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Abstract

A small industry in Shakespeare and histimes has burgeoned in the 1990s, with the
publication of books like Harold Bloom’ s hagiogr aphy—Shakespeare: the invention of
the human (1998) and the production of commercially viable films like Shekhar
Kapur’sElizabeth (Britain 1998), Kenneth Branagh’s Much ado about nothing
(Britain-USA 1993) and Hamlet (USA-Britain 1996), and Baz L uhrmann’s Romeo &
Juliet (USA 1996). Perhapsthe most remarkable sign of Shakespeare’srecent
popularity isthe number of timesTitus Andronicus, long notorious as Shakespeare’s
wor st and most violent play, has been staged in the last twenty-fiveyears. One of the
most dramatic Shakespear ean eventsin recent years has been Titus (USA 1999), Julie
Taymor’sfilm adaptation of Titus Andronicus (which followed her successful New
York stage production). Thispaper presentsan analysisof that film and attemptsto
chart the variouswaysin which Taymor has trandated Shakespeare’stragic play into
thefilm medium, and also to measure her relative successes and failuresin this
remarkable artistic endeavor.




| ntroduction

Today, The Lamentable Tragedy of Titus Andronicus (1594), like Timon of Athens (circa
1607), is one of Shakespeare’sleast performed plays, and thereis good reason for it.
The play combines the almost unbear able sadness of King Lear (1605) with the horrific
cruelty of the Jacobean revenge tragedy, as staged in John Webster’ s The Duchess of
Malfi (circa 1613). Titus Andronicusis arguably Shakespeare’s most unpleasant
dramatic creation, as a mere recounting of the plotline will testify.

Then how successful could a film adaptation of Shakespeare'sbitter play expect to be?
The 1990s have been a decade of unprecedented interest in Shakespeare and histimes,
and many of his plays have been trandated into the medium of film. Examplesinclude
Franco Zeffereli’s Hamlet (1990), Kenneth Branagh’s Much Ado About Nothing
(1993), Oliver Parker’s Othello (1995), Richard Loncraine'sRichard 11 (1995), Baz
Luhrmann’sRomeo & Juliet (1996), Kenneth Branagh’sHamlet (1996), Trevor Nunn’s
Twelfth Night (1996), and Michael Hoffmann’s William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer
Night’s Dream (1999).

These films (and others, such as John Madden’s
Shakespearein Love and Shekhar Kapur’s Elizabeth,
both 1998) have found receptive audiences. In
addition, a book on Shakespear e and hisinfluence

o :
on moder n culture has become a best seller in both
hardback and paperback editions (Harold Bloom’s S HA-K—ES PEARE
Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human. New THE, | WVENTION of the H RN

York: Riverside Books, 1998 and 1999, WY ¥ e

respectively). Recently, books have also appeared on

thelife of Shakespeare, Shakespearein films, and HARO LD LOOM

Shakespear € slanguage. (Thesebooksare, .
A
. ’ y

respectively, Anthony Holden’ s William
Shakespeare: The Man Behind the Genius: A
Biography [Boston: Little Brown & Company,
2000]; Douglas C. Brode€' s Shakespeare in the
Movies: From the Silent Era to Shakespearein Love
[New York: Oxford University Press, 2000]; and
Frank Kermode’'s Shakespeare’s Language [New
York: Farrar Straus & Giroux, 2000].)

Harold Bloom’s Shakespeare

Despite these Shakespear ean triumphs, it was still with something akin to skepticism
that | watched Titus (1999). Director Julie Taymor, best known for her Broadway
productions of The Lion King and The Green Bird, seemed to me at first glance an
unlikely person to produce such a problematic play. Why should she so sorely tease



and temp fate on her directorial film debut? | discovered, in fact, that she holds at
least three acesin her poker hand. First, Taymor has experience—having successfully
staged the play at the Theatre for a New Audiencein 1994. Second isthefact that the
part of Titusis played by Anthony Hopkins, one of the truly great actorsof our time.
Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, Taymor has a tremendous amount of
imagination and a keen insight into the problems and strengths of Titus Andronicus as
a potential vehiclefor afilm. She may well have lear ned some pointersfrom the late
Chicago theatre director Michael Maggio, who directed Shakespeare’sdark play for
the New York Shakespeare Festival in Central Park in 1989.

