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The Texts of Titus Andronicus

All modern editions of Shakespeare, and so also those of Titus Andronicus, are founded on a few early texts. Since no Shakespeare manuscript is known, our sources are all necessarily printed editions. Four such printings are extant of Titus, three of them quartos and one folio (terms which originally referred to the size of the book; ‘folio’ meant the full size of the paper, while a ‘quarto’ was one-fourth of the folio size). The ultimate source is apparently a manuscript, most probably Shakespeare’s ‘foul papers,’ but other subsidiary sources are incorporated into subsequent editions, most notably into the Folio text. There is much to be learned from a comparative analysis of these texts, and we offer a general description of each of these with some comment on the circumstances of their production, and an indication of their critical assessment. There follows a short review of significant twentieth-century editions, and a note on the text in this CD-ROM.

The First Quarto [linked: Q1 title page]

The first quarto (Q1) of Titus Andronicus was printed in 1594, in the year of the first recorded performance of the play (according to Henslowe’s diary, a play called ‘Titus & Ondronicus’ was put on by Sussex’s Men on 24 January, 1594, probably at the Rose). The printer was John Danter, who, on the very day of another recorded performance (6 February, 1594), entered into the Stationers’ Register ‘a book intituled a Noble Roman Historye of Tytus Andronicus’ and ‘the ballad thereof.’ If this refers to the play, and not to something else Danter may have wanted to publish (such as the Prose History [linked: sources, the Prose History and its relation to Titus]), Titus is Shakespeare’s first play to be registered for publication (Hughes 1).  One copy of this edition is extant now, discovered in Sweden in 1904; previous editors all based their texts on Q2, and only roughly thirty years after the discovery, when J. Q. Adams’s facsimile of Q1 appeared, did it become widespread to use it as the ultimate textual base (see Maxwell xi, Hughes 145).


Though the printing of Q1 was, in Alan Hughes’s words, ‘less careful than we would wish’ (145), and Maxwell goes as far as calling it a ‘poor piece of book-production’ (xii), it is generally believed to be a fairly accurate text, without major cruxes, which is clearly the authoritative text for most of the play. Danter’s compositors (whatever their number: see note 1 on Bate 111, and Hughes 146) worked quite well, unlike the compositors of some later editions; but they cannot have seen and read everything correctly due to the nature of the copy-text (see below). There are many misprints in Q1, as well as various other blunders (such as a missing line in 4.3 [linked: 4.3.32], or misread stage directions), and the punctuation is explicitly deficient (Maxwell xii, Hughes 146, Bate 111). Most of these problems, however, are intimately connected with the question of the source of the printed text—which most editors see as Shakespeare’s working manuscript.


The author’s working manuscript was what contemporaries called the ‘foul papers.’ They were ‘foul’ because the author had not yet corrected and revised them; the ‘fair copy’ would be the form of the text as copied out for playhouse use. It is easy to see, then, that foul paper origin can lead us astonishingly close to the text ‘as Shakespeare first wrote it’—indeed, Jonathan Bate has argued that Q1 ‘represents something unusually close to a play as Shakespeare wrote it and as it was first performed’ (98). Other critics also agree that nothing really proves that the first version of the play was very different from Q1 (Waith 20), concluding that this edition represents the ‘play before Shakespeare revised it’ (Dover Wilson xvii, quoting Greg 1908). In Bate’s view, the fact that the foul papers were sold to the printer indicates that the play was new in 1594—when a theatrical copy was made, the old draft could be profitably sold (Bate 78).


Some textual characteristics of the Q1 text lend solid support to the foul paper origin. Such phenomena are the irregularity of speech prefixes, which ‘show the variations characteristic of author’s manuscript’ (Maxwell xvii), and the peculiar nature of the stage directions: they are usually said to be vague, descriptive, and literary (that is, showing how the author imagined the scene, not as it was acted; Maxwell xii, Waith 39, Hughes 145). It is to be observed, however, that the author displays familiarity with the theatre (Waith 39) and a supreme command of its opportunities, and maybe Alan Hughes is right in saying that this literariness stems from the fact that Shakespeare had to say how he wanted to stage scenes explicitly because he could not count on directly influencing the rehearsals, not yet being a leading member of the company (Hughes 156).


