The Form of Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus
When G. K. Hunter in his essay examines the formal similarities and relationships between Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus and Romeo and Juliet, he proposes that the extreme characteristics of these early plays can be ascribed to the fact that “Shakespeare’s first move in tragedy was to seek to delimit the space within which he could operate, marking out the extreme polarities of his tragic range,”. Hunter writes that Shakespeare “was never again to pursue the image of man’s bestiality with the single-mindedness he showed in Titus...and likewise he was never, after Romeo, to write another tragedy which was so clearly a diversion by malign fate of materials that would normally form the basis of comedy,”. [1]  

Indeed, Titus Andronicus is often considered to be one of Shakespeare’s exteremest plays and the excessive violence of it has been the subject of debate among critiques for a long time. It is often argued that due to the excessive violence of the plot and the number of bloody incidents, Titus Andronicus fails as a tragedy. The murders, the mutilations, the rape of Lavinia, or the bloody banquet at the end of the play are so exaggerated that they might have a comic effect on the audience and cause laughter among them. Richard T. Brucher  argues that “the atrocities in Titus are seen as sardonic jokes by the perpetrators, but they are presented with horrifying realism before the audience, (consequently,( the disjunction between the lurid reality of the murders and mutilations and the way the characters talk about them is one of the play’s most troublesome features, and the chief source of laughter,”. [2]
However, this kind of horrific presentation of a play was not “troublesome” to the contemporary audience at all. It is well known that one characteristic feature of Early Modern dramatic practice was that the playwrights deliberately combined the tragic and the comic matter in their plays. Of course, this distinctive feature of the plays is part of a dramatic tradition, and the combination of the exaggerated and the grotesque comedy with high tragedy derives from the medieval morality and mystery plays. Douglas Cole is right when he notes that “the Elizabethan playwrights, like their medieval forebears, characteristically wove into the texture of their work both the sublime and the ridiculous, the awesome and the ludicrous, the tragic and the comic,”. This intermingling of the two genres, comedy and tragedy, was a characteristic feature of the early revenge tragedies too, including Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy and Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus. Cole points out that despite the fact that the form of these tragedies was “so closely related to Senecan models of relentless solemnity and gore”, the playwrights, especially if they were writing for the public theatres, “did not hesitate to introduce a decidedly un-Senecan note of comedy,”. Cole notes that the introduction of the comic matter into the early revenge tragedies was often achieved by “posing a villain in the theatrical stance of the morality Vice – making him an artful gamester whose double-dealing ingenuity, inhuman relish for destruction, and witty intimacy with the audience provoke laughter in spite of his evil,”. [3]
In Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus it is the figure of Aaron who is generally considered to be the descendant of the character of the Vice figure from the medieval morality plays. Dieter Mehl observes that “the vicious Aaron has been turned into the Machiavellian stage villain whose colour and race are an emblem of his unprecedented wickedness and totally corrupted nature,”. Besides, Mehl adds that “the combination of prurient lecherousness, inventive cruelty and complete indifference to any moral appeal place [Aaron] somewhere between Marlowe’s Barrabas and Shakespeare’s Iago, [and], with both of them, he shares elements of  the diabolic Vice figure of the moralities who draws the audience into his confidence and reveals his devilish designs in extrovert soliloquies,”. [4] 

Consequently, one might argue that Aaron, being a typical wicked Vice figure, introduces some of the comic matter into Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus. Brucher argues that the effect of Aaron’s wickedness becomes “more compromising, because Aaron, the ‘Chief architect and plotter’ (Act V. III. 122.) of the woes, engages in artful villainy,”. Brucher explains that “aesthetic villainy, by establishing its own crafted, amoral disorder to replace the moral order it subverts, makes a more persuasive statement about evil [and] it is more compromising, because the duping of victims can be richly comic, and thus a source of pleasure for the audience,”. [5]
Indeed, throughout the play Aaron’s wicked manipulations, his crude jokes and witty asides can be seen as comic and his acts clearly manifest that he is engaged in artful villainy. For example, in Act III, Aaron cunningly deceives Titus by proposing that if Titus cuts off his hand and sends it to the emperor, his sons, Mutius and Quintus, will be released:

“Titus Andronicus, my lord the emperor

Sends thee this word: that, if thou love thy sons,

Let Marcus, Lucius, or thyself, old Titus,

Or any one of you, chop off your hand

And send it to the king: he for the same

Will send hither both thy sons alive,

And that shall be the ransom for their fault.”

(Act III. I. 150-156)
Brucher notes that despite the fact that Bassianus has been killed, Lavinia has been raped and mutilated, Mutius and Quintus has been accused unjustly, Titus “with comically pathetic naivety...welcomes Aaron’s proposal,” when he says: 

“O gracious emperor! O gentle Aaron!

Did ever raven sing so like a lark

That gives sweet tidings of the sun’s uprise?

With all my heart I‘ll send the emperor my hand.

Good Aaron, wilt thou help to chop it off?”

