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Language and Body in Titus Andronicus

When talking about drama and representation, it is essential to discuss the question of language. Hallett and Hallett in their work point out that, since symbols become questionable as a consequence of the epistemological crisis, “they turn inward [and] they develop an opacity in the direction of being”.
 Since the individual fails in breaking out of the limitation of symbols, “he seeks to create a personal language”.
 Thus the language becomes a property of every human being’s own, and the tool of the poets:

…who can manipulate it to express their personal visions, while the rest of the culture, which has lost direct contact with the vibrant quality of words, is left with a degraded language, the control of which falls into the hands of sophists and hucksters who manipulate words to manipulate people. […] Ironically, in spite of this new power of the poet,  he too is unconsciously aware that he cannot find meaning or purpose for or in his actions.

However, sophists and hucksters not only manipulate people of the Renaissance, but characters in Renaissance dramas, too. A sophist like Hamlet or a huckster like Aaron or Iago, for example, is able to rule the world in his drama (at least for a while). By creating their own language they also create their own reality, in which they involve the other characters through manipulation. Still, similarly to the poet who is not sure whether he is able to succeed with his language or not, the protagonist of Renaissance dramas lack the sufficiency, too.


Calderwood in his essay distinguishes between metatheatre in the sense Lionel Abel used it and his concern about metadrama that focuses primarily on language, and through language on the playwright’s intention on dramatizing:

The more general argument of this book [Shakespearean Metadrama] is that Shakespeare’s play is not only about the various moral, social, political, and other thematic issues with which critics have so long and quite properly been busy but also about Shakespeare’s plays. Not just ‘the idea of the play’,[…] but dramatic art itself – its materials, its media of language and theatre, its generic forms and conventions, its relationship to truth and the social order – is a dominant Shakespearean theme, perhaps his most abiding subject.

Shakespeare’s concerns about dramatic art is thus the main field of Calderwood’s observations. He deals with the ‘duplexity of art’: the oppositions of language –the verbal elements, and action elements of dramas, and how the playwright succeeds in suiting the two. His main argument is that the subject of the play is the play itself.

         In his analysis on Titus Andronicus, Calderwood indicates the fact that Shakespeare was not merely a dramatist but a poet, too, and thus in this early tragedy he gives voice to his feelings about the task he has to fulfil as a dramatist; that is: he has to stage actions rather than dealing with poetry. Shakespeare shows us through Titus Andronicus “how poetic language is barbarized by both popular sensationalism and classical authority”.
 The central emblem in the play: the raped Lavinia whose tongue has been cut out is associated by the loss of poetic language. 

…Titus Andronicus metadramatically presents us with a rape of language, with the mutilation that the poet’s “tongue” suffers when forced to submit to the rude demands of the theatre. The major image of this barbarizing of language by the theatre is of course the rape and mutilation of Lavinia by the Goth brothers.

Lavinia’s tongue works as the symbol of poetic language, since “Shakespeare repeatedly associates Lavinia with poetry, as for instance when Titus reminds the young Lucius that


Cornelia never with more care

Read to her sons than she hath read to thee

Sweet poetry and Tully’s Orator.”

                                                       (4.1.12-14) (LINK: 4.1.12)

Another example that Calderwood gives, in which Marcus reflects to Lavinia’s tongue, giving lyrical features to it:

O, that delightful engine of her thoughts. 

That blabb’d them with such pleasing eloquence,

Is torn from forth that pretty hollow cage,

Where like a sweet melodious bird it sung

Sweet varied notes, enchanting every ear.

                                                        (3.1.82-86) (LINK: 3.1.82)

After Lavinia’s tongue – the poetic language -- is lost she turns to another way of expression: she uses a literary text, Ovid’s Metamorphosis to demonstrate what has happened to her.            According to Calderwood, together with Lavinia, Titus’s mouth is also stopped after  they discover that Bassianus was killed and the blame was put on Titus’s sons:





I vow

They shall be ready at your highness’will

To answer their suspicion with their lives.

SAT.Thou shalt not bail them: see thou follow me.

Some bring the murthered body, some the

murtherers:

Let them not speak a word, the guilt is plain;

                                                       (2.4.296-301) (LINK: 2.4.296)

Thus when Marcus leads in the mutilated Lavinia, she and Titus are equally incapable of communication, she to speak, he to be heard. Reducing himself to her status of sympathetic participation in misery seems to Titus an obvious response:

Or shall we cut away our hands like thine?

Or shall we bite our tongues, and in dumb shows

Pass the remainder of our hateful days?

What shall we do? Let us that have our tongues

Plot some device of further misery,

To make us wonder’d at in time to come.

