
Violence
The uses of violence in drama (typology)

This section will be devoted to the discussion of the different types of violence that make up a tragedy as well as its alternatives: melodrama and sentimental stories. In so doing, I will make attempts to relate my analysis to Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus.

Violence, there can be no doubt, is constitutive of any kind of tragedy; but what kind of violence makes tragedy? According to Gould, firstly, it is necessary to make a distinction between “good and wrong kinds of violence”
; essential violence required by the plot and gratuitous violence that “could just as well have been given much less emphasis or dropped altogether”
. To support his point, Gould comes up with examples from Macbeth, where, in his opinion, the deaths of Duncan and Macbeth are essential to the story, while the slaughter of the Macduff family cannot be justified in this way – in a sense, it is gratuitous. However, he also argues that one should be careful with the term ‘necessary violence’ or ‘violence for its own sake” because in many cases the significance of such violent scenes lies in the power of the spectacle and emotion evoked by it
. 

Of course, one can find such unnecessarily violent actions in Titus as well, for instance, the killing of the nurse, the midwife or the clown is to establish and increase the atmosphere of the play. On the other hand, many critics argue that the sacrifice of Alarbus at the beginning of the drama (LINK: 1.1.129) is not such a ‘simple’ murderous ritual but one of the sources of the cycle of violence and vengeance (eg. the engine of Tamora’s passion to take revenge on the Andronici). Likewise, Titus’s stabbing Mutius because of his disobedience (supporting Lavinia’s escape with Bassianus) (LINK: 1.1.280)
 is not insignificant and ‘gratuitous’ in the sense that it foreshadows the following events highlighting the Titus’s mental instability as well as his deep (mis)belief in the just monarch and lawful roman society.

Nonetheless, the question of what type of violence constitutes a tragedy has not been answered so far. According to Gould, in tragedy violence is “not something we have to apologize for”
; it is violence “that is gratuitous in the other sense
, suffering or death told or staged in such a way that we feel the terrible unfairness of life”.
 Scrutinising tragedy, he also argues that there are also two alternatives: melodrama and sentimental stories.

On the one hand, unlike in tragedies, “suffering is responded […] with deep sympathy for the victims”
 of violence. Furthermore, “the viewer’s regret for what has happened is softened”
 stressing that “the suffering and loss in all human life are not really so terrible after all, that there are compensations”
. In his opinion, such reassurance is absent form tragedy.

On the other hand, Gould also considers melodrama as an option of tragedy, where violence is required “to make up for a wrong, for the public safety, or for the survival of freedom”
. Although it often “begins with violence of the sort that defines tragedy – grave miscarriages of justice”
, Gould points out that “there is always a promise that the perpetrators of the preliminary violence will […] be the victims of a new […] death and mayhem”
 in melodramas. In addition, here the writer always shows the audience that “the victims-to-be in the climatic violence are dangerous and detestable”
; therefore, in melodramatic stories revenge, always spectacular and looked forward to, is guilt-free for the viewers because the author presents in a convincing way that “there is no reason whatever to feel sorry for the victims. They deserve what they are getting.
 Moreover, as opposed to melodramas, in tragedies our hunger for vengeance is not satisfied: there “all the deaths are regrettable, nobody wins”.
 Moreover, according to Gould, while the basis of tragedy is realistic pity, that of melodrama is “the arousal of pity […] done in such a way that satisfaction is possibly only with the realization of vengeance”.
 

As a result, by his analysis, Gould lets us see how the different representations of and responses to violence constitute different types of dramas, but to which ‘category’ does Titus Andronicus belong? what kind of violence is constitutive of this play?

First, let me remind the reader of the two fundamental principles of sentimental stories: the victims’ sufferings receive sympathy and these sufferings do not seem to be so horrible and always compensated for. As far as Titus is concerned, it appears quite ambiguous. On the one hand, the audience may sympathise with and feel sorry for such victims of violence as Alarbus, Lavinia, Bassianus, Titus and, in the beginning even for Tamora as a mourning mother of a murdered son, but by the end of the drama most of them (eg. the emperor and the empress, the Moor) will be considered as victims of just vengeance and violence as a result of their own evil manipulations and unlawful murders, violence done to the others.
 

