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Senecan Rhetoric and Stoicism in Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus

Whether or not Shakespeare’s Roman plays “may provide an opportunity to learn something about Rome as well as about Shakespeare” (Cantor 7), it is undeniable that ancient sources were of great influence to him in composing four plays associated with Rome’s early history and/or its mythos.  Whereas Julius Caesar, Anthony and Cleopatra, and Coriolanus were fundamentally influenced by the history Shakespeare gleaned from Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans (Traversi 9), Titus Andronicus was greatly influenced by the rhetorical devices and Stoicism of Lucius Anneus Seneca, c. 3-65 A.D. (Thrall and Hibbard 412).  Titus Andronicus “is [usually] excluded from this group because it is mythic rather than historical and belongs emphatically in a sub-genre of tragedy” (Widdicombe 148).  In this paper, however, the play will be considered as both tragic and Roman due to the rhetorical and Stoic elements within it that are so clearly identified with Seneca’s literary and philosophical work as shaped and contextualized by and in ancient Roman history.

Part One: Seneca’s Rhetorical Devices and Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus
T. S. Eliot declared, “No author exercised a wider or deeper influence upon the Elizabethan mind or upon the Elizabethan form of tragedy than did Seneca” (Harsh xxi).  Moreover, in his introduction to An Anthology of Roman Drama, Philip Harsh noted the profound authority Seneca’s dramatic and philosophical precedents had upon Shakespeare’s age and, therefore, upon Shakespeare himself:

Seneca had what the Elizabethans needed and knew that they needed: a mastery of the rhetorical use of language and a dramatic form inherently of great effectiveness.  The Greeks were very distant from the Elizabethans in many ways, but Seneca was an easily recognizable ancestor.  His intellectual outlook, like his language, was part of the Elizabethans’ cultural heritage.  Even the crudity of Seneca and his skeptical pessimism had strong appeal.  (Harsh xxi)

Elizabethan revenge tragedies were derived from Seneca’s blood tragedies and, as such, comprised the following seven elements: “the hesitation of the hero, the use of real or pretended insanity, suicide, intrigue, an able [and] scheming villain, philosophic soliloquies with a highly rhetorical style, and the sensational use of horrors“ (Thrall and Hibbard 412).  An examination of Titus Andronicus reveals concrete examples of all seven of these Senecan rhetorical standards.  Five bear consideration in the present context:

1.) Hesitation of the Hero: In spite of rapid advances when he finally takes 

decisive action in 5.2.159-162 by having his daughter’s rapists and torturers seized, gagged, and bound, Titus moves very deliberately through the first four acts of the play.  At times, Titus appears to be virtually motionless (as well as emotionless).  For instance, in 3.1.253-263, when his brother Marcus asks Titus why he does not act in the face of two executed sons and a daughter that stands before him, ravished, stumps for hands, and her tongue cut out, he says only, “Ha, ha, ha!” (3.1.264).  Earlier in the same scene, Titus, remaining immovable, takes no action when his brother, Marcus, shows him his ravaged daughter, telling him, “I bring consuming sorrow to thine age” (3.1.61).  Instead of flying into an executive rage, Titus merely replies, “Will it consume me?  Let me see it then” (3.1.62).

1.) Real or Pretended Insanity: As a decisive field general in the mold of the

Achilles-like Patton (but with the balanced and detached temperament of Ulysses, Eisenhower, and Bradley), Titus is not deranged, appearances notwithstanding.  Even though brought to the brink of madness, especially by the brutal rape and disfigurement of his only daughter, the chaste and loving Lavinia, Andronicus calculatingly feigns insanity when he says, “But we worldly men / Have miserable, mad, mistaking eyes” (5.2.65-66).  Titus deploys his pretended madness in reflexive, combat fashion as a military ruse to camouflage his true state (and soundness) of mind, buy time, lull his adversaries into false security, analyze the situation, plan and execute an overwhelmingly successful counterattack, and ultimately and decisively defeat his many powerful enemies.  In 5.2.142-144, Titus reveals he will defeat his enemies by turning their own methods against them (a sound military tactic): “I knew them all, though they supposed me mad; / And will o’erreach them in their own devices, / A pair of cursed hellhounds and their dame.”  In 5.2.195-197, upon preparing to slit the throats of those who committed the outrageous crimes upon the body and spirit of his daughter, Titus coolly plays the executioner: “For worse than Philomel you used my daughter, / And worse than Progne I will be avenged. / And now prepare your throats.”

