Titus Andronicus


The play opens with Saturninus and Bassianus speaking to the people of Rome about which should become the new emperor. Saturninus says custom dictates he should be ruler since he is elder. Bassianus claims he is more virtuous and deserves the throne. Marcus Andronicus, the Tribune of the People, announces that Titus Andronicus has been chosen as the new leader. Titus enters with his prisoners of war, Tamora, the Queen of the Goths, her three sons, and Aaron the Moore. Despite pleas to have mercy, Titus kills the queen’s eldest son because it is customary. Titus then refuses the throne, declaring Saturninus ruler. Saturninus takes Lavinia, Titus’ daughter, as him empresses which angers Bassianus because he is betrothed to her. Titus’ sons and Bassianus take Lavinia away so Bassianus can marry her. Titus kills his son Mutis because he helps his sister escape.


Saturninus marries Tamora instead, which pleases Aaron the Moore because she is his mistress. Saturninus turns on Titus, even though Titus has just declared him ruler and killed his son to protect Saturninus’ honor. Bassianus entreats Saturninus to forgive Titus. Saturninus does not want to, but Tamora tells him he should pretend to forgive Titus, and she will get revenge later. Saturninus appears to forgive Titus, and they decide to hunt tomorrow. 


Before the hunt, Aaron witnesses an argument between Chiron and Demetrius over who loves Lavinia more. Aaron advises that both brothers should abduct Lavinia and rape her. The brothers agree, and as the hunt begins, they go to find her. Lavinia and Bassianus happen upon the Queen and Aaron engaged in relations. They make a slew of insulting remarks about their relationship that Chiron and Demetrius overhear. As revenge, the brothers stab Bassianus, killing him. Tamora asks her sons for a sword to kill Lavinia, but they ask if they may rape her first. Lavinia appeals to Tamora to simply kill her, but Tamora says that since Titus was not moved by her cries for mercy, neither will she be by Lavinia’s. Tamora’s sons rape Lavinia and then cut out her tongue and cut off her hands so she cannot identify her rapists.


In another part of the forest, Aaron leads Martius and Quintus, two of Titus’ sons, to the hole where Bassianus is buried and tricks them into falling in. Aaron then brings Saturninus to the pit where he finds a letter planning Bassianus’s murder which was supposedly written by Titus’ sons. Titus asks Saturninus to wait for proof of his sons’ guilt, but Saturninus says what he sees is proof enough. 


Titus appeals to the tribunes to release his sons, but they refuse. His other son Lucius tries to free his brothers and is banished. Aaron tells Titus that if he cuts off his hand, his sons will be spared. Titus agrees; however, it is merely a trick. Shortly after Titus cuts off his hand, his sons severed heads are delivered. Lucius leaves to raise an army of Goths to get revenge. 


Titus, Marcus, Lavinia and Young Lucius are eating dinner when Marcus kills a fly. Titus becomes very upset which causes Marcus to believe Titus has gone mad. After dinner, Young Lucius becomes alarmed by his aunt’s behavior. She is trying to get him to read Ovid’s Metamorphosis, which she uses to explain what has happened to her. With a stick in her mouth, she identifies Tamora’s sons as her attackers. Titus and his grandson swear revenge. 


In Rome, Tamora has given birth to a black son and wants the boy killed so no one will know of her infidelity. Aaron conspires with Chiron and Demetrius to find a way to protect the child. They kill the nurse who bore the baby and buy a newborn to double as Tamora’s child. Aaron then returns to the Goths in an attempt to protect his son. 


Meanwhile, Titus and Marcus shoot arrows towards the heavens as a plea to the Gods for justice and as a threat to Saturninus. A clown comes, and Titus convinces him to take a message to the emperor. When he delivers the message, he is immediately killed. Aemilius enters with word that the Goths are gathering behind Lucius. Saturninus is frightens because he has heard Rome will support Lucius. Tamora soothes her husband telling him that she will talk to Titus. 


Lucius has gained control over the Goth camp and plans to take over Rome. A Goth finds Aaron and his son in a monastery and brings them before Lucius. Lucius orders the father and son killed, but Aaron persuades Lucius to save his son in exchange for his knowledge. Aaron reveals that this is the empresses’ son. He also details the murder of Bassianus, the rape of Lavinia, and the trick on Titus. He shows no remorse, saying only that he wishes he could do more evil deeds. Lucius stops him from being hung explaining he deserves a worse death. 