The plot of Shakespeare'scruel play readsamost like theatre of the absurd, so
emotionally overwhelming and horrific arethetribulationsthat befall Titusand his
family. Thick and fast fall the blows upon the head of Titus—not even Job or
Abraham suffersas much as Titusdoes for hispride and nobility. Asisusual in a
Shakespear ean tragedy, the herois shown at histallest height and power, just before
hisfall. Titus Andronicus (Anthony Hopkins), an aging Roman general, returnsto
Rome victorious after an extended ten-year campaign spent defeating the bar bar ous
Goths. He bringsto Rome as captives Tamor a (Jessica L ange), the Goths’ queen, and
her three sons, Alarbus, Demetrius, and Chiron. To appeasethe godsfor the deaths of
hisown sonsin battle, Titus sacrifices Tamora’'s eldest son, Alarbus (appar ently too
briefly in the film to be credited). Titusremainsdeaf to Tamora’svocal and piteous
entreatiesfor mercy. Vowingto exact revenge on Titus for thekilling of Alarbus,
Tamora and her two surviving sons, Demetrius (Matthew Rhys) and Chiron (Jonathan
Rhys-Meyers), aretaken as giftsto the new Emperor.

But Romeisadivided city, an armed camp. The great Roman Emperor Caesar is
dead, and histwo sons—Saturninus, the eldest, and Bassanius, beloved by Lavinia,
Titus’'s daughter —dispute who shall wear the emperor’scrown. In adramatic if
misguided action motivated, depending upon you point of view, either by histrue
nobility of mind and spirit, or by a slavish devotion to duty and tradition, Titusreects
the crown offered him by the grateful and jubilant citizens of Rome. Instead, he hands
the crown to Saturninus (Alan Cumming). Thus Saturninusis made Emperor through
Titus'sintercession.



Saturninusrespondsto Titus’'s noble gestur e by
claiming Titus s beautiful young daughter, Lavinia
(Laura Fraser), for hisbride, definitely not a quid
pro quo. But Titusdutifully accepts Saturninus's
specious claim, heedless of the fact that Lavinia and
Saturninus syounger brother, Bassanius (James
Frain), arein love and are pledged to one another.
By these two actions—theritual sacrifice of
Tamora’s eldest son and his acceptance of
Saturninus swanton claim for the hand of Lavinia—
Titusunwillingly setsinto motion a catastrophic
series of eventsthat will leave hisfamily shattered
and histhoughts of a peaceful retirement in old age a
lamentablejoke. Thisplay, morethan any other by
Shakespeare, illustratesthe Solonic tag, so often
recounted in Greek tragedy, “Count no man happy
until heisdead.”

Saturninus Needs a Queen

The implacable machinery of doom, death, and martyrdom isirrevocably set into
motion when Bassanius, aided by Titus'sfour surviving sons, abducts Lavinia. The
first victim to fall beforethe sword is Titus’s own son, Mutius, whom Titus slays
because, in helping Bassanius abduct L avinia, he has brought shameto their good
name and become a traitor to Rome. Saturninus, angered by his brother’sact of near
treason, takes Tamora as hiswifeinstead. AsEmpress, Tamora, who lustsfor a
thousand-fold vengeance on Titus, now wieldsthe power to make good her threats of
retribution. Aaron (Harry Lennix), a conscienceless Moor who is secretly her lover,
aidsand captains Tamorain her dire machinations. The play tellsof the cruel and
pathological manner by which Tamora, her evil paramour, Aaron, and her sons,
Demetrius and Chiron, achievetheir unspeakable vengeance on Titus and hisfamily.