2.) An Able and Scheming Villain: Aaron, Tamora’s Moorish lover, is a 

consummate villain.  In 5.1.97-120, he brags that he has cleverly orchestrated almost all of the crimes committed against Titus and his family by Tamora and her two loathsome sons, Demetrius and Chiron.  He takes special delight in recounting Lavinia’s rape and mutilation, and is adamant that he is proud of his evil deeds.  In fact, in 5.1.124-144, he exclaims how he has spent his whole life inflicting as much harm as possible on those “who have come within the compass of [his] curse.”  Here is but a small portion of that speech found in 5.1.141-144: “But, I have done a thousand dreadful things / As willingly as one would kill a fly; / And nothing grieves me heartily indeed / But that I cannot do ten thousand more.

Mei Pin Phua describes Aaron as “practically the engine of action in Act II, bringing Tamora's dream of revenge to reality” (Phua).  He suggests that Aaron is a “simplistic, depthless portraiture of evil, a descendant of the ‘Devil’ or ‘Vice’ from early Elizabethan morality plays, created only to move the audience to contempt” (Phua).  Since Shakespeare was most certainly able to bestow some vestige of human motivation upon his characters, something he did not do in the case of Aaron, perhaps he intentionally designed Aaron as a monolithically heartless and soulless character in order to follow the Senecan formula for blood tragedies.

4. Highly Rhetorical Language: Many have noted the numerous rhetorical 

flashes in Titus and how Shakespeare endeavored to match and even surpass Seneca and other ancient Romans in bombastic language in order to “arouse enthusiasm for drama as literature and poetry” and “elevate tragedy above its all too familiar converse with comedy into the realm of austere philosophy” (Thrall and Hibbard 447).  Sylvan Barnet quotes the following excerpt from Titus to illustrate this point (Barnet xxxi):



Now climbeth Tamora Olympus' top,

Safe out of fortune's shot; and sits aloft,

Secure of thunder's crack or lightning's flash;

Advanc'd above pale envy's threatening reach.

As when the golden sun salutes the morn,

And, having gilt the ocean with his beams,

Gallops the zodiac in his glistening coach,

And overlooks the highest-peering hill;

So Tamora:

Upon her wit doth earthly honour wait,

And virtue stoops and trembles at her frown.  (2.1.1-11)
Immediately after offering the above excerpt as an example of heightened style, Barnet equates it and other passages from Titus with Seneca’s Thyestes and Ovid’s Metamorphoses (Barnet xxxi).  Since the creations by these two classical masters so profoundly influenced Shakespeare (and many other Elizabethan playwrights), it would not be surprising to learn that he consciously infused the spirit and substance of classical Roman rhetoric into Titus.
5.)  Sensational Use of Horrors: According to one critic’s count, Titus Andronicus 

is a play with “14 killings, 9 of them on stage, 6 severed members, 1 rape (or 2 or 3, depending on how you count), 1 live burial, 1 case of [pretended] insanity, and 1 of cannibalism—an average of 5.2 atrocities per act, or one for every 97 lines" (Hulse).  Seneca’s tragedies were not called blood tragedies for nothing, and Shakespeare certainly seems to have gotten into the spirit of things with his own version of the genre.  (Indeed, some have read the play as a parody of Seneca’s tragedies, so unrelentingly bloody is its action.)  Perhaps the most spectacular horror is that of Titus making a pie out of Chiron and Demetrius and feeding it to their mother Tamora before brutally stabbing her at the banquet table: “Why, there they are, both baked in this pie, / Whereof their mother daintily hath fed, / Eating the flesh that she herself hath bred. / ‘Tis true, ‘tis true; witness my knife’s sharp point” (5.3.60-63).
Part Two: Seneca’s Stoic Virtues in the Character of Titus Andronicus