Tamora and her sons arrive at Titus’ house dressed as revenge and her henchmen, murder and rape. She tells Titus she is here to avenge him at a banquet at his house tomorrow. Tamora believes Titus is mad and he is convinced by her act. In reality, Titus is not mad and has simply been pretending. He convinces the empresses to leave her sons behind. After she leaves, he kills the sons and bakes them into a pie to feed their mother.


At the feast, Titus kills his daughter so she doesn’t have to survive her shame. He explains to Saturninus that she was raped by Tamora’s sons. He reveals to Tamora that he has killed her sons and put them in the pie she is eating. With this, he stabs Tamora. Saturninus kills Titus for killing his empresses. Then, Lucius kills Saturninus to avenge his father. Marcus laments the state of Rome. He asks the Roman people to decided his and Lucius’ fate, at which point Lucius becomes emperor. 


Tradition vs. Virtue: This theme is introduced in the opening scene, when Saturninus and Bassianus debate about who should be emperor, the eldest, as has been done in the past, or the more righteous. Titus answers this question with tradition; however, it is the cause of much of his grief. Saturninus is not moral and feels no loyalty to Titus, despite Titus helping him become ruler. In several other instances, Titus’ strict adherence to a traditional code causes him sorrow. Titus thoughtlessly kills his own son in the name of tradition and honor. He largely ignores what is right in favor of custom. Bassianus has a legitimate claim to Lavinia and wants nothing more than what was promised to him; however, Titus is blind to this and loses his son as a result. His biggest mistake is when he refuses to show mercy for Tamora’s son on the grounds that tradition calls for his death. He, in essence, gives Tamora good reason to seek revenge. Tamora is almost a Shylock figure. Yes, her actions are evil. She is unsympathetic towards Lavinia; however, mistreatment has led her to this point. It would be virtuous for Titus to spare Tamora’s son, but instead, he chooses tradition over virtue and seals his own fate. In historical context, this play could be addressing England’s difficult transition from an honor culture to one ruled by Christian values. Mercy is a fundamental Christian principle; however, Titus chooses a traditional view over morality and is destroyed for this choice. 


Treatment of Women: Women in the play seem to be valued solely for their chastity and beauty; however, this beauty that makes them so desirable is dangerous, both to others and themselves. Tamora has little respect for female chastity, refusing Lavinia’s request to be killed rather than raped, and so her sexuality is lethal to others. On the other hand, Lavinia’s beauty is a hazard to her own wellbeing. Similarly to Gloriana, she is punished for being attractive: it leads to her rape and disfigurement. Once her looks and virtue are gone, he father kills her, suggesting, without these attributes, women have no value in society.


The Moore: Not unlike other Moore characters of the time period, Aaron is lusty and evil. He, similar to Barabas, shows no remorse for his actions and relishes in destruction. He is the devil on everyone’s shoulders, urging them towards immorality; however, he displays an honesty the other characters do not. When his son is born, he does not want him killed or hidden, as Tamora does. He is not ashamed of his dark nature as Tamora is. As suggested by the title of “White Devil”, frequently characters in revenge plays try to appear moral when in reality they are violent. What separates Tamora from Aaron? Or even Titus from Aaron? All of these characters are bloodthirsty. They all commit over the top crimes. They choose revenge when they could choose mercy or forgiveness. In reality, any character seeking revenge, for justice or not, violates Christian code.  Aaron does not deny his nature or hide behind a guise of twisted morality. He is an evil character but not a hypocritical one. 


Blood leading to blood: The violence in Titus Andronicus is extreme. The play is one big cycle of revenge: each death leads to another death. There are two points in the play where the audience becomes painfully aware of this fact. First, when Lavinia is finally able to reveal her rapists, her young nephew swears bloodlust on her attackers. Though just a child, he is already corrupted by the violence around him and is destine to become a part of this murderous chain. The final scene of the play also demonstrates how revenge leads to nothing but more revenge. This scene is just one death after another. Titus kills Tamora. Saturninus kills Titus. Lucius kills Saturninus. It is Marcus Andronicus, one of the few characters to stay out of the bloodshed, who finally breaks the cycle. He laments the state to which Rome has fallen, criticizing all the characters for their behavior. He seems to want to rely on law for justice: in the end of the play he asks the Roman people to decide his and Lucius’ fate. The play suggests that law, though imperfect, is a better system for dealing with justice because revenge will only lead to more destruction. 








