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        General Introduction

        Every play by Shakespeare is unique. This is
            part of his greatness. A restless and indefatigable experimenter, he moved with a rare
            amalgamation of artistic integrity and dedicated professionalism from one kind of drama
            to another. Never shackled by convention, he offered his actors the alternation between
            serious and comic modes from play to play, and often also within the plays themselves,
            that the repertory system within which he worked demanded, and which provided an
            invaluable stimulus to his imagination. Introductions to individual works in this series
            attempt to define their individuality. But there are common factors that underpin
            Shakespeare’s career.

        Nothing in his heredity offers clues to the
            origins of his genius. His upbringing in Stratford-upon-Avon, where he was born in 1564,
            was unexceptional. His mother, born Mary Arden, came from a prosperous farming family.
            Her father chose her as his executor over her eight sisters and his four stepchildren
            when she was only in her late teens, which suggests that she was of more than average
            practical ability. Her husband John, a glover, apparently unable to write, was
            nevertheless a capable businessman and loyal townsfellow, who seems to have fallen on
            relatively hard times in later life. He would have been brought up as a Catholic, and
            may have retained Catholic sympathies, but his son subscribed publicly to Anglicanism
            throughout his life.

        The most important formative influence on
            Shakespeare was his school. As the son of an alderman who became bailiff (or mayor) in 1568, he had the right to attend the town’s grammar
            school. Here he would have received an education grounded in classical rhetoric and
            oratory, studying authors such as Ovid, Cicero and Quintilian, and would have been
            required to read, speak, write and even think in Latin from his early years. This
            classical education permeates Shakespeare’s work from the beginning to the end of
            his career. It is apparent in the self-conscious classicism of plays of the early 1590s
            such as the tragedy of Titus Andronicus, The Comedy of Errors, and the
            narrative poems Venus and Adonis (1592–3) and The Rape of
                Lucrece (1593–4), and is still evident in his latest plays, informing the
            dream visions of Pericles and Cymbeline and the masque in The
                Tempest, written between 1607 and 1611. It inflects his literary style
            throughout his career. In his earliest writings the verse, based on the ten-syllabled,
            five-beat iambic pentameter, is highly patterned. Rhetorical devices deriving from
            classical literature, such as alliteration and antithesis, extended similes and
            elaborate wordplay, abound. Often, as in Love’s Labour’s Lost and
                A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he uses rhyming patterns associated with
            lyric poetry, each line self-contained in sense, the prose as well as the verse
            employing elaborate figures of speech. Writing at a time of linguistic ferment,
            Shakespeare frequently imports Latinisms into English, coining words such as abstemious,
            addiction, incarnadine and adjunct. He was also heavily influenced by the eloquent
            translations of the Bible in both the Bishops’ and the Geneva versions. As his
            experience grows, his verse and prose become more supple, the patterning less apparent,
            more ready to accommodate the rhythms of ordinary speech, more colloquial in diction, as
            in the speeches of the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet, the characterful prose of
            Falstaff and Hamlet’s soliloquies. The effect is of increasing psychological realism, reaching its greatest heights in Hamlet, Othello, King
                Lear, Macbeth and Antony and Cleopatra. Gradually he discovered ways
            of adapting the regular beat of the pentameter to make it an infinitely flexible
            instrument for matching thought with feeling. Towards the end of his career, in plays
            such as The Winter’s Tale, Cymbeline and The Tempest, he adopts
            a more highly mannered style, in keeping with the more overtly symbolical and
            emblematical mode in which he is writing.

        So far as we know, Shakespeare lived in
            Stratford till after his marriage to Anne Hathaway, eight years his senior, in 1582.
            They had three children: a daughter, Susanna, born in 1583 within six months of their
            marriage, and twins, Hamnet and Judith, born in 1585. The next seven years of
            Shakespeare’s life are virtually a blank. Theories that he may have been, for
            instance, a schoolmaster, or a lawyer, or a soldier, or a sailor, lack evidence to
            support them. The first reference to him in print, in Robert Greene’s pamphlet
                Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit of 1592, parodies a line from Henry
                VI, Part III, implying that Shakespeare was already an established playwright.
            It seems likely that at some unknown point after the birth of his twins he joined a
            theatre company and gained experience as both actor and writer in the provinces and
            London. The London theatres closed because of plague in 1593 and 1594; and during these
            years, perhaps recognizing the need for an alternative career, he wrote and published
            the narrative poems Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece. These
            are the only works we can be certain that Shakespeare himself was responsible for
            putting into print. Each bears the author’s dedication to Henry Wriothesley, Earl
            of Southampton (1573–1624), the second in warmer terms than the first.
            Southampton, younger than Shakespeare by ten years, is the only person to whom he
            personally dedicated works. The Earl may have been a close friend,
            perhaps even the beautiful and adored young man whom Shakespeare celebrates in his
                Sonnets.