On the other hand, I could hardly believe that, for instance, the rape and mutilation of Lavinia or the mental and physical sufferings of Titus Andronicus can be explained according to the second principle of sentimental stories. Therefore, in my view, Titus does not fit this ‘genre’. 

Nevertheless, deciding whether violence in this play is tragic or rather melodramatic needs more investigation. Although I tend to accept Gould’s statement that tragic violence “ move[s] us with a hones look at the terrible unfairness of life”,
 I feel that the audience would not agree with him saying that “all deaths are regrettable” in Titus Andronicus: for example, Tamora, Aaron and Saturnine seem to deserve their ‘punishment’ in the end. I would also doubt that “nobody wins” in the play though the end is quite ambiguous, as many researchers have shown.

 For instance, as Smith argues, Lucius returns Rome as a triumphant warrior, the “common voice” elects him as emperor as it happened to Titus at the beginning of the drama (LINK: 5.3.508).
 This provides a framework of the play reminding us of the fact that it was Lucius who opted for the sacrifice of Alarbus, thus initiating the cycle of revenge,
 questioning the future of the system and foreshadowing a similarly tragic end. 

Bate also points out that at the end of the play the “popular election” is questionable, since “the Romans have been on the point of arresting or even killing Lucius for his treasonable act of stabbing the Emperor”
 and the Goths had to intervene. 

Furthermore, the black baby survives as a “symbolic token of sexual villainy and unnaturalness”
 of his parents, Aaron and Tamora reminding us of the fact that otherness (and negative passion) is always present to cause disharmony and chaos in the social-cultural system as well as in the individual.

Still, I think with Lucius as a new emperor, the Romans (and the Andronici) seem to ‘win’ the war against the Goths. Furthermore, as I feel, the viewers’ hunger for guilt-free ‘just’ revenge appears to be fulfilled in the death of Tamora as well as the ‘ritualistic’ burying-alive of Aaron for their evil deeds (LINK: 5.3.178).

Now, let us examine whether the main characteristics of the Gouldian definition of melodramatic violence can be detected in Titus. Most of the critics I observed
 agree that the essential social conflict of the drama is the struggle between the Goth (and the Moor) and the Roman. Moreover, with a few exceptions,
 they also share the opinion that the Goths are representatives of chaos, evilness and “the barbarism of primitive organic nature” (Metz 1996, 56); simply because of being different, they stand for destruction, sexuality, rape, death, cruelty and mutilation (all the negative drives and passions). On the other hand, the Romans are generally considered as the model of goodness, civilisation, order, integrity and the power of reason (“Roman – patriarchal - values”).
 

From another aspect, a basic conflict can be discovered between the ‘wrong’ patriarchal monarch who does not deserve the people’s choice (Saturninus) and the ‘right’ one who fights for and in the name of justice and order (Titus).
 Thus Titus Andronicus’ violence can be interpreted as attempts to re-establish harmony in Rome, “to make up for a wrong, for the public safety”
. Additionally, the actions initiating the cycle of violence and revenge (e. g. Saturninus’ decision to marry Tamora instead of Lavinia, his disregard of the victorious Titus; the rape and mutilation of Lavinia
) can be considered as “miscarriages of justice”.

Furthermore, as Gould’s definition says, the the characters who prepare such ‘injustice’ (Saturninus, Aaron, Tamora) will become victims of a new series of (spectacular) violence and revenge and the audience may feel no pity and sorry for them because of their previous manipulations (evil murders and rape, mockery etc.).

Moreover, bearing in mind that melodrama is “the invitation to identify the source of suffering with certain hateful people, in order that we may feel renewed when we see these people suffer”,
 violence in Titus seems to be melodramatic rather than tragic or sentimental.

Shakespeare’s culture of violence

This section is supposed to investigate how Shakespeare employs violence in his dramas.

According to Cohen, in Shakespearean plays acts of violence are cultural signs, which belong to patriarchy. Furthermore, they no random actions but “inherent feature[s] of the political system of patriarchal authority”.
 Thus they are constructed by such fundamental principles of the system as dominance, ideology, control and resistance.
 

