil and justice nor the serious political theme which requires a Lucius” [hughes 1994, 7] to restore order. The ballad, on the other hand, recounts the story of Titus Andronicus through a narrative device characteristic of the genre: the ghost of Titus is the narrator of the many events that have passed between the ten year’s war against the Goths and his own suicide. Metz called attention to the fact that all incidents in the ballad can be found in either the prose history or the play. The ballad writer did not add anything to the story, on the contrary, the poem “exhibits important omissions” [Metz 1996, 152]. 

Adams maintains that the ballad was written on the basis of both the “History” and, to a lesser extent, the play, and that the “History” preceded the play, and served as its source. R. M. Sargent [sargent 1949] added further observations to support Adams’s opinion, but his hypothesis was controverted by Marco Mincoff [mincoff 1971], who put forth a theory for the play-ballad-history. Mincoff’s observations, in turn, were disputed by Metz [metz 1975] who aimed at restituting the precedence of the prose history, but his propositions were questioned by Hunter [hunter 1983] who contemplated the possibility of accepting Mincoff’s “order”. Mincoff bases his arguments on Danter’s 1594 entry in the Stationers’ Register, and claims that it is intended to cover all three versions. His contention that the play preceded all other documents, and may be handled therefore as Shakespeare’s original invention, is further strengthened by his observation that none of the elements corresponding to the play in the “History” are absent from the ballad. If we accept Mincoff’s hypothesis, we have to allow for the possibility that the prose piece was derived from the poem. Metz had cast doubt on this argument by pointing out that the play and the “History” do indeed share some common characteristics that are missing from the ballad, but Hunter [hunter 1983, 171-88] was quick to attack Metz’s stance by pointing out the conventional element in all these shared elements, i.e. that they were commonly accepted topoi of the time. Hunter draws on generic differences to reinstate Mincoff’s arguments and asserts that the play’s use of the “spectacular” to illustrate the “general lesson of Roman history and, even further, the relationship of primitive and decadent” presented a task “entirely worthy of Shakespeare’s inventive powers”. Innovative as it may seem, Mincoff’s and Hunter’s hypotheses of the ballad’s priority to the “History” fails if we consider that the latter contains important story elements missing from the former (for example, the lifting of the siege of Rome in Chapter 1 and 2 of the “History”), and that the History shows no sign of familiarity [metz 1996, 167] with the peculiarities of either the play or the ballad. We may also remember Waith’s contention [waith 1984, 33] that “it is easier to see Shakespeare improving on the plot of the history than to understand what the history-writer would have thought to gain by altering these details. In accordance with the most recent editions and publications, therefore, we may opt for the traditional history-play-ballad order as suggested originally by Adams. The acceptance of this tentative sequence need not mean our distrust of Shakespeare’s “inventive powers”, as even the ideological contents elucidated by Hunter (the relationship of the primitive and the decadent, etc.) can only emerge fully-fledged in the masterful Shakespearean plotting of the play.

Nagy Gergely

Péti Miklós