        The resumption of playing after the plague
            years saw the founding of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a company to which
            Shakespeare was to belong for the rest of his career, as actor, shareholder and
            playwright. No other dramatist of the period had so stable a relationship with a single
            company. Shakespeare knew the actors for whom he was writing and the conditions in which
            they performed. The permanent company was made up of around twelve to fourteen players,
            but one actor often played more than one role in a play and additional actors were hired
            as needed. Led by the tragedian Richard Burbage (1568–1619) and, initially, the
            comic actor Will Kemp (d. 1603), they rapidly achieved a high reputation, and when King
            James I succeeded Queen Elizabeth I in 1603 they were renamed as the King’s Men.
            All the women’s parts were played by boys; there is no evidence that any female
            role was ever played by a male actor over the age of about eighteen. Shakespeare had
            enough confidence in his boys to write for them long and demanding roles such as
            Rosalind (who, like other heroines of the romantic comedies, is disguised as a boy for
            much of the action) in As You Like It, Lady Macbeth and Cleopatra. But there
            are far more fathers than mothers, sons than daughters, in his plays, few if any of
            which require more than the company’s normal complement of three or four boys.

        The company played primarily in
            London’s public playhouses – there were almost none that we know of in the
            rest of the country – initially in the Theatre, built in Shoreditch in 1576, and
            from 1599 in the Globe, on Bankside. These were wooden, more or less circular
            structures, open to the air, with a thrust stage surmounted by a canopy
            and jutting into the area where spectators who paid one penny stood, and surrounded by
            galleries where it was possible to be seated on payment of an additional penny. Though
            properties such as cauldrons, stocks, artificial trees or beds could indicate locality,
            there was no representational scenery. Sound effects such as flourishes of trumpets,
            music both martial and amorous, and accompaniments to songs were provided by the
            company’s musicians. Actors entered through doors in the back wall of the stage.
            Above it was a balconied area that could represent the walls of a town (as in King
                John), or a castle (as in Richard II), and indeed a balcony (as in
                Romeo and Juliet). In 1609 the company also acquired the use of the
            Blackfriars, a smaller, indoor theatre to which admission was more expensive, and which
            permitted the use of more spectacular stage effects such as the descent of Jupiter on an
            eagle in Cymbeline and of goddesses in The Tempest. And they would
            frequently perform before the court in royal residences and, on their regular tours into
            the provinces, in non-theatrical spaces such as inns, guildhalls and the great halls of
            country houses.

        Early in his career Shakespeare may have
            worked in collaboration, perhaps with Thomas Nashe (1567–c. 1601) in
                Henry VI, Part I and with George Peele (1556–96) in Titus
                Andronicus. And towards the end he collaborated with George Wilkins
                (fl. 1604–8) in Pericles, and with his younger colleagues
            Thomas Middleton (1580–1627), in Timon of Athens, and John Fletcher
            (1579–1625), in Henry VIII, The Two Noble Kinsmen and the lost play
                Cardenio. Shakespeare’s output dwindled in his last years, and he
            died in 1616 in Stratford, where he owned a fine house, New Place, and much land. His
            only son had died at the age of eleven, in 1596, and his last descendant died in 1670.
            New Place was destroyed in the eighteenth century but the other
            Stratford houses associated with his life are maintained and displayed to the public by
            the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.