(Act III. I. 157-161, quoted by Brucher.) [6]
 It is rather strange that Titus asks for Aaron’s help and starts praising the one who is the main cause of his sufferings. Furthermore, Nicholas Brooke adds that “the grotesque edge” of this scene “develops into open farce as the Andronici fall to wrangling over whose hand should be cut off,”. [7] Both Lucius and Marcus are ready to sacrifice and send their own hands so that they save Titus’ hand:

“Lucius: Stay father, for that noble hand of thine,

That hath thrown down so many enemies,

Shall not be sent; my hand will serve the turn,

My youth can better spare my blood than you,

And therefore mine shall save my brothers’ lives.

Marcus: Which of your hands hath not defended Rome,

And rear’d aloft the bloody axe,

Writing destruction on the enemy’s castle?

O, none of both but are of high desert:

My hand hath been but idle; let it serve

To ransom my two nephews from their death;

Then have I  kept it to a worthy end.”

(Act III. I. 162-173) 
The Andronici quarrel until Aaron, ridiculing them, remarks with urging sarcasm: “Nay, come, agree whose hand shall go along, // For fear they die before their pardon come,”. (Act III. I. 174-175.) It is possible to argue that not only the quarrel between the Andronici is farcical but also the way Titus loses his hand might provoke laughter among the audience. Titus misleads Lucius and Marcus by sending them off-stage to search for an axe and, in the meantime, he asks Aaron to help him chop off his hand: “Come hither, Aaron; I’ll deceive them both: // Lend me thy hand, and I will give thee mine,”. (Act III. I. 186-187.) Brucher points out that “we laugh at the enormity of Aaron’s villainy and the gullibility of the Andronici, who despite their experience, clamor to mutilate themselves,”. [8] 

Titus soon realises that his self-sacrifice was in vain because his hand is sent back to him together with the heads of Mutius and Quintus. Aaron, through artful villainy, achieved his goal: he made a fool of Titus and he proudly boasts on his wickesness when he exclaims:

“...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.”

(Act III. I. 202-205)
Brucher adds that “just as Aaron’s jest mocks Titus’s paternalism and his extreme gesture of friendship,...the brutality of the scene mocks the heroic ideal the Andronici mean to uphold,”. Moreover, this scene of Titus Andronicus “demolishes the notion that traditional forms of heroism and nobility have any meaning in Aaron’s world, and bitter laughter is more appropriate response than pity, fear, or indignation,”. [9] 

In fact, Titus himself responds with bitter laughter. When he understands that he has been deceived, he does nothing else but bursts out laughing, disregarding Marcus’ lamentation and appeal for tears:
“Marcus: Ah, now no more will I control thy griefs.

Rent off thy sliver hair, thy other hand

Gnawing with thy teeth; and be this dismal sight

The closing up of our most wretched eyes.

Now is a time to storm; why art thou still?

Titus: Ha, ha, ha!

Marcus: Why dost thou laugh? It fits not with this hour.

Titus: Why, I have not another tear to shed...”

(Act III. I. 259-266)

Brooke observes that “this moment is the dramatic centre of the Act, indeed the whole play,... a pivot in the structure between the two main sequences of action, the beastly crimes before and the even more bestial revenge after,...the point at which suffering drives Titus from passive grief to insane activity,”. [10] Derek Traversi  also notes that Titus’ frenzy outburst –  ‘Ha, ha, ha!’ – shows “both his final collapse into madness and the confirmation of his dedication to inhuman revenge,”. [11] 

Titus’ mad laughter here, as Brooke explains, “is partly destructive of the solemnity (and thus far a relief), but partly the most horrible, and most profoundly real thing in the scene: for it is the laughter of witnesses to a mad house, or the Dance of Death: the point at which human civilisation and dignity crumbles into farce, and becomes simply monstrous,”. Moreover, Brooke adds that the mad laughter marks Titus’ “metamorphosis from man into beast, his noble nature transformed to barren detested vale, where he searches for satisfaction,”. Titus asks: “Then which way shall I find Revenge’s cave?”. (Act III. I. 270, quoted by Brooke.)[12] 

However, Brucher adds that Titus actions are not “barren” at all, but rather they are “vigorous, witty and successful”. Brucher makes it clear that “Titus’s reactions seem mad in terms of the reactions of Marcus and Lucius, but his brother and son cling to a normalcy which no longer exists,...[the] conventional moral order has been replaced by Aaron's aesthetic disorder,...[and] the apparent disorder in Titus’s mind puts him in touch with Aaron’s imaginations and he conducts an appropriately aesthetic revenge,”.[13] Therefore, Titus acts not as a mad man but as an artful revenger when he, for example, starts shooting arrows to the gods and sends pigeons to the emperor. Or, as Brucher puts it: “when Titus seems most mad, deep in contemplation of direful revenge plots, he sees most lucidly through the illusions raised by his enemies, and he acts cunningly,”. [14]
It is, too,  part of Titus’ artful revenge when he writes verses on his weapons and sends them to Tamora’s sons:

“Demetrius: What’s here? A scroll; and written round about;

Let’s see:


Integer vitae, scelerisque purus,


Non eget Mauri iaculis, nec arcu.
Chiron:  O, ‘tis a verse in Horace; I know it well:

I read it in the grammar long ago.

