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SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 

Titus Andronicus - The Shock of the New 

 
Titus Andronicus is one of those lesser Shakespeare plays. It’s early 

Shakespeare, all very bloody and hasn’t stood the test of time. So why on earth is a 

young broadcaster such as myself starting a podcast stream with such an unpopular 

play? I’m starting with it because I believe it is very important in terms of 

Shakespeare’s career. Now, why should we care about that? Well, Shakespeare 

developed over time. His writing career lasted for at least twenty years and there is 

nothing inevitable about its progression. The Shakespeare of 1589 was not the same 

man or writer as the Shakespeare of 1613. Understanding his development as a 

dramatist can shine new and fruitful light on the individual plays. I think Titus 

Andronicus was the turning point between Shakespeare the cautious early-career 

playwright and Shakespeare the risk-taking genius whose plays we know and love. 

Allow me to set the scene. It’s early 1594 and Good Queen Elizabeth is on the 

throne. There’s been an outbreak of plague recently and the theatres have been closed 

for about eighteen months to prevent the spread of disease. But they’ve just re-opened 

and somebody’s mentioned that that Shakespeare chap has got a new play on. You 

saw some of his stuff a year or two back and it was entertaining enough. A few plays 

about the Wars of the Roses and a couple of comedies. That sort of thing. This one’s 

called Titus Andronicus. Tragedy, apparently. Anyway, you decide to go along and 

see it. So, you take the afternoon off (plays happen at about 2pm to make use of the 

daylight) and you leave the city walls. You get to the theatre, you pay your penny to 

stand or a bit more to sit, there are people chatting, selling food and drink, vomiting it 

back up again, picking your pocket, all sorts. You wedge yourself in somewhere, and 

then the play begins. And I suspect you witnessed one of the biggest gambles of 

Shakespeare’s career, and that you’d probably never seen anything like it in your life. 

Shakespeare had played it a bit safe up until now. Whether it was comedy or 

history, he had taken a storyline from somewhere else, like a lot of other writers of the 

period, and weaved his way through it, making it into solid theatrical stuff. In Titus 

Andronicus he’s free-styling, he’s going solo. And it paid off, because it was very 

successful. We know from the records of the theatre that it made a very great deal of 
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money by the standards of the day, despite the fact it only had a very short run 

because the theatres were soon closed again for, that’s right, you guessed it, plague. 

By the way, the fact that it is the first of Shakespeare’s plays to be printed may be 

explained by a popular demand to read the play that everyone was talking about. I 

should say at this point that I am making use of Professor Jonathan Bate’s splendid 

introduction to his Arden 3 edition as a springboard. If I have seen further it is by 

standing on the shoulders of giants. 

So, we’ve established it was a commercial success, but what difference does 

that make to how we should read the play itself? That depends on whether you think it 

was a sure-fire success or whether, as I believe, Titus Andronicus succeeded because 

it was an experiment. In Titus Andronicus, Shakespeare gambles by deliberately 

pushing characters to extremes of emotion in order to work out how to express the 

heights of grief and rage with poetic subtlety. It might not have worked, that’s the key 

point, he might not have been good enough for the challenge he set himself. I think 

that Shakespeare had realised that what tragedy had lacked until now was subtlety in 

its language. It was all just a bit too shouty. If you know the plays of Christopher 

Marlowe or Thomas Kyd, immediate predecessors of Shakespeare, you will know 

what I’m talking about, and they were some of the more subtle ones. After training his 

rhetorical skills on this most physically brutal of tragedies, writing anything else will 

be easy. Despair, lamentation, rage, revenge: you name it, I’ll write it. In Titus 

Andronicus, we witness the birth of Shakespeare the professional. 