There are, moreover, some instances in the Q1 text that indicate that the copy-text was revised, but its corrections were not unambiguously marked for the compositors. The presence of ‘false starts’ shows Shakespeare’s second thoughts: sometimes in the Q1 text, there appear to be lines which he wrote out, developed into a scene, and later discarded, but did not cross out—and which the compositors dutifully inserted into their printed text. The sacrifice of Alarbus and the Mutius incident in Act 1 seem to belong here, along with the two different answers of the Clown to Titus in Act 4 (1.1.35-35c, 69 SD, 87-89, 96-149, 287-88, 290-99, 341-90, 3.1.36, 4.3.94-113 are the lines most frequently mentioned here; see Bate 98-104, and Waith 39, Hughes 146-47). There are also duplicated lines (see 4.3.105, 114, see Waith 39 and nn. to 4.3.104-5; Hughes 147), and some evidence that the text contains episodes added to a previous scheme (Waith 13).


In sum, Q1 is a ‘good’ quarto. It does not present major textual problems, and whatever the exact nature of its source, we must accept it as the authoritative text for most of the play (except for the scene 3.2 [linked: 3.2.1], which appears only in the Folio).

The Second Quarto [linked: Q2 title page]

Printed in 1600, the second quarto (Q2), two copies of which are known today, did not bring about a radical change in the standard of the Titus Andronicus text. The title page lists the printer as ‘I.R.’; this is James Roberts, whose printing was maybe intended to be a corrected edition. It was set up from a copy of Q1, by a person who is called by Jonathan Bate ‘one of the play’s most impressive editors’ (112). Certainly attempts at the correction of the Q1 text, in various ways, can be discerned in Q2. Two years later, in 1602, the copyright of ‘Titus and Andronicus’ was transferred from Thomas Millington to Thomas Pavier (see Waith’s App. F, 213-15): this is the second ‘copyright record’ of the play.


Despite all efforts, this printing did not produce a significantly better text. Though the punctuation was greatly improved (Bate 113, Maxwell xiii) and misprints often corrected, thirteen new errors were also made and twenty-eight minor variations are initiated (Hughes 148). In a number of cases, the readings different from those in Q1 can genuinely be taken to be intended as emendations and sometimes even right at that (at 1.1.226, ‘Tytus Raies’ is changed to the obviously correct ‘Tytans raies’, restoring the classical allusion (LINK: 1.1.226); the same is the case at 2.3.231, where ‘Pyramus’ is given instead of the Q1 reading ‘Priamus’: according to Dover Wilson, ‘a specially intelligent change’ (92) (LINK: 2.3.231)), while in other instances a change was unneeded (though at least meaningful) or downright wrong, affecting the meaning (Hughes 148). The corrections stem form various reasons: the most obvious is the sensed incongruity of the text as it stood in Q1. The Q2 compositor, e.g., omitted the four lines from Act 1 (1.1.35-35c) which probably represent a ‘false start’ (see above and Bate 99-100). Other causes of correction include what the compositor sensed as grammatical errors (e.g. 2.1.26) (LINK: 2.1.26), or places where he must have felt that the sense could be improved (e.g. 1.1.264, 2.2.69, 2.2.222, 3.1.125; see Bate 113 and Hughes 148).


Some of the new errors were, as their systematic distribution shows, due to a minor damage of the Q1 copy, which served as copy-text. Errors are found in places, which correspond to exactly the same place at the foot of the page in several consecutive Q1 pages (Dover Wilson 92, Waith 39-40); and at one place there must have been a damage at the top of the page too. The last page of the Q1 copy which the compositor used also seems to have been damaged: the compositor, not seeing that the play ends with the couplet rhyming on ‘pity,’ went on to compose four additional lines to conclude [linked: variants and readings, LINK: 5.3.199] (Bate 114).