Consequently, in his view, violence is an essential form of cultural repression, always related to the weak. In addition, since “it is always the dominant culture within society which gets to define criminality and legitimacy”,
 violence is not only cultural but political phenomenon as well. 

On the basis of this interpretation of violence, Cohen also argues that in most of Shakespeare’s dramas everything revolves around power and the fight for it. With regard to this, he points out that the patriarchal communities of the plays consist of two basic groups: the powerful, the dominant i.e. men who enjoy authority due to biological and ideological determination and the powerless i.e. women, children and men lacking authority. However, this is, of course, an unequal power structure, which thus can be described as a constant state of conflict, that of resistance and subversion where men who want to keep power fight against the rest of the community who desire it, thus considered threatening and necessary to be suppressed.
 As a result, in this system based on repression power (dominance, control, authority) is accessible only through violence. 

By now it might be clear for the reader that difference is a key-term of this structure. The system highly depends on and exists only with the powerless – without them there is no system (of inequality) at all. As Williams puts it, this “artificiality of difference” is constitutive of Shakespeare’s dramas: the plays “identify the formally dominant ideologies of monarchy and patriarchy and their protagonists expend themselves in attempting to sustain what is consciously constructed as the political and personal interest of those in power”.
 Therefore the action of the tragedies is the portrayal of the relation of subject to dominant ideology which is self-sustaining and contradictory at the same time.
 

In my opinion, this pattern elaborated by Cohen can be applied to Titus Andronicus as well. The basic conflict of the Goths and the Romans, the Andronici and the emperor, the empress and the Moor as a source of terrible violence can be interpreted as a fight for (political as well as personal) authority and control. Besides the difference between the characters who seem to posses power (the Romans; Saturninus; even Titus at the beginning of the play)and those who desire it (the Goths; Tamora and Aaron) is constitutive of the main theme and violent actions of the drama.

As far as ‘the powerless’ and ‘the different’ are concerned, I would also draw the attention to the central role of women in the patriarchal structure. On the basis of the previous argumentation, there can be no doubt that “women are central figures in the patriarchal process which, ironically, depends upon and takes its form from them […][they are] a means whereby the system expresses itself”
. Therefore the female body and sexuality become cornerstone of patriarchy; since it is under women’s own control, the loss of female chastity threatens the fundaments of the patriarchal system
. For instance, in Titus, the rape and mutilation of Lavinia can be interpreted as “an assault on the valuation of the father”, thus necessary to be revenged “in an action that attempts to recuperate the authority of the threatened society”
 (killing Demetrius, Chiron, Tamora and Staurninus). Thus “the meanings associated with her [Lavinia’s] killing [and rape and dismemberment] alludes directly to the patriarchal values that are risked by the fact that she has been raped”.
 

With regards to the significance of the powerless as well as the rape of Lavinia, I would also refer to Demetrius and Chiron. As Goth princes lacking power in Roman society, they try to obtain position in the patriarchal system through Lavinia’s body; for them, the female body becomes an instrument for and of power. Likewise, Aaron, the Moor is a man without authority in Rome; he also attempts to get power and get rid of his subordinate position through violence (murders, mutilation). 

As a result, according to Cohen, the play can be described by the strong need to control women (and powerless men) because this submission is necessary to the survival of the system.

In this respect, beside power, authority and dominance, violence as well as revenge are essential factors of the patriarchal structure and Shakespeare’s plays including Titus.

The metamorphosis of violence 

As Eugene Waith points out, some critics described Titus Andronicus as “disgust”, “a heap of rubbish” (Ravenscroft), a play whose aim is to “excite vulgar audiences” (Coleridge)
 because of its extraordinary and crude violence. On the basis of Waith’s analysis of Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus, in the following attempts will be made to show that such “scenes of blood and horror”
 are not gratuitous and employed for their own sake but essential to the development and transformation of the characters. 

Firstly, let us see what Waith means by the theme of metamorphosis, which, he believes, is a central part of both works. On the one hand, the term refers to physical and psychic transformations as well as the change of moral order. Moreover, he connects them admitting that “it is tempting […] to equate these […] by saying that the physical change symbolizes the moral change and the punishment fits the crime”.
 On the other hand, another sort of transformation can be detected: an emotional-psychological metamorphosis. As Waith puts it, the heroes “are transported by emotions which rise steadily to the point of obliterating their normal characters”.
 The passions (emotions) become so unbearable that “the character is literally beside himself. And this is the moment in which […] [he is] metamorphosed”.
 In short, as a result of “the transforming power of intense states of emotion”,
 the heroes seem to lose their individuality and humanity. This psychological process is completed by physical transformation as well.

At this point, violence and horror become significant, since, according to Waith, “it is obvious that incidents of great violence lend themselves well to the portrayal of character under emotional stress”
. Thus violence becomes an emblem of transformation.
 

Furthermore, in accordance with other critics, Waith stresses that the main theme of Titus is “the opposition of moral and political disorder to the unifying force of friendship and wise government”,
 love, justice and gratitude. Consequently, the central symbol of the play is (political, moral, mental and physical disorder) which is represented by “the acts of wanton violence”.
 

In the following, let us see how this metamorphosis powered and portrayed by violence and horror is represented in the characters of Lavinia, Tamora and Titus Andronicus. 

The transformation of Tamora from a captive Goth queen into a murderous Roman empress, a “ravenous tiger” is foreshadowed by her own passionate personality, in her ambition and passion for vengeance. As Waith puts it, “her disguise as Revenge, though part of her plot to deceive Titus, obviously labels for us the passion which dominates her character”.
 Moreover, according to him, “she dies a victim of an outrage prompted by the outrage in which she had assisted”.
 As a result of her evil passions, she loses her humanity; in her metamorphosis, she assimilates into the world she actually belongs to: the kingdom of animals.

As for Lavinia, she undergoes two transformations; the first one happens when she is raped and dismembered by the Goth princes (LINK: 2.3.187). Her second metamorphosis is accomplished in Marcus’ description of her: he identifies his niece as a tree without branches, a fountain, a river of blood. (LINK: 2.4.16)
 However, these “unexpected, fanciful and yet exact” comparisons “work by contrast”.
 Emphasising the overt difference between the depiction and reality, these pleasant image make the horror more vivid.
 Furthermore, they “oblige us to see clearly a suffering body, yet as they temporarily remove its individuality, even its humanity, by abstracting and generalizing”.
 For a moment, we seem to forget the sufferer and the wound and relate what we see to our everyday world. Thus the violence done to Lavinia becomes the emblem of transformation.
 

Nevertheless, according to Waith, it is Titus who undergoes the greatest transformation (depicted above). In the beginning, he is presented as “a man of absolute integrity, but cursed with an unbending and blind fixity of character”.
 

But the unbearable horrors happening to him and the cruelties of his enemies transform him: overflowed by passions his reason fails to work (LINK: 3.1.217, LINK: 3.1.220, LINK: 3.1.244, LINK: 3.1.260, LINK: 3.1.264).
 “From this point, the character of Titus is markedly altered by grief” and “revenge is his obsession”.
 His total psychic metamorphosis is revealed in the butchering of Demetrius and Chiron and the banquet-scene (LINK: 5.3.26). Moreover, his mental transformation is mirrored and completed by his physical disintegration.

Nonetheless, although with his sanity he also loses his humanity (slaughtering the Goth princes, feeding Tamora with her sons’ flesh), his nobility remains for him somehow. “The final comments on his character are all praise and pity, sharply contrasted with the abuse heaped on Aaron and Tamora”.
 Interestingly, it is Titus rather than the evil Moor or the revengeful empress who produces an effect, as Waith suggests. In addition, his metamorphosis from a victorious warrior into a mad father contribute to the effect of “portraying the extraordinary pitch of emotion to which a person may be raised by the most violent outrage”.
 In Waith’s view, in the play violence is an emblem of disorder as well as “an agent and emblem of a metamorphosis of character which takes place before our eyes”, of the process in which “character in the usual sense of the word disintegrates completely. What we see is personified emotion”
 created by violence and suffer. 
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