I appreciate that your memory of the play may be a little hazy, so I’m going to 

conduct my analysis in the form of a verbo-digital guided tour through the play, so if 

the criticism seems mired in narrative, bear with me. Stories are, after all, what 

literature is about. The play begins civilly enough. We are in Ancient Rome, and two 

brothers, Saturninus and Bassianus, both have a claim to the emperorship. Titus 

Andronicus, a great Roman general, returns from the wars against the Goths with 

captives: their queen, Tamora, her three sons and her lover, Aaron the Moor, who 

hails from northern Africa. One of her sons is to be executed and in one of the first 

great emotional speeches of the play, she pleads to Titus Andronicus for mercy: 

 

Sufficeth not that we are brought to Rome 

To beautify thy triumphs, and return 

Captive to thee and thy Roman yoke? 
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But must my sons be slaughtered in the street 

For valiant doings in their country’s cause? 

O, if to fight for king and commonweal were 

Were piety in thine, it is in these. 

 

She has expertly identified the double-standard in the ideology of courage, which is 

that in your ally it is virtue, in your enemy it is vice. She has argued her case most 

eloquently, but these entreaties fall on deaf ears and her son is dragged off to be 

slaughtered and burned. Saturninus becomes emperor and unexpectedly chooses 

Tamora, Queen of the Goths, to be his empress. 

Meanwhile, her remaining sons, Chiron and Demetrius, desire Lavinia, Titus 

Andronicus’ only daughter and wife to Bassianus. Aaron the Moor suggests that the 

‘policy and stratagem’ that they require is rape. Chiron and Demetrius find their 

mother Tamora, Lavinia and Bassianus in the forest. They stab Bassianus to death 

before informing Lavinia that they will be using the corpse of her murdered husband 

as ‘a pillow to their lust’. The tables have turned and it is now Lavinia’s turn to plead 

to Tamora for mercy, and mercy here means death: 

 

‘Tis present death I beg, and one thing more 

That womanhood denies my tongue to tell. 

O, keep me from their worse-than-killing lust, 

And tumble me into some loathsome pit 

Where never man’s eye behold my body. 

Do this and be a charitable murderer. 

 

Even at this early stage, that phrase ‘charitable murder’ is an excellent example of the 

emotional complexity of this play. The protracted struggle of blood-grudges into 

which Rome is fast descending has warped the moral parameters to the point that 

murder is an act of kindness to be welcomed with open arms. Shakespeare has given 

equal dramatic weight and eloquence to Tamora and Lavinia. Such balance in a 

revenge tragedy is another of Shakespeare’s innovations. 

Tamora denies mercy, as she had it denied to her by Lavinia’s father, and 

Chiron drags Lavinia through the trap-door in the centre of the stage where he and his 
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brother rape her. To prevent Lavinia revealing the identities of her rapists in speech or 

writing, they cut out her tongue and cut off her hands. 

It is Marcus, who is Titus’ brother and Lavinia’s uncle, who is the first of her 

relatives to discover her and it is now that the play really begins to demonstrate how it 

differs from its ancestors. His reaction is more in sorrow than in anger: 

 

Who is this? my niece, that flies away so fast! 

Cousin, a word; where is your husband? 

 

And then she turns around: 

 

If I do dream, would all my wealth would wake me! 

If I do wake, some planet strike me down, 

That I may slumber in eternal sleep! 

Speak, gentle niece, what stern ungentle hands 

Have lopped and hewed and made thy body bare 

Of her two branches, those sweet ornaments, 

Whose circling shadows kings have sought to sleep in, 

And might not gain so great a happiness 

As have thy love? Why dost not speak to me? 

Alas, a crimson river of warm blood, 

Like to a bubbling fountain stirr'd with wind, 

Doth rise and fall between thy rosed lips, 

Coming and going with thy honey breath. 

 

The abundant sibilance of that speech is almost soporific, a kind of perverse lullaby. 

This is a crux. As an audience, you would be expecting appalling curses to fly from 

the mouth of Marcus. In the following scene, unaware that sorrow is about to be 

heaped on sorrow, Titus pleads for the lives of his sons who are on their way to 

execution. Aaron the Moor has falsely implicated them in the murder of Bassianus. 

