The Most Important Anglo-Saxon and Hungarian Stage Productions and Films of William Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus


Titus Andronicus has probably never been one of the most popular Shakespearean dramas. Many people – amongst them T.S. Eliot for example – considered it the worst plays ever written by the Bard, some even said it was not even a Shakespearean piece of work. It has become a most argued tragedy and there has only been just a few adventurous directors-both in theatre or on film-that were so brave as to bring this drama alive. If you want to see Titus Andronicus on stage you must look around very carefully to find a place where this drama is on. This tragedy is much too terrifying and brutal with blood, mutilation and horror on stage. Still, there have been some remarkable performances through the second half of the twentieth century, especially in the United Kingdom, South Africa, Romania and even in Hungary. There have even been made some film versions of the drama. These productions of the 20th century were very different. Some of them used classical theatrical tools and were traditional like Peter Brook's Titus Andronicus while others were the representatives of a completely new and innovative theatre like that of Gregory Doran or Silviu Purcarete. One thing was common in all of them. In most cases the production shocked the audience. 


In the September issue of Plays and Players in 1955 F.G.B. tried to find an answer for “Why Titus Andronicus is generally regarded a skeleton in Shakespeare’s cupboard (…)?”
 He found a quite reassuring answer for the question: “(…) because we have lost the love of adventure and excitement that made the Elizabethans so great, or because our own more tutored, genteel appreciation of drama cannot accept a medley of styles.”
 The reason for such a strong objection may be the bloody, aggressive and horrid scenes: cannibalism, murder and the rape and mutilation of a young woman, are just a few of the on-stage actions that make people feel worse than during an Elm Street movie. In the case of Titus Andronicus the viewer is shocked much more than during watching a horror movie. In this production the characters seem to be real human beings with human emotions, and their actions show the audience what we-people- can be capable of.


The different productions are also very interesting from the point of view of the social or political era they were viewed from. The Silviu Purcarete production had much to remind people of the Ceaucascu regime while Gregory Doran’s Titus was established on stage in such settings that gave a mirror-image of the times anticipating Nelson Mandela.

There were many successful stage productions and some film adaptations of Titus Andronicus in the 20th century. In the followings the most important English-speaking, a Romanian and a Hungarian production are reviewed.

The Peter Brook production was probably the most famous and popular staging of Titus Andronicus in the 20th century. It featured such stars as Vivian Leigh in Lavinia’ role and Laurence Olivier in Titus’ role, and Anthony Quayle was excellent and spine chilling as Aaron. Not only the critics but Peter Brooks was astonished as well prom their performances: “(…) (they) were most patient and helpful. I owe everything to their performances. The show is theirs, not mine.”
 It became a great success and as F.G.B. put it in 1955 “ (…) Peter Brook’s production is a triumph”
. This triumph was not obvious at first as it turned out to be so horrifying that too many people had to be carried out from the theater, and at one of the performances twenty people fainted. Peter Brook composed the music himself, too, since as he said it in an interview "I couldn't think how to get from any composer I know music primitive enough for my purpose"
. Also he was the designer of the stage, too: “ (…) if I design the sets, I know that the highlights of production and decoration will be identical.”
 F.G.B. also considered Olivier's Titus "one of the most impressive of his career"
. J.B. Boothroyd found "the day is really MR. PETER BROOK' s"
. Still Mr. Boothroyd found that the production was not violent enough, since most of the violence was offstage
. Also the play was emphasising the classical and ritual elements of the play
. The critics did not only like the actors but the stage properties and the music also: “I can best explain my method by giving an example. The fist scene in Titus Andronicus is all plot. Then in the next we are immediately transported to a hunting scene. To obtain the fresh open-air effect, I could have plunged from the darkness of the first setting to a blue cyclorama. Actually, I used a rather wonderful, bright. Unearthly green.”
. The only problem that was a little disturbing was the people who fainted during the performance, and many of them had to be taken to hospital.