Though a good printing by a rather intelligent editor/compositor, the text offered in Q2 is neither significantly worse nor significantly better than that in Q1. Its readings are sometimes better (but there are new errors too), and there are interesting attempts at correction; this printing is, all the same, not a remarkable feat, and mostly rests on Q1. The interesting fact that the two extant copies differ between themselves in some readings results from ‘in-print correction’ (Maxwell xii, see also Allen and Muir xv-xxi).

The Third Quarto [linked: Q3 title page]

The Third Quarto (Q1) does not deserve much comment; this printing in 1611, by Edward Allde and Edward White, is generally taken to be a very bad text. As Q2 from Q1, the third printing also took the previous one, Q2, as its copy-text, and the setting was done by a notably careless and inattentive compositor: Q3 can be said to have ‘no authority’ (Hughes 149). Seventeen copies of it survive (see Hughes 145); a facsimile was provided by Ashbee in 1867.


Q3 was evidently aimed at reproducing Q2 as closely as possible. The similarity of the page arrangements, the reproduction of signatures and catchwords serve to illustrate this (Bate 114). Some explicit stage directions were added too (Bate 115). But there are also a number of changes in the text as printed in Q3. A few of them are corrections of Q2 misprints (4.2.36, 5.2.19, 5.2.23), but new errors (at least nineteen of them) and variants were also introduced. At places the compositor evidently tried to emend what he saw in Q2, in one place clearly correctly (2.2.1 ‘Morn’ for ‘Moone’ [and linked: variants and readings, LINK: 2.2.1]); his other emendations generally make sense but were unneeded, even damaging the style or flattening out some important differences of register: ‘few, prosaic, and frequently wrong,’ as Alan Hughes puts it (Hughes 150), like ‘But’ for Titus’ ‘Tut’ at 5.1.150 (Hughes mistakenly cites this instance as belonging to Aaron, confusing it with 5.2.150, or perhaps 5.1.141, where Q1’s ‘But’ was already changed by Q2 into ‘Tut’). The omission of two entire lines, without any apparent cause (3.1.35, 4.4.103) illustrates the compositor’s carelessness (see Hughes 149-50).


Q3 is interesting only as far as it (actually the worst of the three quartos) served as the copy-text of the folio—if not perhaps there is an interest in the intelligence and creative powers, or dumbness and insensitivity, of Renaissance compositors.

The First Folio [linked: F1 title page]

All the Quartos were printings of individual plays by Shakespeare; the First Folio (F1) is the first book, which we might call ‘collected works’. This large volume (four times as large as the quartos, only in the sheer size of a page, not to speak of its length) contains thirty-six plays, and was put together by two actors (companions of Shakespeare), John Heminge and Henry Condell, in 1623. Titus Andronicus is included in this count; this is in fact a piece of evidence for Shakespeare’s authorship (which was disputed as soon as the end of the same century [linked: Authorship, @ Ravenscroft quote]). The Folio text of Titus was set up from the worst of the quartos, Q3; but there are major variations, most notably the appearance of a whole new scene, not in any of the quartos (3.2 [linked: 3.2.1]), beside other indications of a supplementary source being present. The Folio text is a mixed text, sometimes difficult to unravel.


The first and most apparent change in the folio is the act division, present in none of the Quartos (no scene division is introduced). All evidence points to the conclusion that in the 1590s, when the play was first performed [linked: Dating, original form of Titus], such division was not practised in the playhouse. In fact, the awkward break between 1.1 and 2.1, [linked: 1.1.495 SD + 2.1.1 SD = break of Acts 1 and 2] with everyone exiting at the end of the Act, including Aaron, and then Aaron entering again instantly at the start of Act 2, suggests that Shakespeare himself did not have such a division in mind when writing the play (Hughes 150; Bate accordingly restores 2.1 to Act 1 in his edition). We have to conclude, therefore, that the folio’s breaking up Titus into five Acts indicates either a change in theatrical practice (which is somewhat supported by the fact that the inclusion of 3.2 makes the transition to Act 4 a bit limp, requiring an interval to make it work, while the action would have gone smoothly from 3.1 to 4.1, without the insertion of the scene), or a kind of ‘classicising’ policy on the part of the Folio editors (Hughes 150).