Before demonstrating how the central figure of Titus Andronicus embodies the Senecan ideal of classical Stoicism, the philosophy itself deserves a brief review, especially as it relates to Shakespeare’s mythic and tragic hero, Titus.  Seneca “centered his philosophy on questions of conduct.  We are to follow virtue [duty] and distrust the emotions” (Reese 521).  For example, in De Providentia, section 4, he observed, “The bravest sight in the world is to see a great man struggling against adversity” (Andrews 17).  He “is full of Stoic adjurations to scorn fortune, despise hope, bear and defy adversity, fight luxury, purify the mind, avoid profiteering, follow nature, and, when all else fails, cut the cable [i.e., commit honorable (Socratic) suicide]” (MacKendrick 63).  Of course, nature did not mean to classical Stoics what it meant to the likes of Emerson and Thoreau (i.e., botanical refreshment for the soul and inspiration for the mind).  For the Stoic, nature meant a unified process where finite things, Humanity, and God formed part of an all-inclusive system (Reece 381).  In fact, for the Stoics, nature more accurately meant reality, and they perceived that reality as intrinsically hierarchical (“the Great Chain of Being”), with all entities having rational places, rational purposes, and, especially, rational duties.  Stoics like Seneca (and Titus) believed that happiness is an internal state of mind that is arduously attained by the conscious and disciplined regulation of personal passion and emotion and the detached subjugation of selfish desire to the universal law of “World-Reason” (Runes 301).  In this philosophical context, “World-Reason” is not unlike natural law as conceived by Aquinas (MacKendrick 64).  Stoics conceive the universe as essentially beyond the scope of any mortal; that is, as with an iceberg, we cannot see most of it, but it is there all the same.  Although personal inequities may occur with great frequency, the universe itself is good.  Within time (and here we may be talking centuries, millennia, and much longer), all inconsistencies, all injustices, all apparent and temporal disorders are therefore just that: seeming and impermanent.  By definition, Stoics anticipate eventual (and eternal) happiness by acting (and being) in accordance with otherworldly and ideal forces.  In the meantime, they live with dignity by fulfilling duties under the harsh and often unjust dictates of a world that is, nonetheless, an extension of ultimately coherent forces and processes that are fueled by the World-Reason of which Runes speaks.  Therefore, Stoicism is fatalistic and deterministic—appropriate attributes for any tragic hero such as Titus to possess.


Seneca himself commented upon the conduct of the ideal Stoic by discussing the following criteria in his Natural Questions: “following duty; distrusting the emotions; struggling against adversity; scorning fortune; despising hope; bearing and defying adversity; fighting luxury; purifying the mind; avoiding profiteering; following nature; and cutting the cable” (Seneca 156).  Many examples of the above qualities of Senecan Stoicism are found in the character of Titus Andronicus.  Indeed, the list reads like a character sketch Shakespeare might have made to outline Titus’s character.  While it is beyond the scope of this paper to cite and adequately comment on each standard, textual illustrations of at least five are particularly important:

1.) Following Duty  (TEN YEARS AT WAR FOR ROME AND TWENTY-ONE DEAD SONS TO SHOW FOR IT): In 1.1.31, we discover that Titus has served for ten years with distinction as a general defending Rome against the barbarous Goths.  In the remarkable passage below, he laments the deaths of his twenty-one sons who have given their lives for the Rome he clearly loves even more than his own family.  Titus underscores the fulfillment of his sons’ duties and, by implication, the fulfillment of his own duties to the State when he says to the bodies of his sons killed in the service of Rome, “And sleep in peace, slain in your country’s wars!” (1.1.91).  He makes it clear that, although he values his sons as “precious lading” (1.1.72), their ultimate worth rests in what service and honor they render to Rome:

Hail, Rome, victorious in thy mourning weeds!

Lo! as the bark, that hath discharg’d her fraught,

Returns with precious lading to the bay

From whence at first she weigh’d her anchorage,

Cometh Andronicus, bound with laurel boughs,

To re-salute his country with his tears,

Tears of true joy for his return to Rome.

Thou great defender of this Capitol,

Stand gracious to the rites that we intend!

Romans, of five-and-twenty valiant sons,

Half of the number that King Priam had,

Behold the poor remains, alive, and dead!

These that survive let Rome reward with love;

These that I bring unto their latest home.

