The manifestation of English Renaissance notions of revenge in Titus Andronicus 
Ronald Broude
 approaches Titus Andronicus by pointing to the discussed ambivalent Renaissance attitudes towards the concept of revenge. His article , through the investigation of Titus Andronicus, contributes to an understanding of the historical, legal and cultural background of the revenge theme. According to him Shakespeare consciously depicts four forms of vengeance (1. the human sacrifice, 2. the vendetta, 3. the state justice and 4. divine vengeance) and the play reflects the Renaissance awareness of revenge’s potential both for good and evil.

The position reflected in Titus Andronicus is that of many Elizabethans who ((( tended to regard any given example of revenge as acceptable insofar it served to uphold the laws of God and man but blame worthy when it subordinated these ends to the interests of individuals, families or political factions.

To Broude’s point of view the human sacrifice of Alarbus is presented by Shakespeare as a pagan vengeance, which the contemporary audience was expected to condemn on religious grounds as the supernatural beings in whose name the sacrifice is carried out are false spirits belonging to the underworld. They are manes, the ghosts of those who have suffered violent deaths and demand the murder of those who had killed them, and, what is more, relatives who fail to satisfy their desire may also become the target of their anger. This classical belief serving as the cause of the sacrificial rite is put forward by Lucius words, who demands:

Give us the proudest prisoner of the Goths
Ad manes fractum sacrifice his flesh
Before this earthly prison of their bones,
That so the shadows be not unappeas’d,
Nor we disturb’d with prodigies on earth.

(I.i.96-101) (LINK: 1.1.96.)

Not taking into consideration the Christian view, the Andronici’s deed still seems to be questionable. Tamora reminds us that Alarbus is condemned for the same courage and patriotism for which the Andronici praise their own murdered kinsmen.

But must my sons be slaughtered in the streets
For valiant doings in their country’s cause?
O, if to fight for king and commonweal
Were piety in thine, it is in these.

(I.i.112-5) (LINK: 1.1.112.)

Due to this fact the sacrifice of Alarbus generates a circle of revenges, which has a political dimension too, as it threatens the state with civil war. Broude argues that human sacrifice is consciously presented by Shakespeare as fraught with potential danger to individuals and to social order too. William W. E. Slights relying on René Girard
 claims that a society requires religious rituals with pure sacrificial violence to keep violence under control within the community. However, sacrificial violence needs to be prevented from becoming the objects of disputes or recriminations, otherwise a cycle of revenge will begin, which can wipe out whole families and thus threatens the entire community.

Julia Kristeva’s interpretation of sacrifice might be of relevance here. Opposing the conservative view about sacrifice as “an unleashing of animal violence, a commemoration of prehuman bestiality”
 and accepting the viewpoint of contemporary social anthropology about the equivalence of the symbolic (linguistic) and the social, Kristeva regards sacrifice as the social counterpart of the thetic moment (the moment when subjectivity emerges in man through the appearance of the symbol in consciousness). As during the thetic break the subject enters the symbolic order of language, which suppresses the unstructured, heterogeneous flux of drives and corporeal fluctuations of the semiotic chora (a dimension in the psychosomatic set-up of the subject, mainly the equivalent of the unconscious in Kristeva’s terminology), in society it is sacrifice which can stop violence (the war between the Goths and the Romans in Titus Andronicus) and restore social order.

(...( sacrifice: this violent act puts an end to previous (semiotic, presymbolic) violence, and by focusing violence on a victim, displaces it onto the symbolic order at the very moment this order is being founded.

(...(
Far from unleashing violence sacrifice shows how representing that violence is enough to stop it and to concatenate an order.

However, sacrifice in Kristeva’s argumentation is not only a means to achieve social order, but is also viewed as the outer limit, a boundary of that order, on the other side of which there is disorder, “the disappearance of the human in animality.”

The slip over that boundary is what exactly happens in Titus Andronicus. The sacrifice of Alarbus is a pure religious ritual, a “Roman rite” (I.i.43) (LINK: 1.1.43.) as Lucius refers to it, serving the interests of the state up to the point when Titus declines the offer to be the potential head of the empire. By doing so he commits a tragical flaw as he literally surrenders his position of the Key Signifier in the social structure to Tamora. As a consequence of Titus’ deed Alarbus is no longer without champions, who furthermore integrate into the community on very high ranks.

