THE THEME OF REVENGE IN TITUS ANDRONICUS

Introduction

Revenge, if we want to put it briefly, is the angry impulse to ”rebite him of whom the heart is bitten.”
 This universal impulse provided the central action to certain English Renaissance tragedies whose playwrights were especially fond of employing the theme of revenge. A statement about the overall popularity of the revenge theme in the English Renaissance may sound as a commonplace, just as well as the assertion that a fundamental metatheatricality and an explicit staging of violence are what especially characterize the revenge tragedies of the period. However, it is exactly the investigation of the reasons lying behind this general popularity, obsessive self-dramatization and intense representation of violence which may cast a light on the real nature of the genre. 

The opinion of critics who are quick to point out that the cause of the special devotion to the revenge theme in English Renaissance drama was a demand for harsh sensationalism on the part of a bloodthirsty audience, which playwrights were ready to satisfy, is a gross oversimplification of the significance of English Renaissance revenge tragedies. Those critics mainly, ignoring the emblematic logic of the English Renaissance theatre and the contemporary audience’s readiness to interpret everything taking place on stage on more levels of meaning, approach the revenge tragedies of the age — among them Shakespeare’s early tragedy, Titus Andronicus too — on the grounds of verisimilitude (the representational logic of the photographic theatre emerging in the 17th and 18th centuries) and thus perceive nothing else but an unjustified multiplicity of bloody tableaux in them, which present violence beyond any limits of tolerance.

Titus Andronicus has for a long time been the most unpopular of all Shakespeare’s plays: but its general execration dates only from the eighteenth century [in Shakespeare’s time it was very popular indeed(. [...] Taste and sentiment in the eighteenth century [and onwards] recoiled from a play which has so obviously ‘good’ in neither. Ravenscroft indeed, introducing his improvements [on the play] described the original as a ‘rubbish heap’ and said that he had been told that Shakespeare did not write it. [...] [The play] had scarcely been seen at all on the professional stage until the well-known revival at Stratford-on-Avon in 1955, produced by Peter Brook, [...]. 

Besides the point Charles A. Hallett and Elaine S. Hallett make in accounting for “why the passion of revenge could capture the imagination of three generations of playwrights” — namely that “the revenge situation provided an action that had the potential of raising the hero’s story to tragic heights since the hero was caught between two goods (the natural law demanding blood-revenge for murder and the divine law prohibiting private revenge(. Whichever way he turned, he was right and yet wrong.”
 — we must also take into consideration some other aspects of the revenge theme: a socio-political, a psychological (Renaissance revenge tragedies very much focus on the mental processes of the revenger-figure and thus problematize questions of subjectivity and identity) and a semiotic
 (these plays also very intensively investigate problems of signification in a period of deep epistemological crisis), which all account for the increased appeal to the revenge theme’s treatment in English Renaissance drama.

Staging the theme of revenge fulfilled socio-political functions in the period. On the one hand it served as a propagator of official Church and state ethic, yet at the same time it provided opportunity for contemporary playwrights to express implicit critique concerning state justice conceived as the depositary of divine providence on earth.

(The revenge theme( can (...( invoke and open to examination a number of significant social concerns: (...( the extent and limits of personal responsibility, especially with regard to wrongs for which neither the state nor providence provide redress( the adequacy of human law and the legitimacy of the social order( the existence and nature of providence.

The revenge theme in English Renaissance drama also served as a means for focusing on the issues of subjectivity and identity, which were principal questions in an age whose individuals experienced a severe epistemological crisis, in which not only the former, stable medieval meaning of the universe, the knowledge about reality got undermined but the meaning of human existence, the signifying capacity of the human subject also became problematic. Revenge tragedies possessing an underlying pattern which is constituted by certain dramatic elements, motifs conventionally attached to the theme of revenge (the ghost and the allegorical figure of Revenge, hero-revengers coupled with their villainous counterparts, the absence of divine and state providence, a delay in the course of events inflicting madness upon the hero-revenger, the role-playing of the revenger and the play-within-the-play with multiple murders and the revenger’s final death), through the presence of a pervasive metadramatic perspective, offer grounds for the testing of identity, since the protagonists of these plays are placed into situations where they are exposed to the task of performing revenge. The task always demands the devising of a new, fake identity (that of the revenger) which is generally opposed to the original one( it enforces protagonists into the theatrical positions of playwrights, actors and directors for the proper fulfilment of revenge. In order to carry out their revenge perfectly, protagonists write, direct and play in their own play within the play and for the deception of others surrounding them, they might also take up a role, usually that of the insane. The purpose requires the immaculate masterity of the role of the revenger, thus the subject is put to a test how capable he/she is to preserve his/her original identity. As revengers perceive the possibility of self-realization in the perfect fulfilment of revenge, they slowly give up their authentic identity, which intertwines with the false one, and at the end of the dramatic action, instead of the sought self-realization, they descend to severe identity crisis.

The immense popularity of the revenge theme cannot be accounted for simply by referring to a taste for blood and sensational horror on the part of the audience. It is used as a kind of laboratory to create situations for the human subject in which problems of identity formation, self-forgetting and self-fashioning can be tested.

By concentrating on the identity crisis emerging in the protagonists in the process of internalizing the role of the revenger and by representing them as writers, directors and actors in their own play, revenge tragedies in fact consciously direct attention to the “representational insufficiency”
 (gap between actor and role, dramatic illusion and reality) inherent in any theatrical representations. Since this representational insufficiency is a characteristic feature of any semiotic practice, through their self-conscious metatheatricality English Renaissance revenge tragedies “act out the unbridgeable gap between the symbol and the Real”
 and focus on problems of signification constitutive of the epistemological crisis witnessed by the English late Renaissance at the turn of the 16th and 17th centuries. The gap between the symbol and the Real marks a particular “crisis of discourse”
 in the period, the separation of language and reality, the discrepancy between the word and the thing, expressed by the metaphor of the telescope in contemporary thought, since the linguistic sign stands as arbitrarily between reality and the subject intending to get to know that reality as the telescope between object and concept.
 The problematization of signification, the insufficiency, artificiality of words, the failure of communication are strong thematic concerns in Titus Andronicus too. 

English Renaissance revenge tragedies not only reflect on the problems of signification, on the epistemological uncertainty of the period through their obsessive self-dramatization, but actively engaged in the intensified semiotic activity characteristic of transitory periods between changing world models
 through their other fundamental dramatic feature: the explicit stage representation of violence, of the tortured, mutilated and dead body, the abject body. The lopping, chopping, slicing, dicing of bodies on Renaissance stage is argued to be a representational technique strongly connected to the theme of revenge to map out new ways of signification, approaches to reality by Attila Kiss.
 Staging the abject body is a semiotic experiment to achieve perfect representation, to get beyond the surface of signification by attempting to bridge the gap between the word (metaphorically signified by the surface of body, the flesh) and the thing, the Real, some fundamental, authentic meaning.

(...( the mutilation and abjection of the material basis of signification (i.e. the body( is staged as a semiotic attempt to penetrate the surface of things and go beyond the appearance to the presence of an authentic reality, through the power of some full representation.

Before elaborating on the above outlined aspects of English Renaissance revenge tragedies (1. socio-political functions: a legitimizing and a subversive one, 2. the revenge pattern as a laboratory of identity, 3. the problematization of signification and the nature of words
, 4. the intensified representation of violence performed on the body) and investigating them in relation to Titus Andronicus, it might be appropriate to discuss the contemporary notions of revenge, on the basis of that the English Renaissance audience’s possible attitudes towards the stage-revengers and how these notions manifest themselves in Titus Andronicus. 

The concept of revenge in Renaissance England

In order to achieve a better understanding of the revenge plays produced in the English Renaissance we need to look at the contemporary notion of revenge, which is quite burdened with ambiguities. The works of Fredson T. Bowers
, Sister Mary Bonaventure Mroz
 and Charles A. Hallett and Elaine S. Hallett
 serve as primary references here.

The apprehension of revenge in the period on the one hand was determined by the establishment of state justice and by the contemporary religious and ethical education, which both prescribed the condemnation of private revenge. The indictment put forward by Henry VII introduced the system of state justice.

the accused was to be tried at once merely on the presentation of information to the authorities ((( which remained the legal method of prosecuting murderers in Elizabethan times.

The administration of justice became the sole prerogative of the Elizabethan state. Private punishment had no legal place in Elizabethan England and even blood-revenge for the murder of a close relative fell in the same legal category as murder for other, less sublime reasons.

Elizabethan law felt itself capable of meting out justice to murderers, and therefore punished an avenger who took justice into his own hands just as heavily as the original murderer.

The legal position of the state was supported by religious and ethical teachings of the Church and the moralists. In the sacred realm of the God-fearing Elizabethan age private revenge was labelled as a sin to be punished by eternal damnation. The words of God ”Vengeance is mine”
 directly prohibited human revenge and on the basis of the divine words patience was prescribed as a response to an injury.