With burial among their ancestors:

Here Goths have given me leave to sheathe my sword.

Titus, unkind and careless of thine own,

Why suffer’st thou thy sons, unburied yet

To hover on the dreadful shore of Styx?

Make way to lay them by their brethren.
There greet in silence, as the dead are wont,

And sleep in peace, slain in your country’s wars!

O sacred receptacle of my joys,

Sweet cell of virtue and nobility,

How many sons of mine hast thou in store,

That thou wilt never render to me more!  (1.1.70-100)

1.) Struggling against Adversity  (GLADLY CUTTING OFF HIS HAND TO SAVE HIS SONS): In these remarkable lines, Titus demonstrates the extant of his almost cheerful willingness to save his condemned sons by cutting off his own hand in order to fulfill what he is led to believe is the emperor’s demand to do so: “Come hither, Aaron.  I’ll deceive them both; / Lend me thy hand, and I will give thee mine” (3.1.186-187).

(HIS TEARS “STAUNCHING THE EARTH’S DRY APPETITE”): One of the most vivid images of Titus’s heroic battle against misfortune is found in the following passage.  Here, he begs the dust of the ground upon which he prostrates himself to substitute his own “bitter tears” (3.1.6) for the “sweet blood” (3.1.15) of his condemned sons: 

For these, tribunes, in the dust I write

My heart’s deep languor and my soul’s sad tears.

Let my tears stanch the earth’s dry appetite;

My sons’ sweet blood will make it shame and blush.

O earth! I will befriend thee more with rain,

That shall distil from these two ancient urns,

Than youthful April shall with all his showers:

In summer’s drought I’ll drop upon thee still;

In winter with warm tears I’ll melt the snow,

And keep eternal spring-time on thy face,

So thou refuse to drink my dear sons’ blood.  (3.1.12-22)

1.) Scorning Fortune  (BANISHED?!  “O HAPPY MAN!”): In his Natural Questions, Seneca beseeches those who would be Stoics to “shape fortune instead of waiting for it,” “to regard all else that mortals value as fated to leave the way it came,” and to face “bad luck or good untrembling and unconfused, unimpressed by the turmoil of the one and the glitter of the other” (156).  In the quote below, Titus seems to apply Seneca’s logic to convince his eldest surviving son, Lucius, that banishment from Rome is not such a bad thing after all.  Composed and reconciled to losing his son, perhaps for life, Titus points out that, far from being a virtual death sentence, the banishment will allow Lucius to escape the ravenous hunger of Rome, which he refers to as a tiger.  If Lucius remains in Rome, he will eventually suffer the same consequences of other members of their cursed family.  Instead, Titus tells Lucius he should rejoice that Rome is expelling him from its murderous jaws:

O happy man!  They have befriended thee.

Why, foolish Lucius, dost thou not perceive

That Rome is but a wilderness of tigers?

Tigers must prey; and Rome affords no prey

But me and mine: how happy art thou then,

From these devourers to be banished!  (3.1.52-58)

1.) Despising Hope  (HOPE?!  I TALK TO STONES!): As mentioned earlier, Stoicism is pessimistic in the short run and optimistic in the grand scheme of the timeless universe.  Seneca advises that one should “endure whatever happens as if [one] wanted it that way (as one should, if one had known that everything happens by divine decree).  Weeping, complaining, groaning—these are mutiny” (156).  Below, Titus pleads with stones, saying those inanimate and lifeless objects are more caring than the tribunes who have just condemned two of his remaining sons to unjust executions.  Although he sheds tears, Titus seems to do so knowing his spontaneous lamentations will have absolutely no effect on the predestined outcome.  The thread of an almost casual pessimism runs through the fabric of his speech:

Why, ’tis no matter, man: if they did hear,

They would not mark me, or if they did mark,

They would not pity me, yet plead I must,

All bootless unto them.

Therefore I tell my sorrows to the stones,

Who, though they cannot answer my distress,

Yet in some sort they are better than the tribunes,

For that they will not intercept my tale.

When I do weep, they humbly at my feet

Receive my tears, and seem to weep with me;

And, were they but attired in grave weeds,

Rome could afford no tribune like to these.