Titus, I am incorporate in Rome,
A Roman now adopted happily

(Tam., I.i.462-463) (LINK: 1.1.462.)

(Tamora’s and the other former Goth prisoner’s changed status in Roman society is very well marked by their appearance on the upper stage: “Enter aloft the Emperor with Tamora and her two sons and Aaron the Moor.” (I.i.300) (LINK: 1.1.300.). The reversed value of Titus and Tamora is also emphasized in Julie Taymor’s film by picturing Tamora as mounting the steps of the royal palace (approx. at 0.45.22) and by using camera positions which look down on the Andronici from the point of view of Tamora, Saturninus and Aaron residing on a balcony (approx. at 0.38.55)) Henceforth it will be Tamora who determines the meanings in the Roman society and in her interpretation, of course, the death of Alarbus, so far “read” as a “Roman rite”, becomes “a cruel, irreligious piety”(I.i.130) (LINK: 1.1.130.). From the point Tamora “climbeth Olympus’ top (II.i.1.) (LINK: 2.1.1.) the ritual functions on the opposite way. It means a serious injury which has to be punished and thus generates a whole cycle of revenge.

Sacrifices tied to rite and ritual are replaced by cruel violence( family unity is undermined. Titus had sacrificed Alarbus to appease the gods, but he must live with the consequences of his action among his vengeful fellow-mortals.

The second form of vengeance depicted by Shakespeare, according to Broude, is the vendetta, the blood-revenge of family members for their lost kinsmen. Both Tamora and her party (his two remaining sons: Chiron and Demetrius and her secret lover: Aaron) and the Andronici perform this form of vengeance, however as the attitudes towards the vendetta were ambiguous in the Elizabethan era, different aspects of it are stressed by Shakespeare through the revenge of Tamora and her circle, and the Andronici. As discussed earlier official state and Church position condemned the blood-revenge of kinsmen since it violated the divine law and threatened social order too.

Family loyalty, it was recognized, might led a revenger to act without regard for the welfare of the commonweal ( to ignore the laws of God and man, to usurp the office of king and magistrates and to damage or destroy the governmental machinery which God had ordained for the maintenance of civil order.
 
It is this deconstructing aspect of blood-revenge which Shakespeare emphasizes in the revenge taken for Alarbus by Tamora and her party. The murder of Bassianus, the rape and mutilation of Lavinia and the beheading of Titus’ two sons: Quintus and Martius do not only offend the Andronici, but negate the laws of Heaven and Rome too. Tamora, occupying the position of God, freely distributing death, satisfies the claims of blood in the expense of the Roman commonweal, which is more condemnable according to the Tudor logic as it is she, the ruler who should provide order. Tamora and her party’s revenge is depicted as being morally wrong too, since their motivation is not only the fulfilment of the obligation to the dead, but revenge for them also serves Chiron’s and Demetrius’ lust, Tamora’s desire for power and Aaron’s sheer wickedness. 

Blood-revenge on the contrary was accepted by the Elizabethans if it operated in the absence of state machinery, which should have guaranteed the safety of life and property. According to Tudor theory if state justice proves to be unable to fulfil these duties, heavens intervene and assign human agents to practise retribution and reconstruct social and cosmic order. Broude emphasizes that this regenerative aspect of revenge is stressed by Shakespeare in the vendetta of the Andronici.

In Titus, revenge is an essential part of the regenerative process by which Romans and Goths will be reconciled and united in a harmonious and prosperous commonweal.

Their divine selection for the reconstruction of order is suggested by Marcus’ words:

Write thou, good niece, and here display at last
What God will have discovered for revenge.
Heaven guide thy pen to print thy sorrows plain,
That we may know the traitors and the truth!

(IV.i.73-76) (LINK: 4.1.73.)

The vendetta of the Andronici is not only legitimated socially but on a personal, moral level too, as their motivation is unmixed. They only intend to repay for the injuries done to them and their revenge, though cruel in itself, follows an even more horrifying series of events.

Now judge what cause had Titus to revenge
These wrongs unspeakable, past patience,
Or more than any living man could bear.

(Marc.,V.iii.125-127) 

(LINK: 5.3.125.)

A further means of deepening the moral differences between the two vendettas is the employment of ”enemy twins”
, where everybody becomes the double of his antagonist and where the character belonging to the Andronici party is always morally preferable to its counterpart. The ”enemy twins” are: Bassianus-Saturninus: rivals for the throne, Martius and Quintus-Chiron and Demetrius: murdered sons, Lavinia-Alarbus: victims of sacrifices, Lucius-Aaron: assistants of main revengers, Titus-Tamora: main revengers, young Lucius-the Blackmoor Baby: offsprings of opposite families.

Though according to Broude’s interpretation the Andronici’s revenge is certainly presented by Shakespeare as standing above the vendetta of Tamora and her circle, the legitimisation of Titus’ revenge can be undermined at two points. It is he who generates the cycle of revenges by Alarbus’ sacrifice and he is unable to take into consideration a larger social context. Similarly to Tamora, he only thinks in the context of vendetta. It is Lucius who executes Aaron and thus completes the revenge of the Andronici and the purging of Rome. He does not only see revenge as a means of repaying for personal injury, but as a means of providing social order too.

I am the turn’d forth, be it known to you,
That hath preserv’d her (Rome’s( welfare in my blood
And from her bosom took the enemy’s point,
Sheathing the steel in my advent’rous body.

(Luc., V.iii.109-112) 

(LINK: 5.3.109.)

However, his role as creator of order must not overestimated. This new order is rather vulnerable, it bears in itself the potentials of collapse. Former opponents (Romans and Goths) rule together and the black baby is not only the emblem of humanitarianism as a characteristic of the new order, but the emblem of sheer wickedness, the blood of Aaron and Tamora.

The socio-political aspects of the revenge theme in English Renaissance tragedies

Having seen how ambivalently related the individuals of the English Renaissance to the concept of revenge, which in their understanding appeared to be something in-between, existing on the margin of justice and crime, it is not surprising that the theme of revenge adapted by the tragedies of the period simultaneously served legitimizing purposes, supporting Church and state prohibitions against private revenge and provided possibility for playwrights to express subversive, revolutionary modes of thought.

As playwrights of revenge tragedies devised plots where in the final scene, when the stage is littered with corpses, the revenger himself is thrown to the top of the bloody heap of bodies, these plays, with a didactic gesture, instruct the respect of divine and state law, which were considered to be violated by an act of private revenge.

(...( the audience has to be reminded of the difference between violent fictional death on stage and violent actual death in the streets of London. (...( (Revenge tragedy( warn (s( the audience that it is only in the fictive space of theatre that the instinctive desire to remedy one’s wrongs blood for blood can actually be carried out — in real life one must submit one1s grievances to the due processes of law. (...( the revenger has to die so that the audience is left in no doubt that those who take the law into their own hands will quickly get their come-uppance.

However, as Keyishian points to it,
 revenge plays also problematized the issue of state justice by placing their revengers into fictional spaces where the judicial structure ceases to operate, especially through corruption. Thus the question of individual autonomy versus state authority arises: whether one, whose primary obligation is to display obedience to his ruler, has the right to engage in an evil action to ward off the wrongs of an evil world? “Rome is but a wilderness of tigers” (III.i.54) (LINK: 3.1.54.) in Titus Andronicus, however we can think of Vindice’s opening soliloquy in The Revenger’s Tragedy passionately painting the picture of a corrupted court.

Duke: royal lecher go, grey haired Adultery,
And thou his son, as impious steeped as he:
And thou his bastard true-begot in evil:
And thou his duchess thot will do with devil:
Four ex’lent characters!
 

(I.i.1-5) (LINK: 1.1.1.)

As Eileen Allman
 points to it, if the ruler can no longer provide justice, furthermore it is he who violates the rules of law by committing a criminal assault against the revenger (note that Saturninus executes the two sons of Titus without a just trial. Titus: “High emperor, upon my feeble knee / I beg this boon, with tears not lightly shed, / That this fell fault of my accused sons, / Accused, if the fault be prov1d in them, — Saturninus: “If it be prov’d! You see it is apparent. – II.iii.288-292) (LINK: 2.3.288.), the revenger’s extrication of himself from the constraints of submission can claim for authorization.

The criminal assault committed by a theoretically unassailable head of state produces conflicting responses in his victim-subject: retaliation on the one hand, submission on the other. He heeds the first imperative because to follow the second is to embrace the virtue of patient passivity rather than the virtú of heroic action, (...(

The revenger appears as opponent, rival of the ruler in administering justice, as it is, according to law, the attribute of the ruler. To oppose the tyrant the revenger must become like the tyrant, which means that he places himself outside the network of relationships that once determined his identity. He no longer defines himself in relation to the tyrant but fashions a new self, equal to the tyrant. The revenger finds the means of self-creation in the theatre, where the taking up of a role provides a protective mask for him, a safe entry to the tyrant’s world and allows him to master others as well. Like the tyrant, he becomes the ultimate author of his world (the play-within-the-play), where rendering justice is possible for him.

As revengers choose to execute revenge themselves in lack of an operating state machinery of justice, though they are punished by death, revenge plays express critique on malfunctioning state authority.

(...( revenge plays (...( throw into relief the social and political weaknesses of this ethical and political position (i.e. which permits only passive disobedience and prescribes no remedy for the subject when the sovereign breaks the law(.

(...( revenge (...( in stage representations most clearly confronted Renaissance doubts and uncertainties concerning individual autonomy: in the process pf exploring “the obligations and responsibilities of the subject in the implementation of divine and human justice,” the revenge play contributed to the process of “installing the subject as autonomous agent of retribution.”

Keyishian also adds
 that to the extent audiences identify with the protagonist-revenger, a bond can be created between them and fictional creations and thus the protagonist’s dilemma whether to practise Christian patience or step forth against secular injustices provoke questions about Renaissance individuals’ relation to the state.

Jonathan Bate
 also draws attention to the fact that English Renaissance revenge tragedies bore within themselves a critique on methods of state justice and punishment. However, in contrast with Keyishian, he argues that this critique is not only achieved by the representation of inoperative state justice, but through the conscious theatrical self-referentiality of these plays.

The distancing effect achieved by references to and performances of plays within the plays means that the audience is encouraged to think about the substance of the play, retributive violence, and is not allowed merely to enjoy or be horrified by it.

Revengers bring their revenge to perfection, execute their violent justice in a play-within-a-play, in a very theatrical, ritualistic, structured way, instead of engaging in chaotic, arbitrary violence. We can think of Hieronimo’s multilingual play in The Spanish Tragedy or the courtly masques of The Revenger’s Tragedy and of Marston’s Antonio’s Revenge. Though Titus, unlike the revengers of the above plays, does not write, direct and play in a proper play, the banquet organized by him can be considered as one, since he reflects on his own role as a writer,

You are deceiv’d( for what I mean to do
See here in bloody lines I have set down
And what is written shall be executed.

(V.ii.13-15) (LINK: 5.2.13.)

insists on following the Ovidian narratives about Philomel, about the feast of the Lapithae and the story of Virginius in Livy as his scripts for the performance of revenge.

For worse than Philomel you us’d my daughter,
And worse than Progne I will be reveng’d.                (V.ii.194-195) (LINK: 5.2.194.)

To make this banquet, which I wish may prove
More stern and bloody than the centaurs’ feast

(V.ii.202-203) (LINK: 5.2.202.)

Was it well done of rash Virginius
To slay his daughter with his own right hand
because she was enforc’d, stain’d and deflow’r’d?

(V.ii.36-38.) (LINK: 5.2.36.)

He even declares himself actor and a courtly entertainer.

I’ll play the cook,

(V.ii.204) (LINK: 5.2.204.)

(...( I would be sure to have all well
To entertain your highness and your empress.

(V.iii.31-32) (LINK: 5.3.31.)

Titus’ killing Chiron and Demetrius is also very reminiscent of a ritual. Lavinia’s appearance with a basin that “receives (The Goth boys’( guilty blood” (V.ii.183) (LINK: 5.2.183.) and Titus’ lengthly ceremonial speech and instructions given to Lavinia before cutting the throats of the ravishers (V.ii.166-203) (LINK: 5.2.166.) invoke associations with human sacrifices. In fact the scene appears to be the re-enactment of Alarbus’ sacrifice, however Titus’ deed at this time is without the backup of Roman tradition. (The ritual-like nature of the scene is very much emphasized by the BBC adaptation of the play, where Lavinia is pictured as if she was drinking from the bloody basin and Titus monotonously chants something reminiscent of a priest’s liturgical text. — approx. at 2.27.07) Bate claims that the contemporary audience drew comparison between the revenger’s ritualized, highly theatrical violence and between the ritualized, likewise highly theatrical violence of public executions, the means of state punishment, they were exposed to in the streets day by day.

Is there a paradoxical sense in which self-conscious performance serves to say not “this is only a play” but “this is just like life?”

To understand the point he makes, it is necessary to touch upon in brief how power was exercised in early modern England. Leonard Tennenhouse
 elaborates on this question with reference to Michel Foucault’s work: Discipline and Punish
 Before the 17th-18th centuries power did not work invisibly, through social discourses, not writing was the primary means of social control. Without an elaborate state bureaucracy, police force, standing army to enforce law (which, had they been present, would not have been able to achieve the perfect surveillance of every subject), the practice of spectacle was employed to demonstrate the presence of power in society. As the monarch’s body had an iconic nature (it was fully identified with England’s power), the display of it in highly theatrical official entries, passages was a means of the operation of political authority. What is more important for us here, is that the representation of punishment, the display of the tortured, mutilated and dead body, according to previously arranged choreography, was also an important form of manifesting power.

Performed in public places, often on raised platforms for all to see, the criminal’s torture was carefully designed to be spectacularly horrible, out of all proportion to the crime. Such a scene was supposed to create a visible emblem of the king’s (/queen’s( absolute authority over the body of the condemned.

The noticed parallel between art and life, between the ritualistic, theatrical performance of revenge by the stage-revenger and between public executions — as Bate states — endows English Renaissance revenge drama with a subversive potential, since if one is to condemn the action of the stage-revenger on moral, ethical grounds as barbaric, one must also expose to a critique the similar methods of state justice.

By casting revenge in the form of an elaborate public performance, the drama reveals that the public performance known as the law is also a form of revenge action( the submission of one kind of action to critical scrutiny opens the way for the submission of the other to similar scrutiny.

By employing a dramatist-revenger directing his revenge with the same theatrical and violent practice as was the characteristic of state public executions, state justice becomes not different from revenge, and vice versa, as the revenger realizes his revenge in a play-within-a-play as a substitution for the law (note that Titus uses legal terminology: “precedent,” “warrant” – V.iii.44) (LINK: 5.3.44.), law is degraded to the level of performance.

Performance creates belief that everything is performance( or rather acknowledging the theatricality of revenge kills the credibility of the law.

In opposition to Jonathan Bate, Leonard Tennenhouse takes the view that “stagecraft” sharing “a common logic of configuration,”
 representational strategies with “statecraft” (scaffolds of punishment and the staging of royal passages, entries, etc.) also contributed to the production of spectacles of power and thus took its part in sustaining the monarch’s power. Under the reign of Elizabeth I. (when the queen’s body was identified with the state) he sees the treatment of the aristocratic female body on stage what made theatre similar to spectacles of power and thus an important political medium
. In his view Titus Andronicus is based on the central metaphor which identifies the state with the body of an aristocratic female. The aristocratic female is, of course, Lavinia, referred to as “Rome’s rich ornament” (I.i.52) (LINK: 1.1.52.) and “Rome’s royal mistress” (I.i.241) (LINK: 1.1.241.). Her identification with Rome — as David Wilbern
 shows — is suggested as early as the first speech of Bassianus (I.i.9-17) (LINK: 1.1.9.), where rhetoric (“dishonour,” “virtue,” “continence”) imply that the attack he intends to defend Rome from is rape, the later fate of Lavinia.

Fought over by imperial claimants, attacked by barbarian Goths, and finally avenged by the Andronici, she repeats by her personal fate the larger fate of Rome herself.

As Lavinia’s body stands for Rome, claims for possessing it by different members of the aristocracy appears as a political rivalry for power over Rome, stressing the element of self-destruction, the inner source of disorder rather than the threat of an outer invasion.

Lest Rome bane into herself
And she whom kingdoms cur’sy to,
Like a forlorn and desperate castaway,
Do a shameful execution on herself.

(V.iii.73-76) (LINK: 5.3.73.)

We might add that since through the intricate web of revenges everybody intending to possess Lavinia’s body (Saturninus, Bassianus, Chiron, Demetrius, even Tamora and Titus) dies by the hand of the other, the play propagates the warning: dare anyone attack upon the power of the monarch, will receive due punishment.

Before going into details about the governing pattern underlying English Renaissance revenge tragedies, we need to open up the discussion briefly for concerns of genre history and categorization since the revenge motifs making up the dramatic formula generally followed by English Renaissance revenge tragedies (though with possible alterations) have strong ties with classical tradition (Senecan revenge tragedy) and besides, their treatment by individual playwrights launched critics on debates about what dramatic works should be included in the revenge tradition of English Renaissance drama.
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