The resolution and climax of the play (asin the film adaptation) represent new heights
(or lows) in therevenge tragedy. The vengeance exacted by both sidesis, in fact, so
terribleand inhuman that it borderson the insane. But vengeanceisa sword that cuts
both ways. And Tamoraisso bent on her course of revengethat shefailstoact
prudently.



There areindeed many scenesin the film that might have come straight from the
legendary Grand Guignol—that macabre and darkest of art forms. Perhapsthe most
notable Grand Guignol-like scene occur s when a street performer and his strumpet
arrive at Titus'sresidence, pretending to perform an entertainment for Titusand the
surviving member s of his by -now numb and shattered family. Instead of the proffered
music and entertainment, they deliver to Titus, enclosed in what appearsto bethe
barrel of a street organ, the heads of two of his sonsand hisown hand severed in a
misguided pleafor clemency. (By allowing hishand to be cut off by Aaron and sent to
the Emperor, Titus believed he had saved his sons from execution.) This scene (and
otherslikeit, called by Taymor “ Penny Arcade Nightmares’) fitsthe texture of the

film wonderfully, and isnot in the play.l In the play, a messenger merely deliversthe
body partsto Titus stating the obvious, “Worthy Andronicus, ill art thou repaid / For
that good hand thou sent’st the Emperor” (111.i.235-236).

The briefest comparison of Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi with Shakespeare's Titus
Andronmicus will show us many similarities, even though nearly twenty years
separatesthem in time. Aside from thefact that both are “revenge tragedies,” and
brew up that most potent of blood sports, murder, probably the most telling similarity
between the two playsistheir intense, palpable aura of doom and tragedy. Even to
someone mer ely reading the plays, the experienceis quite intense and at times almost
overwhelming.

Webster’s great tragedy, while not as gloomy and depressing as King Lear or as
bloodthir sty as Titus Andronicus, comes pretty close to being both. A brief plot outline
will confirm thisassertion. The Duchess, a widow, fallsin love with and marries her
stewar d, Antonio—a commoner. Her two brothers—Ferdinand, Duke of Calabria,
and the Cardinal—are outraged at this serious breech of decorum, and believing their
names brought low and their honor besmirched, forcethe loversto separate. The
Duchessiskept prisoner in her palace, while Antonio fleesfor hislife. Bosola, the cruel
minion of the Cardinal, mentally torturesthe Duchessin a most foul and evil way. He
finally stranglesher and her children, and totop it off, murders Antonio. Asif these
foul deeds are not enough, Webster creates a palpable atmospher e of brooding
darkness and impending death. In fact, blood and violence ar e not enough for
Webster, and he sprinkles his play liberally with ghosts, disembodied hands, poison,
and murder by strangulation and breaking of the victim’s neck—not to mention liberal

doses of incest, adultery, and lycanthropy.2

Critical Reception

Although Titus Andronicus was extremely popular in Shakespeare’stime, a modern
audience can be expected to recoil from the many horrors perpetrated by Tamora and
Titus, on one another and on their respective families. Especially problematic arethe
seriesof murdersin Act V of the play (which arefaithfully reproduced in the film).
One London audience watching the play performed in 1923 wer e so taken aback by the
cascade of horrorsin Act V that they actually burst out laughing, not generally a thing

to be desired when staging a Shakespear ean tragedy.2



As a sour ce and model for his play, Shakespear e borrowed the Philomela legend from
Greek mythology and also borrowed heavily from Seneca’sinfluential Roman tragedy
Thyestes. Roman tragedy traditionally looksto the art of oratory and declamation to
produce its effects, and thus stage action isrelatively flat. This meansthat none of the
grigly details of the murderswould be enacted on the stage. Of cour se Shakespeare’s
version of the Roman dramatic tradition would carry the muted horror of the Roman
drama and enact it effectively onstage—a distillation and heightening of the various
Roman dramatic elementswould result in powerful tragedy indeed on the Elizabethan
stage. And there arenumeroushorror talesof the effect of such drama on those
individualsin the audience of tender sensibilities.