Another possible influence of the theatre is the frequent change in the stage directions. These are often expanded to contain more specifics and generally become more descriptive of the performance (as vs. Q1’s ‘literary’ stage directions; Hughes, 151). In the F text, therefore, while we might not have the stage directions that Shakespeare intended, we might very probably have what was done in the playhouse, ‘presumably with the author’s sanction’ (see also Bate 115). A special class in this expansion of stage directions is the relatively large number of music cues (the ‘flourishes’) that is added (Hughes 151, Waith 40). The speech headings, more often than not irregular in the Quartos, are here normalised (e.g. ‘Aaron’ used instead of occasional ‘Moore’ and ‘Tamora’ for sporadic ‘Queene’ throughout, except for 3.2; see below). The question that follows is this: do these features reflect an original production of the play—even if not Shakespeare’s own staging, at least representing actual theatrical practice (thus lending authority, although of another kind, to F1)?


A few new lines which occurred in none of the Quartos also make their appearance in F1. Such are 1.1.398, which is alternatively seen as ‘an authentic line’ (Hughes 151) and ‘of questionable status’ (Bate 117); and the short and in that place totally meaningless ‘What booke?’ after 4.1.36 [linked: variants and readings, LINK: 4.1.36], which might be a printer’s error, caused by glancing ahead to line 41 and setting up the phrase in the wrong place (see Waith 40). But there are also disappearances: a further five lines are omitted. The omission of 2.1.102 and 5.3.51 at least does not damage the sense of the passages, while this is not the case with 4.2.75 (which might have been censored, since it is a sexual allusion), 4.2.8 (also speech heading), and 5.2.161, where the meaning is affected (the speech heading omitted with the line at 4.2.8, for example, assigns the speech to Demetrius, changing the meaning radically: see Hughes 152). One can also find a small number of deliberate corrections (1.1.70, 1.1.261, 1.1.447, 2.3.20, 2.4.5, 5.2.150, restoring ‘Tut’ to Titus instead of the Q3 ‘But’, and 5.2.18, which ‘looks too good for conjecture (Maxwell xiv)).


The new lines, new, expanded stage directions, and, above all, the inclusion of the new scene in the Folio text make it an inevitable conclusion that not only Q3 but also some other source must have been used by the Folio compositors. The evidence from the stage directions further delimits the nature of that source, and makes it probable that it came from the playhouse. It could either have been a scribal transcript (fair copy) of Shakespeare’s manuscript, made for use in the theatre, or the promptbook, not necessarily a manuscript but an annotated copy of any of the quartos, which then contained 3.2 in manuscript (Dover Wilson 94, Hughes 151, Bate 115-6). The inclusion of the two lines which appear in none of the quartos also imply that the promptbook was a corrected copy, or, as Waith suggested, a ‘fair copy’ of the ‘foul papers’ (Waith 40, Hughes 151).


The use made of the promptbook is, however, quite sporadic above the features already discussed. To make the changes from Q3 which produce the F1 text, the folio editor/compositor must have collated Q3 with the promptbook—but he did so sometimes inattentively and certainly incompletely. Otherwise he would have restored the lines omitted in Q3 or corrected errors which Q2 introduced. The solution is that the collation was a rapid and not an overall one; the editor did not actually read through the promptbook and discover all discrepancies between its text and Q3. He copied out the stage directions (sometimes thus duplicating them: after 2.2.10 [linked: 2.2.10 SD] the F1 stage direction is ‘Wind Hornes. Heere a cry of houndes, and winde hornes in a peale...’, which evidently arose because the compositor noticed only the promptbook reading starting with ‘Winde Hornes’, and not bothering to read the Q3 stage direction, already containing this, appended the promptbook’s reading to the beginning of the Q3 line; see Hughes, 152), but not making a full examination of the text, did not detect some of the new lines or the original readings which were revised or corrected in the promptbook (see Dover Wilson 96-7). The omission of further Q3 lines is due to inattention (as is omission in Q3 itself). Some critics think that this is because the Folio’s Titus was set up by ‘Compositor E’, a not very careful or attentive apprentice (Waith, 41-2), but others dispute this conclusion and claim that ‘it is difficult . . . to guess whether the miscellaneous differences between Q3 and the Folio are attributable to editorial policy, compositor error or playhouse practice’ (Hughes 152). More recently, Metz again argued for the existence of Compositor E (Metz 125-29), and Bate, in his 1994 edition, handles him as a certainty (Bate 115).