In 1972 Trevor Nunn also made a production of Titus Andronicus. It was the last of four plays in a Roman sequence. By that time it was said to have been the second best production.
 The general opinion was positive. His cast was well chosen in some opinions. Colin Blakely was said to have had "an unflinching trust as Titus"
. In Hobson's opinion Nunn's version was not so bloodthirsty as the original play "but our stomachs are safe" (Hobson 1972). A different opinion enlightens one problem of the performance, namely that "Once begun, the production continues to superimpose a dolce vita atmosphere upon the comfortless atmosphere of the play" and "The production misses some legitimate chances for spectacle, as in the archery scene"
. Still, no other real complaints could be made regarding the staging. It was unpredictable, it worked enough to activate a not so much loved play into powerful life. It turned monochrome figures into credible figures. Titus started with a very powerful opening to see how Titus did not realize that things had already changed in Rome, the city and Empire becoming a wilderness of tigers. Nunn did not strictly follow the original text so he let Saturninus take some poison. If spectacle is considered again, the complaint regarding the archery scene is drawn back since the cannibalistic scenes fill the space left-at least some members of the audience thought so: “The memorable things in Titus Andronicus are the banquet in which a mother eats her son’s flesh baked into a pie, the rooting out of a young girl’s tongue, the sawing off of Titus’s hand, and the dripping of blood from cut throats into a goblet.”
 Nunn had a dilemma of being disgusting or dull, too. Finally it seemed he managed to find the best way to present these scenes: “If they (the most violent and bloody scenes) presented wholeheartedly these characteristic episodes are obscene. Quite rightly Mr. Nunn has decided not to do them wholeheartedly. The most excessive horror to which he lends himself is Titus’s savage stabbing of a fly.”
 Others said that not too much violence could be seen on stage, and some sensational interest was lost for it. Olin Blakely played Titus and he was considered to rough so much that people could not really have sympathy for him for his brutality and misfortunes. Calvin Lockheart in Aaron’s role did not take it to the extreme while “Janet Suzman, granted that not actress alive can express Lavinia’s suffering.”

John Barton staged Titus in 1981. It was a double bill as Titus was on stage with the Two Gentlemen of Verona in one night. The idea came from Trevor Nunn, since people went to the theatre to see only what they knew-The Two gentlemen was much better known than Titus Andronicus. Also this time they could watch two plays for the price of one. Barton was first thinking of staging it in the fifties but he only realized his dream in 1981. He cut a lot of the original play-he excised 800 lines from the original text, as it was diffuse and repetitive. He also connected the two plays, the Gentlemen and Titus by using many of the stage properties in the two plays: “The actors will select their props and clothes from a pile in the center of the stage; the Elizabethan hobby horses which appear in Two Gentlemen will be carried through to Titus and so will Launce’s dog Crab, who so far has snatched much more publicity than the humans appearing in the plays.”
 The representation of the mutilated bodies were very well carried out, they were stylized and terrifying at the same time. The forest scene became very popular as it varied depending on the mood of the speaker.

Deborah Warner's 1988 staging of Titus Andronicus definitely belongs to the successful productions of the play. It received very good criticism. This tragedy was playing to full house. She kept all the lines of the play: “Deborah Warner’s one mistake in this otherwise intelligently judged production is her refusal to cut a single line from the often second-rate text,”
 but she managed to make it remarkable. There was only one or two reviews not finding Warner's attempt a great achievement, like that of Brigit Grant’s from the Jewish Chronicle, as she exposed her opinion in the followings: “Deborah Warner’s conception of Rome is neither majestic nor grand, but a savage and filthy. Romans act and appear more like Viking raiders than patricians and little distinction is drawn between the Goths and their enemies.”
 Warner was very much praised for her directing the cast, (Brian Cox as Titus ("Brian Cox's titanic Titus ensures a place in history books for Deborah Warner's TITUS ANDRONICUS"
) just like the stage. Her direction was also called intelligent: It is a (…) credit to Deborah Warner’s intelligent direction, which features some galvanic ensemble work, that the relentless cavalcade of catastrophe does not leave us rolling (with laughter) as well as reeling (with revulsion) in the aisles”
. Some even compared Warner's Titus to that of Brook's
, and although Brook's play was the winner but Deborah Warner's was very close to it. It was just all positive if we forget about the three hours and forty minutes it took.

The John Longenbaugh production started out strange: putting the stage into a swimming pool out of use. The whole bath serves a good place for the blood bath as all the bloody scenes take place within the pool, on the floor. The play was rather built around the characters of Saturninus who was acted by Tony Austin, and Aaron acted by Howard Saddler. As Tom Morris said The strength of this production is the human tragedy of its story (...) but its animation of the spectacle of violence in a way that forces the audience to acknowledge its complicity" (Morris 1993).


Gregory Doran's Titus Andronicus is a little bit like Purcarete's Titus: having the atmosphere of a despot in the 20th century. “Gregory Doran’s direction is precisely attuned to the play’s parallelisms and inversions.”
As it was directed and performed in the post-apartheid South Africa it had more to tell people living there than to others who had not experienced tyranny and apartheid. This resulted in a strange situation: people were not shocked too much in Johannesburg seeing brutality on stage. The South African people have lived with violence so constantly that they have learnt to live with it. Violence was so much part of everyday life that reaction was different from that in Europe. Society was full of pain and anger. “It seemed an apt play for that society. They understand violence so well, we could avoid reveling in it, and look instead at its effects.”
 There were violent reactions to the play although many stayed away from the productions for different reasons. It was said that the black population did not go to see the play because Anthony Sher who played Titus was the spitting image of the white supremacist Eugene Terre Blanche. Anthony Sher even mentioned that a 5 year-old had watched the play without real troubles of understanding
. Even Sher had the opinion that making the play amongst modern stage properties, costumes and dialects "(was) walking into a minefield"
. Jonathan Bate says "Doran works hard to humanize one and all" (Bate 1995). Also it is his view that this multiracial company brought something new and fresh to the play, just like "the music, notably the inventive percussion of Godfrey Mgoina"
.