                                                        (3.1.130-135) (LINK: 3.1.130)

After a long hesitation Titus finds a similar, yet different way of expressing his revenge. He also turns to a classical text, but with an opposite effect. He uses Seneca’s tragedy as a script to carry out his revenge. The two classical texts divides the drama into two parts: the rape of Lavinia and the banquet of Titus.

The former action derives from Ovidian poetry, the latter from Senecan drama, the former presents us with an image of linguistic mutilation, the latter with a macabre act which revenges that 

cannot speak and, Titus cannot act. The principal emblem of this frustration has been the grotesque conjunction of Titus’s mutilated hand and Lavinia’s mutilated mouth.

According to Calderwood the choice of the two literary texts illuminates Shakespeare’s own devices. The use of Ovid’s poetry did not fit in the theatre really, it could not survive there, thus he had to turn to a text in which horrifying acts dominate: the Senecan drama. Since these are separated in the drama quite significantly, it means that Shakespeare could not suit action and language perfectly.

In Titus Shakespeare fails to mold his verbal style to the contours of shifting dramatic occasions; and as a result word and deed become dislocated and often grotesque in their mutual isolation or come together with a disfiguring clash.


With the tortured Lavinia the whole play is threatened to turn into meaningless. As Calderwood expresses:

With the mutilation of Lavinia Rome degenerates into “a wilderness of tigers” whose medium of communication is not words but mangled bodies (3.1.54).
 (LINK: 3.1.54)

Unless taking into account the emblem of the loss of language in the drama Calderwood does not deal with those “mangled bodies”. However, his approach, the examination of the loss of language in the play, and the way Shakespeare expressed his doubts about dramatic art is only one dimension of the metadramatic aspect. 


Calderwood does not deal with the source, which is even more significant in the drama than Shakespeare’s self-reflections, especially since the drama works in the theatre and thus underscores the spectacle. This source is the representation of the body. Even Shapiro mentions in his essay that Calderwood “investigates his scepticism of his medium, [but] it [his essay] focuses primarily on language and only secondarily on theatre”.


Mary L. Fawcett on the other hand put stress on the meaning and functioning of the body in the drama and on the stage.
 She thinks about Titus Andronicus as “a meditation on language and the body”
. The mutilation of Lavinia in her considerations does not mean a loss of some value, rather a transformation. Fawcett points out that even before the loss of Lavinia’s tongue, her language was a mere repetition of her father’s, we could not get to know anything about her thoughts through her language.

…When we look back on the first two acts, her [Lavinia’s] silence after her mutilation appears to be a development, an increase in eloquence, rather than a stopping or a reversal. In the early acts she is not given many words with which to create herself, and these are echoic or censorious. 

…From the words on the page one can only feel a kin d of disengagement in Lavinia, a refusal of any kind of dramatic interchange, a deliberate muteness…

After the mutilation, Lavinia finds another tongue with which to relate on the word around her. When she appears on the stage: “Enter the Empress’ sons with Lavinia, her hands cut off, and her tongue cut out, and ravish’d” (the beginning of act 2 scene 4), the sons of Tamora mock the tortured girl who has become “an object of wonder and terror”:

Dem. So, now go tell, and if thy tongue can speak,

         Who ‘t was that cut thy tongue and ravish’d thee.

Chi. Write down thy mind, bewray thy meaning so,

        And if thy stumps will let theeplay the scribe.

Dem. See how with signs and tokens she can scrowl.

                                                                       (2.4.1-5) (LINK: 2.4.1)

Lavinia uses signs and tokens to express her new language that is: scrowl. This language is ”not spoken and not written, not closed and not open, not syntactical and yet not meaningless”.
 According to Fawcett, Lavinia in this scene works as an emblem of the will to speak and write. And finally she becomes able to find that new tongue which she can substitute for speaking. This happens when her father directs her:

And, Lavinia, thou shalt be employ’d in these arms:

Bear thou my hand, sweet wench, between thy teeth.







(3.1.281-282) (LINK: 3.1.281)

The father’s hand in the tongueless mouth of the daughter seems like a continuation of the stump. This image gives several ways of interpretation:

… the father’s hand as tongue in the daughter’s mouth are ideas about the patriarchal nature of language (her tongue is her father), about the equivalence between speaking (tongue) and doing (hand), and about writing (what the hand does) as a substitute for speaking (what the tongue does).

…Lavinia is being transformed in another direction, from speaker to witness, and from character to writer.

By the shift from speaker to witness, Lavinia gets closer to the position of the audience. Still she cannot become fully an audience. She finds her response to her presence in writing. Her own body becomes “the basic tool (literally and figuratively) of thought”.
 Thus she becomes closest to the writer, the author:

…her situation itself, in its iconic quality, embodies the situation of the artist as he assimilates himself to his role: the writer giving words to others to do revenge for his unspoken and unspeakable wrongs.