        One of the most remarkable features of
            Shakespeare’s plays is their intellectual and emotional scope. They span a great
            range from the lightest of comedies, such as The Two Gentlemen of Verona and
                The Comedy of Errors, to the profoundest of tragedies, such as King
                Lear and Macbeth. He maintained an output of around two plays a year,
            ringing the changes between comic and serious. All his comedies have serious elements:
            Shylock, in The Merchant of Venice, almost reaches tragic dimensions, and
                Measure for Measure is profoundly serious in its examination of moral
            problems. Equally, none of his tragedies is without humour: Hamlet is as witty as any of
            his comic heroes, Macbeth has its Porter, and King Lear its Fool. His
            greatest comic character, Falstaff, inhabits the history plays and Henry V ends
            with a marriage, while Henry VI, Part III, Richard II and Richard III
            culminate in the tragic deaths of their protagonists.

        Although in performance Shakespeare’s
            characters can give the impression of a superabundant reality, he is not a naturalistic
            dramatist. None of his plays is explicitly set in his own time. The action of few of
            them (except for the English histories) is set even partly in England (exceptions are
                The Merry Wives of Windsor and the Induction to The Taming of the
                Shrew). Italy is his favoured location. Most of his principal story-lines
            derive from printed writings; but the structuring and translation of these narratives
            into dramatic terms is Shakespeare’s own, and he invents much additional material.
            Most of the plays contain elements of myth and legend, and many derive from ancient or
            more recent history or from romantic tales of ancient times and faraway places. All
            reflect his reading, often in close detail. Holinshed’s
                Chronicles (1577, revised 1587), a great compendium of English, Scottish
            and Irish history, provided material for his English history plays. The Lives of the
                Noble Grecians and Romans by the Greek writer Plutarch, finely translated into
            English from the French by Sir Thomas North in 1579, provided much of the narrative
            material, and also a mass of verbal detail, for his plays about Roman history. Some
            plays are closely based on shorter individual works: As You Like It, for
            instance, on the novel Rosalynde (1590) by his near-contemporary Thomas Lodge
            (1558–1625), The Winter’s Tale on Pandosto (1588) by his
            old rival Robert Greene (1558–92) and Othello on a story by the Italian
            Giraldi Cinthio (1504–73). And the language of his plays is permeated by the
            Bible, the Book of Common Prayer and the proverbial sayings of his day.

        Shakespeare was popular with his
            contemporaries, but his commitment to the theatre and to the plays in performance is
            demonstrated by the fact that only about half of his plays appeared in print in his
            lifetime, in slim paperback volumes known as quartos, so called because they were made
            from printers’ sheets folded twice to form four leaves (eight pages). None of them
            shows any sign that he was involved in their publication. For him, performance was the
            primary means of publication. The most frequently reprinted of his works were the
            non-dramatic poems – the erotic Venus and Adonis and the more moralistic
                The Rape of Lucrece. The Sonnets, which appeared in 1609, under
            his name but possibly without his consent, were less successful, perhaps because the
            vogue for sonnet sequences, which peaked in the 1590s, had passed by then. They were not
            reprinted until 1640, and then only in garbled form along with poems by other writers.
            Happily, in 1623, seven years after he died, his colleagues John Heminges (1556–1630) and Henry Condell (d. 1627) published his collected
            plays, including eighteen that had not previously appeared in print, in the first Folio,
            whose name derives from the fact that the printers’ sheets were folded only once
            to produce two leaves (four pages). Some of the quarto editions are badly printed, and
            the fact that some plays exist in two, or even three, early versions creates problems
            for editors. These are discussed in the Account of the Text in each volume of this
            series.

        Shakespeare’s plays continued in the
            repertoire until the Puritans closed the theatres in 1642. When performances resumed
            after the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 many of the plays were not to the taste of
            the times, especially because their mingling of genres and failure to meet the
            requirements of poetic justice offended against the dictates of neoclassicism. Some,
            such as The Tempest (changed by John Dryden and William Davenant in 1667 to
            suit contemporary taste), King Lear (to which Nahum Tate gave a happy ending in
            1681) and Richard III (heavily adapted by Colley Cibber in 1700 as a vehicle
            for his own talents), were extensively rewritten; others fell into neglect. Slowly they
            regained their place in the repertoire, and they continued to be reprinted, but it was
            not until the great actor David Garrick (1717–79) organized a spectacular jubilee
            in Stratford in 1769 that Shakespeare began to be regarded as a transcendental genius.
            Garrick’s idolatry prefigured the enthusiasm of critics such as Samuel Taylor
            Coleridge (1772–1834) and William Hazlitt (1778–1830). Gradually
            Shakespeare’s reputation spread abroad, to Germany, America, France and to other
            European countries.