(...(a man made of metal not so hard as flexible. His shoulders are large, fit for a load of injuries( which he bears, not out of baseness and cowardliness, because he dare not revenge, but out of Christian fortitude, because he may not: (...(

Moral teachings and official state documents also emphasized that God’s right of administering justice, of chastising the sinner was delegated to magistrates, rulers, by whom human revenge could be performed.

The belief (in English thought( that justice demands retributive punishment for sin is constant, likewise the realization that such divine chastisement ordinarily requires human intermediaries to whom the authority of the Divine Avenger is delegated
.

In regard to the human ministers of divine vengeance, English thought gives consistent emphasis to public magistrates.

(...( all priuate Reuenge proceeding of enuy, or of hatred, or of anger, is vicious and forbidden by God, who commaundeth vs to render good for euill, and not euill for euill. For hee hath ordained the meanes, whereby hee will haue vengeance executed among men. Therefore hee hath appointed Magistrates to execute it according to his Lawe, and following his ordinaunce, not with any euill affection, but with iust indignation proceeding from loue, and from true zeale of iustice (...
(
To punish or reward belongs to him who imposes the law: since legislators induce men to obey the law, by rewards and punishments. Now... it belongs to Divine Providence to set a law for men. Therefore it belongs to God to punish or reward men.

No doubt Renaissance individuals firmly believed they should obey the law of God and state authority, however we might also give sufficient weight to the existence of Renaissance conventions and codes that supported the practice of private revenge under certain circumstances. The vendetta tradition of earlier times imposed binding obligation on family members to repay for the injury done to their kinsmen.

Most persistent in English thought even in the late Renaissance, was the traditional sanction of blood-revenge for kin — a tradition common to all European peoples. (...( The obligation of revenging one’s kin was paramount in its importance( whether or not the means of revenge received legal sanction remained a secondary consideration in the English mind.

Private revenge was especially regarded with sympathy when the offence against the revenger was serious and was carried out in a particularly dishonourable way (e.g. the cruel murder of the revenger’s beloved one).

In case of offences which were patently sinful, the principle of vengeance through a human agent rested on a moral sanction more definite than that of tradition and custom. (...( The Thomistic synthesis which illumined medieval philosophy presents the sinner as one who has withdrawn from the order of reason and thereby fallen from human dignity. He is a manner worse than a beast, and more noxious( hence to kill such a man may be a worthy act. Moreover, since every part must naturally be referred to the whole, the amputation of a member who corrupts the community by sin is praiseworthy.

In case magistrates were not able to provide justice, as the machinery of the state was out of order, since it were the magistrates themselves who most seriously violated the law, the revenger’s arbitrary administration of justice could also appear to be virtuous.

Even the private individual shares such authority (i.e. authority to chastise the sinner( under circumstances in which public channels of retribution are inoperative.

Renaissance thought also appreciated revenge against a usurping tyrant, against misrule and oppression.

The political aspect of human vengeance, as it applied to rulers and people, held a special interest for Englishmen. A native spirit of liberty and independence prompted an unchanging denunciation of tyranny as a crime which could not escape vengeance.

Titus’ revenge seems to fit all criteria listed above regarding private revenge with sympathy in opposition to state and ecclesiastical authority. He is to retaliate for lost kins, a shame inflicted upon his family. Offences are committed against him in the most barbarous ways, serving not only the retribution of Alarbus’ sacrifice but the sheer lust of Chiron and Demetrius and the unmotivated wickedness of Aaron. Titus is also denied access to law.

Enter the Judges and senators, with Titus’ two sons, bound, passing on the stage to the place of execution, and Titus going before, pleading... Andronicus lieth down, and the Judges pass by him. (III.i.)
 (LINK: 3.1.1)

Therefore he sets up his own juridical system transforming the play-within-the-play (the final banquet scene) into his bloody courtroom.

Titus Andronicus tells a (...( story of the failure of established remedies (...( consequent upon the failure of imperial law is the revenger’s establishment of an alternative procedure.

Titus in fact also steps forth against a usurper when he kills Tamora, an alien entity in the body of the Roman state, however it is noteworthy that Titus still ends a tragic death (a just punishment of revengers for their excess according to contemporary state and Church ethic), while Lucius, who at the beginning so vehemently clamoured for the death of Alarbus and at the end killed Saturninus, is elevated to the throne. The reason of the different treatment of the two revengers lies in their chosen stratagem for the performance of their revenge. Lucius always remains on a public path: demands Alarbus’ death as a “Roman rite” (I.i.43.) (LINK: 1.1.43) and leads an open revolt against the corrupted Roman state.