So that in Fawcett’s conception Shakespeare finds the way of suiting action and language, (as opposed to Calderwood’s considerations) with the help of the body.


Fawcett gives an example for the arms/writing association: when Titus sends his arms to Tamora, wrapped in a verse from Horace, the Goth brothers do not understand its real message, that Titus knows their guiltiness, they only realise that the wrapping is a text from Horace. 

Dem. What’s here? A scroll; and written round about;


Let’s see:


…

   Chi. O, ‘tis a verse in Horace; I know it well:


I read it in the grammar long ago.

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


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


Here’s no sound jest! The old man hath found their


Guilt,


And sends them weapons wrapp’d about with lines,


That wound, beyond their feeling to the quick;







(4.2.18-28) (LINK: 4.2.18)

Only Aaron, who is more literate than the brothers, understands its hidden meaning. Calderwood takes this part of the play as another example, which illuminates that together with Lavinia, Titus is also fails in speaking effectively, because nobody understands him or listens to what he says. As opposed to him, Fawcett sees the power of aggression in this message, which becomes clear in the end of the play:

Written words pierce beneath perception and comprehension. Titus’s message has an inherent power of aggression, even when not understood. This possibility of secret retribution inherent in written words becomes clear only at the end of the work, when the sons are […] killed and cooked because they do not “read” Titus’s madness right; they have not understood that text, either.


After the mouths of both Lavinia and Titus are stopped, Calderwood finds no sense in their writing, either
, giving the example when Titus seeks the authorities:
For these, tribunes, in the Dust I write

My heart’s deep languor and my soul’s sad tears





(3.1.12-13) (LINK: 3.1.12)

the answer made by Lucius is that:

O noble father, you lament in vain:

The tribunes hear you not, no man is by;

And you recount your sorrows to a stone.




(3.1.27-29) (LINK: 3.1.27)

As opposed to Calderwood, Fawcett puts stress on the writing, which in no ways becomes meaningless. Words become literalized by writing them out on stage.

…The play goes further still to display words – to literalize them by writing them out on stage, as when the ravished Lavinia writes her Latin lesson on the dusty ground of Rome. Words are embodied and disembodied throughout this work. One person becomes the text for another’s explication, a challenge for interpretation.. As Titus says about the soundless Lavinia:

Speechless complainer, I will learn thy thought;

In thy dumb action will I be as perfect

As begging hermits in their holy prayers:

Thou shalt not sigh, nor hold thy stumps to heaven,

Nor wink, nor nod, nor kneel, nor make a sign,

But I of these will wrest an alphabet

And by still practice learn to know thy meaning.





(3.2.39-45)
 (LINK: 3.2.39)

Titus himself finds the way of expression through his body. His own body becomes his tool for writing:


… for what I mean to do

See here in bloody lines I have set down;

And what is written shall be executed.





(5.2.13-15) (LINK: 5.2.13)

Titus wrote these “bloody lines out of his body and on his body, at the same time. Thus, as Fawcett explains: “he has made himself a text, exemplifying both absence and presence”:

Witnessed this wretched stump, witness these crimson

lines;

Witness these trenches made by grief and care;…





(5.2.22-24) (LINK: 5.2.22)

With the speaking body he becomes able to suit language and action. He thus edifies words and becomes word himself. On the other hand, he reduces his enemies to pure bodies.


Both Calderwood and Fawcett observe that the Andronici are dominated by traditions and classical authority. Calderwood emphasizes the traditions, which make Titus act, for instance when he kills Alarbus, or makes Saturnius emperor, or even when he kills his son Mutius. Furthermore, his reason for killing his daughter is to be found in the prescription of the classical authority: Seneca’s Octavia:

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?

…

A reason mightly, strong, and effectual;

A pattern, president, and lively warrant

For me, most wretched, to perform the like.

Die, die Lavinia, and thy shame with thee;

And with thy shame thy father’s sorrow die!





(5.3.36-47) (LINK: 5.3.36)

Thus Titus’s reason for killing his daughter in Calderwood’s essay was the example of a classical text. Fawcett says something similar, when she explain this deed of Titus:

The Andronici are the bearers of the language of the fathers; especially the texts of the fathers. Titus Kills his daughter because Livy told the story of Virginius killing his daughter, Virginia.[…] Should the raped daughter survive after her rape were known, she might become a competing text, she might even supplant Livy; she could then be read like a text, but one which would lead to no clear “precedent”…

As a summary of this part of the essay I quote from Fawcett again:

Titus Andronicus encourages such speculations about the nature of language, its origins, transformations, and limits. It ought to be used, more often than it is, as a primary text to evolve a theoretical account of the relationship between the body, signs, speech, and writing.