Then Lavinia enters. Titus is unsure how to react, ending his final speech in this 

passage with a series of questions: 
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Shall thy good uncle, and thy brother Lucius, 

And thou, and I, sit round about some fountain, 

Looking all downwards to behold our cheeks 

How they are stained, as meadows, yet not dry, 

With miry slime left on them by a flood? 

And in the fountain shall we gaze so long 

Till the fresh taste be taken from that clearness, 

And made a brine-pit with our bitter tears? 

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? 

 

The idea that a character might not know how to react to something was a level of 

subtlety with which the English stage was unfamiliar. This is Shakespeare’s new 

emotional complexity beginning to come through. It is also his dramatic complexity. 

The character is asking himself the questions, but so is Shakespeare. How should a 

character in this situation react? This is tempting failure. Such a strategy (showing a 

character and writer at a loss) could shatter the dramatic illusion, but it is precisely 

that element of risk that makes it such a rewarding theatrical moment. 

Nonetheless, Titus’ situation will get worse before it gets better. Aaron 

convinces Titus that if he sends a severed hand to the Emperor, his two sons will be 

acquitted. Titus offers his hand, which is severed on-stage, before Aaron takes it off 

with him. And then it is sent back, along with the heads of his two sons. Aaron was 

lying. In a moment of bewildering poignancy, Lavinia kisses the severed heads of her 

brothers. 

Surely, an audience would have thought, this is the moment for Titus to run 

mad with grief at last, to split the air with the ferocity of his curses, to vow revenge 

for these appalling acts. But no. Not yet. At this moment of emotional extremity, 

when the tide of grief is at the flood, Titus does something extraordinary. He laughs. 

The text reads ‘Ha, ha, ha’. An utterly groundbreaking moment. Revenge tragedy will 

never quite be the same again. Imagine how breathtakingly fresh that would have 

been to an audience. It remains to this day a startling moment in the theatre. His 

brother asks ‘Why dost thou laugh? It fits not with this hour.’ 
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Why? I have not another tear to shed. 

 

His grief is exhausted and now that the portrait of an revolutionarily complex 

character has painted, now that that work is done, Titus can tip into the blood-and-

thunder revenger we have been expecting. That single line is the hinge of the play. 

Hitherto, he has been absorbing each new shockwave. Henceforth, he becomes an 

active man again, a revenger. But the signal of that transformation, in the midst of this 

wickedest of tragedies, was laughter. Those three words were perhaps the bravest 

three that Shakespeare ever wrote. 

Marcus discovers a way that Lavinia can write and she manages to draw the 

names of the men who raped her on the ground. Titus traps Chiron and Demetrius and 

then cuts their throats live on stage. He bakes them in a pie which he serves to their 

mother. Revenge, it would seem, is quite literally a dish best served cold. Having had 

the pleasure of telling the assembly that Chiron and Demetrius are 

 

both baked in this pie, 

Whereof their mother daintily hath fed 

Eating the flesh that she herself hath bred 

 

his time is up. He stabs his daughter, he stabs Tamora, Queen of the Goths, he is 

stabbed by the Emperor Saturninus. The Emperor is in turn stabbed by Lucius, Titus’ 

only remaining child, who has returned to Rome with an army. 

I gave an earlier form of this podcast as a lecture at a school and as I recounted 

these gory circumstances, the audience began to giggle. Anecdotal though this 

evidence is, to my mind it proves Shakespeare utterly right in identifying the 

relationship between horror and laughter. 

Lucius becomes Emperor and so ends the play in which Shakespeare took 

more and greater dramatic risks than in any other tragedy. The potential for this play 

to fail, to be laughed at, was tremendous. But it didn’t happen, and Shakespeare 

progressed with a new tragic intensity and subtlety of expression honed in the 

workshop of Titus Andronicus. 
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You have been listening to a Sheldrake on Shakespeare podcast. I trust you 

enjoyed it and I hope that you find time to listen to the next podcast in the series: As 

You Like It: It’s good to talk. Thank you, and farewell. 
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