        During the nineteenth century, though the
            plays were generally still performed in heavily adapted or abbreviated versions, a large
            body of scholarship and criticism began to amass. Partly as a result of
            a general swing in education away from the teaching of Greek and Roman texts and towards
            literature written in English, Shakespeare became the object of intensive study in
            schools and universities. In the theatre, important turning points were the work in
            England of two theatre directors, William Poel (1852–1934) and his disciple Harley
            Granville-Barker (1877–1946), who showed that the application of knowledge, some
            of it newly acquired, of early staging conditions to performance of the plays could
            render the original texts viable in terms of the modern theatre. During the twentieth
            century appreciation of Shakespeare’s work, encouraged by the availability of
            audio, film and video versions of the plays, spread around the world to such an extent
            that he can now be claimed as a global author.

        The influence of Shakespeare’s works
            permeates the English language. Phrases from his plays and poems – ‘a tower
            of strength’, ‘green-eyed jealousy’, ‘a foregone
            conclusion’ – are on the lips of people who may never have read him. They
            have inspired composers of songs, orchestral music and operas; painters and sculptors;
            poets, novelists and film-makers. Allusions to him appear in pop songs, in
            advertisements and in television shows. Some of his characters – Romeo and Juliet,
            Falstaff, Shylock and Hamlet – have acquired mythic status. He is valued for his
            humanity, his psychological insight, his wit and humour, his lyricism, his mastery of
            language, his ability to excite, surprise, move and, in the widest sense of the word,
            entertain audiences. He is the greatest of poets, but he is essentially a dramatic poet.
            Though his plays have much to offer to readers, they exist fully only in performance. In
            these volumes we offer individual introductions, notes on language and on specific
            points of the text, suggestions for further reading and information about how each work
            has been edited. In addition we include accounts of the ways in which
            successive generations of interpreters and audiences have responded to challenges and
            rewards offered by the plays. The Penguin Shakespeare series aspires to remove obstacles
            to understanding and to make pleasurable the reading of the work of the man who has done
            more than most to make us understand what it is to be human.

        Stanley Wells

    
        The Chronology of
            Shakespeare’s Works

        A few of Shakespeare’s writings can be
            fairly precisely dated. An allusion to the Earl of Essex in the chorus to Act V of
                Henry V, for instance, could only have been written in 1599. But for many
            of the plays we have only vague information, such as the date of publication, which may
            have occurred long after composition, the date of a performance, which may not have been
            the first, or a list in Francis Meres’s book Palladis Tamia, published in
            1598, which tells us only that the plays listed there must have been written by that
            year. The chronology of the early plays is particularly difficult to establish. Not
            everyone would agree that the first part of Henry VI was written after the
            third, for instance, or Romeo and Juliet before A Midsummer Night’s
                Dream. The following table is based on the ‘Canon and Chronology’
            section in William Shakespeare: A Textual Companion, by Stanley Wells and Gary
            Taylor, with John Jowett and William Montgomery (1987), where more detailed information
            and discussion may be found.
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        Introduction

        I

        It has taken nearly four hundred years for
            Shakespeare’s first tragedy to recover its original credit. That it made an
            overwhelming impact when it appeared in the early 1590s is evident from the surviving
            record of performances both in the London theatres and in the household of Sir John
            Harington at Burley-on-the-Hill in Rutland on 1 January 1596. This popularity is also
            clear from the demand for ‘the book of the play’, which went into three
            quarto editions between 1594 and 1611 before its canonization in the definitive Folio of
            1623; and also from miscellaneous printed evidence, such as a ballad, ‘Titus
            Andronicus’ Complaint’, associated with the play’s first success, and
            a passing reference by the ‘bookkeeper’ of Ben Jonson’s
                Bartholomew Fair, produced in 1614, to an Andronicus fan club still alive
            and well ‘some five and twenty, or thirty years’ on. However, for a period
            of nearly three hundred years, stretching from the Restoration to the Second World War,
                Titus Andronicus was taken seriously only by a handful of textual and
            bibliographical scholars. Readers, when they could be found, mostly regarded it as a
            contemptible farrago of violence and bombast, while theatrical managers treated it
            either as a script in need of radical rewriting, or as a show-biz opportunity for a star
            actor, especially in the role of Aaron.