As for the actions of Titus Andronicus (such as the murder of his daughter), one can get closer from a different point of view, as well, that is: the theme of role-playing and identity. By unifying the aspects of language, body and role-playing, one achieves a wider way of understanding the play of Titus Andronicus.

Role-playing, Authority and Identity

Renaissance theatres stage questions which reflect to the epistemological uncertainty, such as the vibration between actor and role, dramatic illusion and reality, stage and audience.
 Metadrama deals with these dualities. Elizabethan dramas undermine the identity of the subject through the problematization of authorship on their metalevel. Dramatists involve characters in their plays, who take the role of the author, thus gaining a metaposition, from which they are able to direct the other characters. 

Revenge tragedies, such as Titus Andronicus, deal with the possibilities of authorship, too. They create situations in which rules of discursive identity can be tested”.
The protagonists of these plays have to fulfil the task of revenge, which is available only through taking up of a new identity. With occupying the position of the author, they manage to control the other characters. On the other hand, there is the possibility that this role-playing gradually eats up the authentic identity of the protagonist, so that by the time his task is fulfilled, he has to face an identity crisis.


Joan Lord Hall, in The Dynamics of Role-playing in Jacobean Tragedy
 , observes the Renaissance debates on role-playing in several famous works (such as Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier, Peacham’s The Complete Gentleman, Montaigne’s Essays and others), for the result of these debates are visible in contemporary dramas, since they work as medium for the debates. The opinions about role-playing in the Renaissance were different, both positive and negative. The importance of role-playing is due to the practice of the Renaissance, that identity was closely tied to social rank. However, the growth of professional classes gave rise to an unusual social mobility, which undercut the established hierarchy.

Indeed in an age when social status was no longer relatively fixed from birth, some kind of unique self-fashioning […] must have been a pressing challenge not only to those in power but to anyone trying to make a mark in society.

What gives ‘the complex dynamics of role-playing’ is the cross-fertilisation between the self and the role. The role that a character has to take up may modify the original identity of the character positively or negatively.

This model – role interacting with primary character or self – assumes that a character is more that the ‘sum’ of his or her roles: that we can […] intuit underlying selves in the mimetically complex characters of Renaissance drama. Such a concept emerges variously. Some playwrights, sceptical about the existence of an autonomous self, show characters becoming trapped in and reduced by the parts they play; others are more optimistic that individuals can develop through adopting a mask or experimenting with different roles.

With this opinion Hall shares the view with E. A. J. Honigmann and distances himself , from the concerns of the deconstructionists, like that of J. Dollimore, who argued:

Renaissance drama ‘problematizes subjectivity rather than foregrounding man as a spiritual or psychological unity’. The more radical philosophical movements of the time, he finds, deconstruct man as ‘essential’ self at the centre of providentially organised universe. 


Attila Kiss puts the stress on subjectivity, too, saying, that “subjectivity and identity are problematized in English Renaissance tragedy in complex metatheatrical frameworks through the metaphor of authorship.”
In his analysis on Titus Andronicus he combines the study of the body and the study of the subject, both linked to role-playing. In this play Shakespeare works out a network of revenges: after Tamora performs her revenge, Titus has to take up the same role. However, he is unable to reach his goal for a long time, because his fatherly position becomes unsettled. In a state like Rome, the social position defines the subject, and when this position is questioned, “confusion follows since the metaphysical centre that guarantees the motivatedness of relationships in the hierarchy no longer holds”
. In the motif of delay Titus turns to other authorities for justice: to the Roman gods in the form of an arrow-shooting ritual, to the emperor, but gets no answers from them. Thus finally he has to take up the role of the revenger. However, by the time he carries out his task, he goes mad, because revenge “is beyond the limits of the subject”
:

…Revenge is an uncontrollable force and may metaphorically stand for the energy of the unconscious, which is beyond any regulations and authorship, above and beyond the subject whose identity depends on the successful repression of these energies. Renaissance revenge tragedy foregrounds the fact that the subject which gives way to these contents will be swallowed up by their heterogeneous and unsettling energy.

Taking all these into consideration, the reason for Titus killing his daughter originates from a similar point than in Calderwood’s and Fawcett’s solution, that is: the traditions of Rome. From the point of subjectivity the traditions are embodied in the position of the father:

… with the fulfilment of the task, Lavinia’s part as a mute witness and handicapped assistant (which is now the only legitimate reason for her being) is also over. Consequently, Titus kills her, and this is his last, insane attempt to assert his fatherly authority over the daughter, to place himself in a position of seemingly absolute authorship.


The logic of the representation that Titus Andronicus creates makes the spectator able to treat it both realistically and emblematically, to differentiate between surface and reality, with the help of metadrama.

Pitti Márta
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