Now will I to the Goths, and raise a pow’r
To be reveng’d on Rome and Saturnine. 

(Luc., III.i.299-300) (LINK: 3.1.299)

While Titus, however motivated is his revenge, engages in the hidden manoeuvres of role-playing, keeping his personal injury in sight.

Die, die Lavinia, and thy shame with thee;
And with thy shame thy father’s sorrow die!

(V.iii.46-47) (LINK: 5.3.46)

Public revenge, according to official Renaissance view of things, came under the category of the legitimate, especially if the revenger proved to be a good and successful ruler.
  The interpretation that Lucius is a public revenger and therefore might legitimately occupy the position of the ruler is very much emphasized by the Julie Taymor film since after the death of Saturninus performed by Lucius the movie is frozen showing a bloody tableau and the whole banquet scene is transposed to the middle of an amphitheatre, in front of the people of Rome. (approx. at 2.28.40)

English Renaissance attitudes towards stage-revengers

The ambivalence in the contemporary judgement of revenge obviously influenced the Renaissance audience’s attitude towards stage-revengers and also the ways playwrights pictured these revengers. As the revenger’s negation of authority by taking revenge into his own hands is the transgression of the state’s and God’s rule according to official contemporary view, it must not left unpunished. Thus the revenger’s attack upon the civil and religious order brings his death either by his own or by the hands of others on stage. The revenger overwhelmed with passions (grief, anger, revenge) belonging to the underworld cannot be the participant of public order initiated by a new ruler.
 Such a plot reflects the official state and Church standpoint concerning private revenge and prescribes a large amount of condemnation for the contemporary audience with regards to the revenger-character.

Nevertheless, playwrights often picture revengers in a way that mobilizes the audience full sympathy or even makes possible the identification with the hero-revenger.

The act of revenge takes many forms and occurs in a variety of contexts, and its primary dramatic significance does not always lie in its moral and ethical aspects. One need look no farther than a local movie theatre, or the television screen, to appreciate how intensely audiences identify with protagonists who take upon themselves the burden of attaining justice when normal channels — providence or the law — prove inadequate.

Burnett argues that the usual premise of English revenge plays is that

Somewhere in a decaying foreign state such as Venice, Spain or the antique Rome right authority has collapsed and there is abuse, carnal bribery, enormity, sin and Babylonical confusion. Tyrants destroy order rather than upholding it and hands, noses and ears are lopped off right and left in proof of the community’s loss of wholeness.

Titus Andronicus e. g. desperately asks:

Why, foolish Lucius, dost thou not perceive

That Rome is but a wilderness of tigers?

(III. i. 53-54) (LINK: 3.1.53)

The revenger’s view of himself, his name, his house does not allow him to submit injury and among such conditions his individual revolt against the corrupt official rule appears as the purging of the malfunctioning state. Sympathy towards the revengers is also evoked by their frequent depicting as being weaker than their enemies( sometimes too young (like Hamlet), sometimes too old (like Hieronimo) or isolated (like Titus). Revengers appear to be helpless too as they may not know who has done them harm and emotions like deep love and grief allowed for them by dramatists make them appear more human. The audience’s direct witnessing of the cruel injury done to the revenger instead of learning about it from the report of a messenger also affects the audience’s judgement of the revenger-character in a favourable way.

Harry Keyishian, arguing for the potential of revenge appearing as an affirmative and redemptive activity in Renaissance drama, puts forth that playwrights place their protagonists into situations where malicious assaults cause in them a feeling of alienation, impotence, disempowerment and finally a sense of being without a stable identity. Revenge thus is defined as a response to victimization, a means of restoring identity, declaring selfhood
.

I am Revenge, sent from th’ infernal kingdom
To ease the gnawing vulture of thy mind.

(Tam., V.ii.30-31) (LINK: 5.2.30)

Fictional depictions of victimization in this way invoke emotional support for the dilemmas and even for the extremity of deeds revengers perform, not excluding the possibility of identification with them either.

Titus may be grotesque in his cook’s costume, (...( “but he is serving what we want” when he cooks up Tamora’s sons, and he departs the world triumphantly “at the full flood-tide of emotional vindication”: “What is denied in civilized life is furnished in the theatre.” We can identify with Titus in his efforts because, (...( “We judge the cause, not the legality of vengeance.”
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