        All this has changed. The reputation of
                Titus Andronicus – among directors, actors, critics, editors,
            academics, audiences and students – has never been higher since
            the play’s heyday at the end of the sixteenth century. Theatrically, the turning
            point was Peter Brook’s 1955 Stratford-upon-Avon production, with Laurence Olivier
            and Anthony Quayle beyond competition as Titus and Aaron, and a cut text projecting
            effects of barbaric violence and ritualized cruelty. This success prompted a sequence of
            independent productions by serious companies, which was brought to an unforgettable
            climax in Deborah Warner’s uncut version – the first such since, presumably,
            the 1590s – at the Stratford Swan Theatre in 1987, which, without mitigating the
            play’s ferocity, did full justice to its intellectual brilliance and social
            sophistication, but also to a richness of humanity that had still not yet been fully
            understood.

        II

        The first known performance of Titus
                Andronicus was given by Sussex’s Men at the Rose Theatre on 24 January
            1594. Performances were however soon suspended following a fresh outbreak of plague at
            the end of January. The play was entered in the Stationers’ Register on 6 February
            1594 and published shortly afterwards.

        Both internal and external evidence suggests
            a slightly earlier date of composition. The title-page of the First Quarto, which
            appeared in 1594, carries the play’s theatrical history thus: ‘As it was
            Plaide by the Right Honourable the Earle of Darbie, Earle of Pembrooke, and the Earle of
            Sussex their Servants.’ We have independent evidence that Pembroke’s Men
            went bankrupt and ceased production in August 1593, and no sign of their existence
            predates 1592. We also know from strong circumstantial evidence that Shakespeare had close associations with the company protected by the Earls of Derby.
            It is therefore reasonable to assume that the title-page list is chronological, a fact
            that gains yet further confirmation from the title-page of the Second Quarto (1600),
            which, though repeating the list in a slightly different order at a time when memories
            had faded, brings the stage history up to date by printing last the name of
            Shakespeare’s current company, the famous ‘Lorde Chamberlaine [his]
            Servants’; and by that of the Third Quarto (1611) which now dispenses wholly with
            ancient history in favour of the current holders of the play, ‘the Kings Majesties
            Servants’ – the name assumed by the Lord Chamberlain’s Men under James
            I.

        An allusion to Titus Andronicus in
            a play called A Knack to Know a Knave –

        
            
                As welcome shall you be …
            

            
                As Titus was unto the Roman senators,
            

            
                When he had made a conquest on the Goths,
            

            
                That in requital of his service done,
            

            
                Did offer him the imperial diadem
            

        

        – also suggests a slightly earlier date
            of composition. This memorially reconstructed text was first published in 1594, but
            Philip Henslowe’s Diary records seven performances of A Knack by the Lord
            Strange’s [or Admiral’s] Men at the Rose, between 9 and 12 June 1592 and 24
            January 1593. I find unconvincing the claim that this near-exact reference to the play
            could have been the result of a 1594 memorial confusion of the two texts; it is possible
            that these lines could have been an insertion in A Knack to advertise a new
            play by Shakespeare; but to me what they seem to be doing is making opportunistic use
            for expressive purposes of already well-known material; indeed they assume the celebrity
            of a play which, as we have seen, was still remembered by the
            audience of Bartholomew Fair. In this perspective, it would seem that Titus
                Andronicus must already have entered the repertoire of Derby’s Men by the
            end of 1591 or the start of 1592 at the latest.

        The plague continued to grip London for the
            whole of 1593, forcing the large urban companies to act before provincial audiences.
            Strange’s Men had to appeal to the Privy Council for special treatment, and, as
            Henslowe reported to Alleyn in a letter of 23 September, Pembroke’s Men collapsed
            altogether in mid-August, and were driven to pawn their costumes and sell their
            play-texts (including the titles mentioned above), in order to satisfy their creditors.
            This disastrous year also saw the twenty-nine-year-old Christopher Marlowe’s
            violent death on 30 May, and Thomas Kyd’s arrest and torture for alleged atheism,
            which precipitated his death fifteen months later at the age of thirty-six.