Perhaps a misunder standing of the natur e of
Elizabethan drama (not just Shakespeare's) and its
indebtedness to Senecan (that is, Roman) drama led
many film criticsto overreact somewhat in their
criticism of the film when it first came out. One
example of thistype of excessively negativereview
came from Stuart Klawans, film critic for The
Nation. Klawans writes. “Though reputed to be a
theatrical genius, [Julie Taymor] has made a hash of
Shakespear € s Titus Andronicus, turning one of the
stupidest playsever written (I quoteT. S. Eliot) into

the dumbest movie of December ‘99.”4

Titusand Tamorain
Confrontation

Apparently Klawans has some of the same problems| did with certain aspects of the
camerawork. Certainly, some of the video-like sequences are overly pretentious, but
Klawans's assertion that Julie Taymor lackstalent isboth absurd and quite simply
untrue. Thisisapparent when Klawans writes, “ So, in Titus, fascist chic gets served up
with lost-world primitivism, Renaissance weeds with late-ninetieskid’ swear, to no
mor e pur pose than can be found in thereeling-drunk camera movements or dump-it-
in-the-Cuisinart editing.” What bothersme most in hisadmittedly brief review of
Titus isthat Klawans's approach to the film suggestsignorance of Shakespeare and
Elizabethan drama. Thefilm is, after all, an adaptation of the Shakespeare play, and
much of Klawans’ sinvective should morefairly be directed at the Bard.

| believeit ismore productive, however, to discover what Taymor has made of the
play, and to see how, exactly, she has reinter preted Shakespeare’svery interesting, if
bloody, play for the film medium. | believethat in thisdirection liesthe more valuable
contribution for both film and literary study. To simply say that the play is stupid fails
to account for itspopularity in Shakespeare' stimeand its popularity with college and
university audiencestoday. (I should state herefor therecord that, whilel don’t read
him on aregular basis as| do Roger Ebert and Janet Masdlin, among others, | usually
find Klawans a very fine and perceptivefilm critic. Hisstancevis-a-vis Titusisall the
moretroubling since heisan influential American film critic, read by a significant



number of film buffs.)

Klawans might beinterested to learn that there has been a marked resurgencein the
number of stage productions of Titus Andronicus in England, America, and Europe.
Titus Andronicus has also gained the attention of critics and scholarsalike who have
found much to praisein thewritten play. Cambridge University Press, for example,
published new and definitive editions of the play in 1994 (Alan Hughes, ed., Titus
Andronicus [Cambridge; New York: CUP, 1994]) and the Arden Shakespeare series
followed suit in 1995 (Jonathan Bate, ed., Titus Andronicus, The Arden Shakespeare,
Third Series[London: Routledge, 1995]). In the sameyear, a book of critical essays
was published on Titus Andronicus: Philip C. Kalin, ed., Titus Andronicus: Critical
Essays (New York; London: Garland, 1995). Another book by Shakespeare scholar G.
Harold Metz published in 1996 has an inter esting chapter discussing the performance
history of Titus Andronicus between 1970 and 1994 (G. Harold M etz, Shakespeare's
Earliest Tragedy: Studiesin “ Titus Andronicus” [Madison and Teaneck: Fairleigh
Dickinson University Press; London: Associated University Presses, 1996]).

| should also say that not all criticsreacted asdid Klawans. Of the mainstream film
critics, for example, Roger Ebert, almost always a model of thoughtful and well-
reasoned film analysisand a fine prose writer to boot, gave a fair and reasoned review
of the play. Unfortunately, in assuming that the play is practically worthless, Ebert
falls prey to some of the same preudices as does Klawans. Ebert writes: “Thereisno
lesson to belearned from ‘Titus Andronicus.” It isatragedy without a hero, without
values, without a point, and ther efore as modern asa horror exploitation film or a
video game. Itisnot acatharsis, but a killing gallery wher e the characters speak in

poetry.” =2

| strongly disagreethat the play has*no lesson” to
teach us, the modern audience. Ebert, however,
makes up for this preudice by detailing a large
number of perceptive observations for such a short
critical review. