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SHORT SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

Review – Titus Andronicus at the Globe 
 

There are some productions of Shakespeare that forbid you ever to see that 

play or that theatre in the same light again. The revival of Lucy Bailey’s production of 

Titus Andronicus at Shakespeare’s Globe on London’s Bankside is one such 

production. I will assume you know your way around the play. If not, can I 

recommend the first episode of a fine podcast called Sheldrake on Shakespeare? 

To return to the Globe, the theatre is robed almost completely in black and 

you’re chatting convivially to your companion when a great shout is heard, the drums 

strike up and the triumphal procession that begins the play marches arrogantly 

through the pit. 

Most processions at the Globe amount to one bloke with a tambourine, 

followed by a chap wearing a large hat, followed perhaps in turn by one or two 

fellows with spears or swords. Not this time. I think I counted eighteen people in this 

procession, and Titus’ enslavement of the vanquished on Rome’s (our) behalf was 

presented in all its brutal horror for our edification. This “shock and awe” aesthetic set 

the tone for much of the play. 

And this procession also set the tone for the repeated reconfiguration of the 

audience in the pit, where I always stand for a Globe production. Throughout the play 

we were shoved around and cordoned off and forced to get up close and personal with 

other audience members, which made me realise that it had all got terribly civilised in 

the pit at the Globe. If you don’t know the theatre, the pit is an open yard. Room for 

500 standing, according to the figures, and the stage is at about neck-height. Some 

productions have ramps or steps up to the stage, others do not. But in most 

productions, even if an actor does enter through the pit occasionally, it is always 

terribly politely done. It may as well be allocated seating the way we all treat it. In 

this show, we were refused that civility. 

Is the decision to make life difficult for the groundlings by moving them 

around an historically evidenced decision? You’re asking the wrong question. The 

Globe is not a museum, it is a theatre. The spirit of the pit is that you are more part of 

the show than the dullards who’ve paid top dollar to sit on the benches. And this 
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production, as if making up for the politeness of other shows, involves you, confronts 

you, whether you like it or not. 

Another decision about which this production was very clear was that Rome is 

run by a bunch of psychotics from the beginning of the play. It’s not that Titus goes 

mad with grief halfway through; he just goes differently mad. Here is a man who has 

sacrificed twenty-one of his sons to Rome’s foreign policy objectives. If that’s not a 

definition of a madman I don’t know what is. Rome was on edge from the beginning 

of this production; imperial egos in a tiny capital city. 

The match of the firm grasp this production had on the psychopaths that 

occupied the patrician class, was its handling of the flesh and the blood. The rumours 

are true; peopling were gasping, people were leaving. Seeing one man suspended 

upside down and another man wheel on a small trolley that has on it a sharp knife and 

a large metal bowl will tend to force your hand to your mouth. 

But it wasn’t all entrails and severed limbs. Once Titus had had that 

extraordinary moment of laughter halfway through the play, he stayed in the comic 

vein. From then on everything was a joke, and it was this kind of complexity that 

made me see afresh Titus the part. William Houston’s performance is a triumph. His 

performance is also the place to see Titus as an early draft of so many of the later 

heroes. Titus has the witty madness of Hamlet, the physical strength but mental 

confusion of Macbeth and Othello, the brutality of Coriolanus, the sorrow of Lear. 

And Houston turned his hand to each with the strength and precision of a blacksmith; 

working quickly, hammering out, moulding round, chipping away, brushing off and 

then back into the furnace, making it all look so easy. 

And in the closing moments, this production captured the paradox of that final 

scene, the relief, the joy of bringing this dogged madness to an end. Everyone refers 

to the final scene of this play as a bloodbath. They mean by that simply a massacre. 

This performance reminded us of the more troubling meaning hidden in that phrase; 

the idea of washing in blood, of a sufficient quantity of murders cleansing some part 

of the world. 

All the way through the play, and this point could have concluded each of my 

paragraphs, the genius of this production was to take us back to the text. The 

procession, the abhorrence of slavery, Rome’s perpetual lunacy, the reptilian 

viciousness, Titus’ dextrous personality and the jubilant catastrophe of the final scene 
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are all in the writing. But they have been brought aggressively to life. This is not a 

production of Titus Andronicus. This production is Titus Andronicus. 

Thank you for listening. Join me in a week’s time when, inspired by this 

production, I’ll be talking about the theatres of Shakespeare’s London. Until then, 

farewell. 