        The third company to perform Titus
                Andronicus, Sussex’s Men, had run uninterrupted under three earls from
            1569. In the early nineties they had made one appearance at court, in 1591–2 when
            Strange’s Men had shown their six plays. They seem to have survived 1593 better
            than most, for between 27 December of that year and 6 February of the next, they had a
            successful run at the Rose, with very profitable performances of Titus
                Andronicus, explicitly recorded by Henslowe as theirs, on 24 January, 28
            January and 6 February – the very day on which the printer John Danter registered
            ‘a booke intituled a Noble Roman Historye of Tytus Andronicus’. How did
            Sussex’s Men gain the rights over the production of Titus? The most
            plausible story is that they picked up some actors and their plays from Pembroke’s
            broken company. In any event, by the start of 1594 the whole system of play-production
            was coming apart. Sussex’s patron, the 4th Earl, had died just
            before the beginning of their run at the Rose, leaving their future uncertain. As for
            Derby’s Men, they had been left destitute by the sudden death of their new patron,
            Lord Strange’s son, Ferdinando Stanley, after only seven months. And to cap these
            disasters, on 6 February a further recrudescence of the plague once again closed the
            theatres.

        When the epidemic finally lifted in April,
            the two theatre supremos, the Queen’s Chamberlain Henry Carey Lord Hunsdon, who
            was responsible for ensuring court entertainment during the long Christmas season, and
            his son-in-law Charles Howard, himself a former Chamberlain and now Lord Admiral,
            decided to consolidate the best available dramatic talent into two strong companies.
            Hunsdon himself took charge of the first, which became known as The Chamberlain’s
            Men. Made up of top actors from Strange’s/Derby’s Men and from
            Pembroke’s Men, it was led by Richard Burbage, with William Shakespeare as
            resident playwright, and with ‘The Theatre’ – soon to be rebuilt as
            ‘The Globe’ – as its playhouse. Hence Shakespeare’s entire
            corpus, Titus Andronicus included, passed into the new company’s control.
            The second company, under Howard, became the new Admiral’s Men, with Edward Alleyn
            as their star actor, Marlowe’s plays as their prestige repertoire and
            Henslowe’s ‘Rose’ as their base.

        Thus ended what could be called the heroic
            phase of Elizabethan drama, in which Titus Andronicus occupied a central place.
            The appearance of Marlowe’s two Tamburlaine plays and Thomas Kyd’s
                Spanish Tragedie in c. 1587–8 unlocked the theatrical
            energies that had been intermittently building up since Thomas More’s play-writing
            circle under Henry VIII. As Marlowe’s Dr Faustus and The Jew of
                Malta (c. 1589–91) show, traditional genres were stunningly
            revitalized or transformed. But what dominated this seven-year phase
            was a succession of increasingly powerful and ambitious historico-tragic dramas, with
            escalating casts and a growing ability to represent collective life on stage. These
            plays, which all have demonstrable connections with Titus Andronicus, included:
            Thomas Lodge’s The Wounds of Civil War (c. 1589) staging the
            conflict between Marius and Sulla (the first surviving theatrical depiction of Roman
            history); George Peele’s The Battle of Alcazar (c. 1589) and
            Marlowe’s Massacre at Paris (c. 1592), the first dramatizations
            of near-contemporary real-life events (respectively the catastrophic destruction of the
            Portuguese by the Moroccan Moors in 1578, and the St Bartholomew’s Eve massacre of
            French Huguenots in 1572); Robert Greene’s Selimus (c. 1591)
            evoking the murderous dynastic rivalries of the Ottoman sultinate in the Turkey of 1512;
            and most of all the English history plays: Shakespeare’s Henry VI trilogy
            (1591–2) and Marlowe’s Edward II (c. 1591–2). These
            wonderfully productive six or seven years found perhaps their most characteristic
            expression in a dramatic form that could be called tragical history, and of which
            Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus (1591) and Richard III
            (1592–3) are the supreme instances.

        III

        In 1589 a twenty-year-old Thomas Nashe
            launched an attack on playwrights who ‘could scarcely Latinise their neck verse if
            they should have need’ – that is to say, who were barely able to convert
            into Latin the biblical verse proving they could claim ‘benefit of clergy’
            and so escape the gallows; or who ransacked ‘English Seneca … by
            candlelight’ for ‘many good sentences’ (quotations); or who at a moment’s notice would supply ‘handfuls of tragical
            speeches’ (‘To the Gentlemen Students of Both Universities’,
                Works, ed. R. B. McKerrow and F. P. Wilson, Oxford University Press, 1958,
            vol. 3, pp. 315–16). Various puns and allusions make it clear that Nashe’s
            particular target was Thomas Kyd, who, like Shakespeare, presumed to write plays without
            the advantage of a university degree, and who, incapable of distinguishing Rome from
            England or evil from good, ‘thrust Elysium into hell’ – a phrase
            maliciously culled from The Spanish Tragedie.

        In such a context there can be little doubt
            that despite his phenomenal early success Shakespeare had something to prove. Titus
                Andronicus was the first of a group of Rome-inspired texts, which included
                Venus and Adonis (1592–3), The Rape of Lucrece
            (1593–4) and The Comedy of Errors (1594). These works, however, represent
            a challenge less to Shakespeare’s contemporaries (the so-called ‘university
            wits’ championed by the precocious Nashe) than to antiquity itself. The two
            narrative poems comprehensively outdo their Latin sources, Ovid’s
                Metamorphoses X and his Fasti II, in their elaboration of
            emotional conflict. The Comedy of Errors adds a second pair of identical twins
            to Plautus’s Menachmi to complicate the source plot by a factor of four.
                Titus Andronicus not only introduces one of its main ‘sources’,
            the Philomela episode of Metamorphoses VI into the narrative – to the
            point of bringing Ovid’s very book on stage – but, as we shall see,
            explicitly improves on it. In Ovid, Pandion, King of Athens, gives his daughter Procne
            to Tereus, King of Thrace, for saving Athens; Tereus takes her back to his country, and
            a son, Itys, is born of the marriage. After five years, Procne persuades Tereus to fetch
            her sister Philomela from Athens for a visit. Tereus falls insanely but secretly in love
            with her. Pandion entrusts his second daughter to him; but when they reach Thrace, Tereus takes her to a ‘hut deep hidden in the ancient
            woods’. She pleads for mercy, then for death. Incensed, he rapes her repeatedly
            and cuts out her tongue. He then leaves her under guard, returns to Procne and pretends
            that Philomela is dead. In the ensuing year, Philomela stitches the story of her wrongs
            in a tapestry and sends it to Procne. Under cover of the wild festival of Bacchus
            celebrated by the uninhibited Thracian women, Procne finds Philomela in the woods and
            brings her back home disguised as a bacchante. Uncovering the ‘shame-blanched
            face’ of her sister, she becomes deranged with hate for Tereus. She notices that
            her small son Itys looks like his father, represses her maternal love, cuts his throat
            like ‘a tigress’, and cooks him, offering him to Tereus as part of a sacred
            feast. Having ‘gorged himself with the flesh of his own flesh’, he calls for
            Itys, only to receive the reply ‘You have, within, him whom you want’, while
            Philomela thrusts the boy’s head into his face. Beside himself with rage and
            grief, Tereus pursues Pandion’s daughters with drawn sword. As they flee,
            Philomela turns into a nightingale, Procne into a swallow and Tereus into a hoopoo. In
                Titus Andronicus, it is the self-conscious Aaron who proposes to out-do
            Ovid, both in ingenuity (doubling the mutilations) and in rhetoric (by turning art into
            life); but it is Titus who in his turn will eventually overtake him in both
            departments.

        Shakespeare was, as it were, competing with
            Rome, not with Nashe, or Greene – who, three years after Nashe, was himself to
            attack Shakespeare as ‘the only Shake-scene in the country’ in his
                Greene’s Groat’s-Worth of Witte 1592 (literally reprinted by G.
            B. Harrison in Elizabethan and Jacobean Quartos, Edinburgh University Press,
            1967, pp. 45–6). It almost seems as if Shakespeare’s response to humanist
            snobbery was to set up a premature quarrel of the ancients and the
            moderns, in order to demonstrate the superiority of the latter. If the depth and
            intensity of Shakespeare’s interest in Rome as such is still under question after
            this first classical phase, it is put beyond doubt by his second, when his encounter
            with Plutarch produced three masterpieces, Julius Caesar (1599), Antony and
                Cleopatra (1606) and Coriolanus (1608), which have never been equalled
            in their capacity to resurrect, without the faintest taint of antiquarianism or
            pedantry, Rome and its Romans on the modern stage.

        Titus Andronicus is not, of course,
            in any sense a Plutarchian play. Its principal model is probably a pseudo-historical
            prose narrative which resurfaced between 1736 and 1764 under the title ‘The
            History of Titus Andronicus … Newly Translated from the Italian Copy printed at
            Rome’. The nineteenth-century Shakespearean scholar J. O. Halliwell-Phillips
            reported that he owned a version of this history. The only surviving copy is now in the
            Folger Library, Washington. There is no compelling reason for ruling out the existence
            of an Italian source. Renaissance Italy was very interested in the history of the later
            Roman empire, and Italian translations of virtually all the major Greek sources were
            available. Nor is there any special reason to question the claim of the
            eighteenth-century pamphlet’s publisher that it represented a new, or at least
            revised, translation. Of course, the existence of such a source in Elizabethan
            translation would not bring greater discredit to Titus than Arthur
            Brooke’s ‘Tragicall Historye of Romeus and Juliet’, ultimately derived
            from the Italian, brought to Shakespeare’s next tragedy, Romeo and
            Juliet. Moreover, the existence of such a source would in no way diminish our
            perception of Shakespeare’s creative engagement with his predecessors, though it
            would not lend support to the magpie version of that engagement, which
            represents the playwright as collecting bits and pieces of narrative material from a
            whole variety of sources until they spontaneously cohered to form a new narrative. What
            it would do, however, is to explain why, unlike Lodge’s Wounds of Civil
                War or Shakespeare’s own later Roman plays, Titus Andronicus
            fails to recreate a specific period of Roman history – or rather why it creates an
            historical hybrid, combining the stern republican Rome of Cato the Elder with the
            third-century imperial Rome of, say, the emperors Decius and Severus, with its internal
            persecutions and its frontiers permeable to Gothic invaders who, even then, were
            starting to assimilate the civilization of their victims. Yet for all its apparent
            chronological irresponsibility, Titus provides astonishing evidence of the
            depth of Shakespeare’s imaginative assimilation of Rome and its culture.

        Explanations of Shakespeare’s powers
            of assimilation must start with the recognition that his historical drama is much more
            ‘sociological’ or ‘anthropological’ than moral or political. Of
            course Shakespeare is not lacking in political or moral concepts; but if plays like
                Titus Andronicus or the stupendous Coriolanus are political, they
            are so more by virtue of their awareness of how political projects are formed and
            conducted than for their endorsement of this or that political programme. The evolution
            of the historical play over the seven years that followed the appearance of
                Tamburlaine I (1587) was essentially a movement from a conception of
            society as docile before individual will to one of society as resistant to it.

        The simultaneous movement of late
            Elizabethan drama towards such a relativized conception of character is owed as much to
            dramaturgical developments as to new conceptions of the relationship of the self to the
            social. Much the most important of the former is the emergence of interactive dialogue as a theatrical norm. In a play like Gorboduc (1561), by
            no means a contemptible text, the dialogue for the most part takes the form of speeches
            describing off-stage events which could be addressed equally to other actors or the
            audience, in order to enforce a lesson: that unless the Queen begets an heir or appoints
            a successor, the realm of England will disintegrate. With the appearance of
                Tamburlaine, speeches given and received become expressions of a mighty
            personality whose existence evolves in its relation to the other members of the cast,
            but only in order to dominate them by seduction or authority or terror. With Titus
                Andronicus (c. 1591–2), however, the entire dramatic script,
            soliloquies included, functions as a network of responses and reactions. Although the
            language of the play of course exhibits more formal registers – symbolic,
            ritualistic, intertextual – its primary and consistent function is
            interlocutory.

        How far and deep this goes can be
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