A stone is soft as wax, tribunes more hard than stones;

A stone is silent, and offendeth not,

And tribunes with their tongues doom men to death.  (3.1.33-47)

5.) Bearing and Defying Adversity  (“NOW I STAND AS ONE UPON A ROCK”): Titus’s “Now I Stand as One upon Rock” speech is perhaps the penultimate expression of Stoic philosophy.  In his moving oration, Titus portrays himself as he is: alone in an ocean of events that threaten to swallow him.  Two of his remaining three sons are dead, their pickled heads brought to him in jars, and his last son has been banished from Rome forever.  Furthermore, he has been tricked into chopping off his hand to save those same sons.  However, his greatest woe is the gruesome fate of his young and once beautiful daughter, Lavinia, who now stands before him without her hands, tongue, and priceless virginity.  So extreme is the adversity Titus stoically bears, his own brother, Marcus, pleads with him to end his intolerable pain through honorable suicide: “Now, farewell, flatt’ry, die Andronicus” (3.1.253).  Nonetheless, Titus stalwartly trudges on, his “mind brave and defiant in the teeth of disaster” (Seneca 156):

For now I stand as one upon a rock 

Environ’d with a wilderness of sea,

Who marks the waxing tide grow wave by wave,
Expecting ever when some envious surge

Will in his brinish bowels swallow him.

This way to death my wretched sons are gone;

Here stands my other son, a banish’d man,

And here my brother, weeping at my woes:

But that which gives my soul the greatest spurn,

Is dear Lavinia, dearer than my soul.

Had I but seen thy picture in this plight

It would have madded me: what shall I do

Now I behold thy lively body so?

Thou hast no hands to wipe away thy tears,

Nor tongue to tell me who hath martyr’d thee:

Thy husband he is dead, and for his death

Thy brothers are condemn’d, and dead by this.

Look! Marcus; ah! son Lucius, look on her:

When I did name her brothers, then fresh tears

Stood on her cheeks, as doth the honey-dew

Upon a gather’d lily almost wither’d.  (3.1.79-80)
Political Considerations
 
The purpose of this paper has been to examine Seneca’s rhetorical devices and the Stoic philosophy that seem to have inspired Shakespeare in the creation of Titus Andronicus.  In concluding this abbreviated study, it may be appropriate at this time to consider a third issue: the political.  While biographical considerations are sometimes suspect in literary criticism, where political factors are concerned, especially in Shakespeare’s Roman plays, and certainly in the formation of Seneca’s moral philosophy, such examination may prove fertile.  As was the case with Titus’s son, Lucius, Seneca was banished [in A.D. 41] from the imperial family (Harsh xxi).  Eight years later, he was recalled to Rome by the new empress Agrippina to tutor the young Nero, heir of the emperor Claudius (xxi).  In 54, at the age of seventeen, “Nero succeeded when the death of the emperor was perhaps induced by Agrippina” (xxi).  “In 59, Nero asserted his majority with the murder of his politically minded mother.  Seneca fell into disfavor, and in 65 was forced [by Nero] to commit suicide.  This he did with Stoic nobility” (xxii).


Although Shakespeare’s tragic hero, Titus Andronicus, is fictional and Lucius Anneus Seneca is historical, there are nonetheless a number of political similarities between the two.  Both were fated to serve the dictates of corrupt and weak emperors; both did so with strict allegiance to Stoic duty; and both were “rewarded” for their military and cultural contributions to Rome with political annihilation and virtual executions.  While both clearly served the best long-term interests of Rome, the political realities engendered and cultivated by weak and corrupt emperors to maintain absolute power cast both Titus and Seneca as political enemies of the state, even though neither lusted for raw, executive power.  Their respective emperors, paranoid with anxiety, perceived both great men as jeopardizing their power.  Saturninus despised and feared Titus for his military accomplishments and personal nobility, while Nero dreaded and resented Seneca’s learning, art, and moral insight.

When the merely powerful encounter the morally superior, the dramatic tension produced is universally riveting.  Whether presented on stage or witnessed in the world of realpolitik, such is the stuff of which great tragedy is made.  One cannot help but wonder if Shakespeare reflected on Seneca’s political life, as well as on his rhetoric and Stoic philosophy, when he composed Titus Andronicus.
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