Aaron: Ay, just; a verse in Horace; right, you have it.

[Aside.] Now, what a thing it is to be an ass!

Here is no sound jest! The old man hath found their 

guilt,

And sends them weapons wrap’d about with lines,

That wound, beyond their feeling, to quick;

But were our witty empress well aloft,

She would applaud Andronicus’ conceit...”

(Act IV. II. 18-30.)

Although Chiron and Demetrius disregards the meaning of the message, Brucher notes that Titus’ clever message and “the implication of the verse from Horace, suggesting that the upright man need not fear the Moor’s javelins and bows...instill in Aaron a new respect for Titus,”. [15]    


One might argue that towards the end of Titus Andronicus, again, tragedy and grotesque comedy amalgamates and there is an ongoing oscillation between the two genres. On the one hand, Titus’ ritual revenge on Tamora’s sons, the sacrifice of Lavinia, and the final massacre, of course,  are all tragic events, but, on the other hand, Titus’ appearance as a cook, or the bloody cannibalistic banquet are so exaggerated that they can be regarded as comic incidents, and thus a source of laughter. 


Before Titus executes Chiron and Demetrius, he does not forget to explain the reasons of his revenge and his further plans:

“For worse than Philomel you us’d my daughter,

And worse than Progne I will be reveng’d.

And now prepare your throats—Lavinia, come,

Receive the blood: and when that they are dead,

Let me go grind their bones to powder small,

And with this hateful liquor temper it,

And in that paste let their vile heads be bak’d.

Come, come, be every one officious

To make this banket, which I wish may prove

More stern and bloody than the Centaurs’ feast.”

(Act V. II. 194-203.) 


Then, according to the stage direction, Titus cuts Chiron’s and Demetrius’ throats. Titus’ action, although it appears to be extreme, has literary precedents in Greek tragedy; in Seneca and Ovid. A. C. Hamilton notes that, on the one hand, “Shakespeare’s most popular play imitates Thyestes, Seneca’s most popular play, which in turn imitates the most popular theme of Greek tragedy, the boiling and eating of Pelops...Shakespeare, too, tells the story of a father who devours his own sons...Titus sacrifices twenty-two of his sons for the sake of honour, and by slaying Tamora’s sons, he brings [Tamora’s] revenge upon the remaining,”. Hamilton explains that Shakespeare’s choice of Saturnius as the name of the emperor also suggests that he used the story of Pelops with conscious awareness. Hamilton investigates the iconographical representation of Saturn and his wife Rhea in the Renaissance. Hamilton points out that Saturn was often shown as eating up his child, while Rhea was generally considered to be the Earth. In Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus it is Tamora, Saturninus’ wife, who devours her children: “like to the earth swallow her increase...”(Act V. II. 191, quoted by Hamilton.). On the other, Hamilton adds that “in Ovid’s the story of Philomel follows the story how Tantalus serves his son Pelops to the gods” and “the story of Tantalus would have led Shakespeare to a similar story of cannibalism in Ovid’s first book...since the story of Saturn was Understood by the age as an allegory of the fall, its choice may have been inevitable for Shakespeare first tragedy,”. In addition to this, Hamilton proposes  that Shakespeare with the excessive violence of the execution, and generally that of the whole play, deliberately attempts to challenge Seneca, and he “seeks to overgo Ovid” too “...both in the cultured style and in the violence rendered through the style,”. [16]
Soon, this ritual execution of Chiron and Demetrius turns into farce when Titus, who once used to be the “Patron of virtue, Rome’s best champion” (Act I. I. 65.), now enters “like a cook, placing dishes” (Act V. III. 26. Stage Direction.) and greeting his guests:

“Welcome, my lord; welcome, dread queen;

Welcome, ye warlike Goths; welcome Lucius;

And welcome, all: though the cheer be poor,

‘Twill fill your stomachs; please you eat of it.”

(Act V. III. 26-29.) 

Brucher asks rightly: “When will the diners discover that they are eating human flesh?”. At this point, Brucher adds, “horror mixes with apprehension...[and] the anxiety can be called comic, though it is an intensely debasing comedy, because it is not mitigated by sympathy for the villainous dupes,...Titus’s comic posture as  cook establishes the extreme, histrionic context of the slaughter, but his frenzied grief and the revolting nature of the revenge establish the horrible and undeniable reality,”. [17]
As for the final massacre of the play, Brooke points out that “the heaping of bodies on the stage is achieved in harmony with the formal development before...[and] the final holocaust... brings the farce back towards the reality of tragedy rather in the manner of a masque, or a modern ballet,...it is the shock of death itself that restores a sense of reality to the stylised  enactment of unleashed destructiveness,”. [18]
Brucher adds that the “tension between fiction and reality, the tragic and the ludicrous, prevents the ending from being either pure ritual or mere farce...ritual would allow us to abstract a symbolic meaning and so exorcise the evil, and farce would allow us to dismiss the grotesque action as a bad joke”. [19]
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