The inserted scene, 3.2 [linked: 3.2.1], when examined in its own right, proves to have been written somewhat later than the rest of the text (roughly contemporary with Romeo and Juliet and Richard II; Waith, 41; though Chambers put its composition, significantly by another author, considerably later than 1594: Chambers i.321). Speech headings are different in it than in the rest, and lineation is irregular. Are we to suppose, from its absence from Q1, that the scene could not have been contained in the manuscript? Hereward Price claimed that 3.2 was in Shakespeare’s original play, but was marked to be cut in performance (possibly because it broke the transition of scenes), and was therefore omitted from Q1 (Price 101-13, cited in Waith 17 note 3). According to Waith, 3.2 is not much later than the rest of the play (41), and might have been added in late 1593 (a ‘substantial alteration’ which would have required that Henslowe obtain a new licence—this would at the same time explain the ‘ne’ in Henslowe’s diary [linked: Dating, 1st record in Henslowe’s diary]). It could have been written after Q1 went to press (Hughes 150, 160-61). In this case, it would naturally have been attached to the promptbook in manuscript. The scene’s breaking the smooth transition from 3.1 to 4.1 also that it was an after-thought (possibly to satisfy the fashionable demand for mad scenes: Hughes, 150), and was perhaps tacked on after the ‘interval custom’ between Acts was established (Hughes 152).


The Folio thus contains the first ‘full’ text of Titus Andronicus, in the sense as we read the play now. But it is, within the space of twenty-nine years, a notably different text from the first printing; and though it conveys invaluable information about playhouse practice, it cannot be anything else than a ‘check-text’ for most of the play, except for, of course, the scene 3.2. It is ultimately founded on Q1 just as well as the other two quartos were; and being closest to the manuscript, even if only the foul papers, Q1 remains the most authoritative for most of the play.

The Longleat Manuscript [linked: Longleat MS]

The last text, in fact rather a fragment of a text, of Titus Andronicus comes from a curious manuscript page now in the library of the Marquis of Bath at Longleat. It consists of a drawing of Tamora pleading to Titus on her knees, on the right backed by her two sons, also kneeling; Titus’ two sons are also shown on the left, and in the background, Aaron stands above Tamora’s kneeling sons with a drawn sword, pointing his finger at them. Beneath the drawing, in a rather fair hand, is written ‘Enter Tamora pleadinge for her sonnes going to execution’, and lines 1.1.104-20 from the play, followed by a line derived from 1.1.121 and two invented lines for Aaron; the text concludes with lines 5.1.125-44, an appended ‘& cetera,’ and a speech heading for Alarbus (in fact a mute part in the play).


Wherever they come from, the lines of the text are transcribed with fair accuracy, and from a good text, obviously with a purpose (Maxwell xv). Further, the margin of the page contains the words ‘Henricus Peacham Anno mo qo g[/q?] qto’, in another hand, which was later interpreted as ‘1595’ (although this interpretation is rather problematic: see Waith 23 and Bate 40-41). The date may have no authority (as Bate suggests, it may come from John Payne Collier, ‘who in the nineteenth century tampered with many documents associated with Shakespeare’ (40)), but we do know something about Peacham, a prominent graphic artist and illustrator of emblem books (see Waith 24, Hughes 20-22, Bate 39-40). Though no single scene of the play can be recognized in the composite of picture and text, the drawing can be a ‘comprehensive illustration’ (Metz detects four separate incidents form the play on the drawing: Metz 245, and see Waith 21-2, Hughes 15-20, Bate 41-43) to the play as Peacham saw it, and in this regard it is a valuable piece of evidence for playhouse customs. Waith believes that Peacham may have made the sketch ‘some little time after [seeing a] performance’ (26), and Hughes concurs in saying that ‘the likelihood is that we have a picture based on playhouse observation’ (21)—even if only typical Elizabethan practice in general, and not the actual staging of any particular performance. 


The text, however, and so the manuscript as a whole, does not have any authority as far as textual criticism is concerned. The lines of the manuscript come from a printed edition of the play, not from any independent source. The edition in question seems to be problematic to determine: Maxwell says it is likely to have been the Folio rather than any Quarto (xiv), but Bate draws attention to the fact that the Longleat manuscript has ‘Tut’ (=Q2, 3, F1) where Q1 has ‘But’ (Metz’s suggestion of Q1 as copy-text (247) is thus discredited); and Q1 was the only text that would have been available if the manuscript was really written in 1595. He proposes a 1614/15 date, with Q2 or Q3 as copy-texts. Be that as it may, the manuscript does not have independent textual value, and is rather a curiosity than a real ‘source’ for our text of the play.

The texts of Titus Andronicus do not present major problems to textual critics, if not in the restoring of a few lines omitted by Q3, and of generally the Q1 readings corrupted or faultily emended in subsequent printings. The line of descent, except for a few places, is very clear from Q1 to F1, and what remains to be considered is the unique parts in the folio. These too are fairly clear cases, doubtless deriving from an authoritative source, the nature of which is maybe questionable, but not strictly a question of textual criticism.

The Present Text

The text in this CD-ROM is not in any way a new edition of Titus Andronicus. We do not undertake to reedit the text from the Qq and F, taking into account the whole of the editorial tradition; rather, we base our text on five recent editions. The early texts are consulted only through the apparati of these editions.


The editions consulted and collated are the following. The earliest, which we chose to make our ‘default copy-text,’ is J. C. Maxwell’s Arden edition (The Arden Shakespeare, second series; first ed. 1953, third ed. 1961 = M), followed by Eugene Waith’s Oxford Shakespeare edition (1984 = W) and Alan Hughes’s in the New Cambridge Shakespeare (1994 = H, superseding John Dover Wilson’s Cambridge Shakespeare ed. of 1948). Finally, we have used for much profit Jonathan Bate’s 1995 Arden Shakespeare edition (third series = B). Our text thus takes the Q1 text as authoritative, except for the lines in F1 added to the Qq readings, and 3.2, which, in the light of the above discussion, is rather the normal and indeed the only logical practice (cf. Bate 98). We have adopted a number of F readings, and do not stick to the Q1 text conservatively: our aim was to produce a readable and enjoyable text, which is not encumbered with textual notes and variant readings, irrelevant to the reading of Titus which is presented on this CD-ROM. Punctuation and spelling serve comprehensibility and are not intended to reproduce the early texts (for the Q facsimiles, see Allen and Muir); where we saw fit we felt free (with the later editors) to depart from the Qq reading if there was a reason for it, and much of the punctuation reflects our own interpretation and sentence divisions. In any case, our emphasis is not on textual criticism and variants, but on a more theoretical aspect of the literary interpretation of the play. An elaborate critical apparatus, therefore, would only be an unnecessary burden on the attention on the reader interested in the theoretical-literary questions (beside the wasted work of producing something which no one will use), and those interested in the details of textual criticism are directed to the editions listed above, and Metz’s full-length monograph on Titus, entitled Shakespeare’s Earliest Tragedy.


Since textual variants do not gain overwhelming importance in this interpretation, they are not always noted. Our apparatus only notes a fraction of all variants and alternative readings, strictly at the points where we judged it to be pertinent to the interpretative frame presented here. Our commentary too will be limited to points the obscure meaning of which may bear on the theoretical line of the interpretation; our notes will deal with matters of the cultural background, most prominently with the linguistic aspect, providing a glossary with the meanings of obsolete and strange words (sometimes also highly relevant in this interpretation). 


The focus of the reading of the play presented here is on the text as performed rather than the text as written/read. The role of the textual variants is thus somewhat less prominent than that of the theatrical/performance aspect. The emphasis on the historical change in performance practice, the overview (both historical and theoretical) of the theatrical context, and the connections between Renaissance and post-modern considerations in this respect make up for the lack of an exhaustive discussion of the textual side of the problems, and it is hoped that those interested in it will make use of the reading list provided.

Nagy Gergely

Péti Miklós