Silviu Purcarete's version of Titus Andronicus has become very famous amongst the ones in Britain who have been following the stage history of the drama in the 20th century. It was a weird production of the play, the opinions about it different, too. Some were very satisfied but there were also others who found it dreadful. The reviews on this version of Titus show how the members of both camps feel about it. The situation was a little bit like in the case of the Gregory Doran production as the Romanian group also had some similar experiences as the South Africans. Most of the reviewers shared the opinion that the Ceausescu era's effect in the country was very influential. The country was already in the post-Ceausescu state but it still determined people. This resulted in a stage performance that seemed to be relatively modern (e.g. the portable monitors on stage showing demagogues being a part of the production) but still had the atmosphere of a Senecan play. Considering the reviews on the Purcarete staging we can say that the play was rather successful than not. In some opinions it was "theatrically expressive"
, and "a stunning feat of imagination".
 It also had the "Romanian angst and comic irreverence on the play".
 Some weak points were generally the Mozart concerto at the end which has already been used several times in other cases also, and "what gets lost is the poetry".
 Purcarete's white blankets in different lighting were usually considered a very good stage property. On the other hand Macaulay's opinion was that the play turned out to be "dreadful (...) (and( acting is, indeed, the worst element".
 Curtis simply found it an "irreverent clowning", and said “Some foreign productions throw fresh light on Shakespeare’s plays. Silviu Purcarete’s ramshackle staging of Titus Andronicus as a nightmarish horror-comedy, imported from Romania’s National Theatre of Craiova, is not one of those productions.”
 Regardless the negative criticism one thing is sure, the production was never boring.

In 1997 A Hungarian Titus Andronicus production was born as well. It was the direction of a graduating student from the Színművészeti Főiskola (College of Drama and Theatre). He was called László Keszég and his production was performed in The Csiky Gergely Theatre of Kaposvár. In Kékesi Kun’s opinion unfortunately many scenes on stage became ridiculous as the director tried to apply a “psychologizing” way of acting
. This depraved the drama of its credibility. Many members of a student night started laughing at many of the bloody and otherwise serious scenes.
 The stage properties were rather only signs on the stage, and the music was good for nothing. Tamás Balassa saw it from another point of view. He said that the only problem with the production was that Keszég did not make it a little bit finer; but why should have he done it since Shakespeare wanted to draw not only the mental but the physical suffering of Rome on stage as well.
 Piroska Molnár’s Tamora was an excellent acting. A plum woman-if we compare her to Jessica Lange in a later Titus production-could form Tamora into such a sex bomb that no one doubted this woman would be able to get any man she wanted. Zoltán Bezerédi was the great performance of the whole show: a perfect Titus.
 These two opinions can make it clear how much the opinions differed but considering the audience, they seemed to be satisfied.

Julie Taymor’s introduction as a film director became undoubtedly impressive. Her Titus takes the audience into a world of blood, terror and revenge, and her chosen era for the motion picture resembles Rome and the nazi Germany as well. Julie Taymor called her movie simply Titus and as Philip French put it, it was “a bold, breathtaking, superbly acted adaptation.”
 Taymor used ancient Rome in her movie as well as Rome during the time of Mussolini. “Following this primitive opening, the movie modulates from the ancient world into something resembling Mussolini’s Rome where Blackshirts are rioting in the streets. AQ considered the original drama a lurid material with which Julie Taymor did the followings: “Taymor has decided to throw the kitchen sink at it, ransacking the props cupboard yet being unable to establish a coherent visual style; for the setting, fascist opulence meets Gothic grandeur, while the costumes veer anywhere between Rocky Horror punk and the silly decadence of Up Pompeii (poor Lange has to sport gold lamé with matching breastplates)”.
 There is one thing no one can doubt: Anthony Hopkins can play Titus extremely well but after eating human flesh in this movie as well, he would never be able to wash Hannibal Lechter’s name off himself from Silence of the Lambs. Just like in all the other cases opinions differed but one thing was for sure: Anthony Hopkins and Jessica Lange were superb.

Although Titus Andronicus has never been the most popular Shakespearean drama there have always been and will be some directors and actors who like challenges. Titus is considered a great challenge resulting from its bloody scenes and aggressive characters. Since it is so rarely played it is worth watching at least one production in a life time to see what can be made of such a hard drama.
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