
                  April 2023 

02Apro 

0 

The de Vere Society Newsletter 

www.deveresociety.co.uk  FB | Twitter: @deveresocietyuk      40 

 

 
 

REVIEWS 

Titus Andronicus by William Shakespeare 

Presented at the Sam Wanamaker Theatre at London’s Globe 

Review by Brigadier General Jack Shuttleworth  

Before the 2023 DVS AGM, Spring Meeting and Moot 

Court on 18 March 2023, I joined several members of 

the Society on Friday afternoon at the performance of 

Titus Andronicus. The comments that follow are purely 

mine and I suspect do not reflect the unanimous 

response of our group. 

For a traditionalist, Titus at the Wanamaker was 

wondrously strange and surprisingly successful. The 

surprise began with a full cast singing and dancing a celebratory theme of ‘men 

killing men, men killing women, women killing children’ that concluded with a 

prophecy that the audience ‘would feel better in the dark about your own terrible 

lives.’ The strangeness began with the cast, nominally all women, all skilled, 

experienced actors, who carried out Jude Christian’s imaginative production with 

verbal clarity and symbolic violence. Unlike traditional productions when actors 

embody the various characters with costumes, make-up, and mannerisms peculiar 

to the role, this production clothed everyone in a kind of Mao tunic and trousers 

in pastel colors. Only a few characters were distinguished by clothing color; the 

captive Goth queen Tamora in a pale green, her two evil sons Demetrius and 

Chiron in distinctive red, Titus’s surviving son Lucius in brown; Lavinia, innocent 

victim but, like Tamora, capable of violence also in pale green, and Aaron the Moor 

in black. Other characters were essentially indistinguishable by color, so that 

allegiances in the civil turmoil were not readily clear to the audience, some of whom 

left at the intermission as a consequence.  

Rather than embodying the characters, the cast symbolized them in their words 

and stage action. Titus, for example, does not appear in a war chariot, followed by 
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Goth captives, but instead appears with only a few followers, not as a worn, 

grizzled, commanding warrior, but a smooth-faced, vigorous, younger person with 

only his well-delivered speech to depict his war-weariness and grief at the loss of 

his sons. Throughout the production, Shakespeare’s words, often clearly spoken 

with little emotion, carried the import; the insidious evil of Tamora and Aaron were 

quietly expressed, flatly stated without the kind of whispered aside or malevolent 

voice more commonly performed. That is, no over-acting to draw attention from 

the words themselves. Underlying the entire performance, the commissioned 

music by the four-piece ensemble quietly emphasized the action and helped 

reinforce the play’s emotional vitality.  

The imaginative staging used lighted candles throughout: To mark the 14 lives 

literally snuffed out, the violence of the deaths was symbolized by a candle being 

destroyed or being ground up on stage for Tamora’s pie scene. Deaths were further 

symbolized with the raising and lowering of an empty-basket balance scale on 

either side of the central stage opening. This play – notorious for its blood and 

violence – had no bloody scenes, very little direct violence, but the horrors of 

familial murders, civil unrest, lust, fratricide, rape and mutilation were clearly and 

symbolically expressed. The horror was relieved by a comic turn by Beau Holland 

doubling the parts of Quintus and Martius trying to escape the trap of the 

notorious hole into which they had fallen. But, in this production, the hole was 

only symbolic and took place lying on stage directly before the audience. Her 

comedic schtick playing both parts, Martius in the hole, Quintus above, created a 

singular humorous relief from the malignant actions elsewhere. 

The second half of the play was preceded by another full-cast chorus now 

singing a bunny song, the refrain of which ‘Eat your young’ effectively foretold 

Tamora’s fateful banquet, Lavinia’s death, and the fate of Aaron and his child. 

Aaron’s part was admirably read from the play book by a last-minute stand-in 

(whose name was announced but which I didn’t catch). Despite Aaron’s 

unrepentant and persistent evil (foretastes of Richard III and Iago), and his 

distinctive and self-celebrated blackness, Shakespeare allows him a touch of 

humanity and a surprising capacity for love as he defends and cares for the 

illegitimate son he and Tamora had produced.   
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At some point late in the play, I realized we were seeing Shakespeare’s Titus 

transformed into a kind of classical Greek tragedy. Except for a Latin quotation 

from Horace and an allusion to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, all the other Latin quotations 

and nearly all the allusions to classical legends were deleted from the play’s book 

to concentrate on the recitative-like spoken language. By eliminating the Latin 

quotations and legends – largely unknown to a contemporary audience – the 

director created a more timeless depiction of human enmity and inclinations and, 

further, used the full-cast chorus to guide the viewers’ understanding, as if we were 

watching Oedipus or Antigone. Again, as in a Greek tragedy, the bloody violence took 

place off-stage or only symbolically on stage. At play’s end, in characteristic 

fashion, with the ascension of Lucius ‘to heal Rome’s harms and wipe away her 

woe’ (V.iii.147), Shakespeare provides a reassuring prospect of some order, peace, 

and tranquillity once evil has been defeated. Finally, the chorus reprises the opening 

song ‘men killing men, men killing women, women killing children,’ summarizing 

what the audience has just seen. And reminding the now-relieved audience to ‘feel 

better in the dark about your own terrible life.’ The completed performance 

brought multiple, well-earned and deserved encores from an appreciatively 

enthusiastic audience. 

~~ 
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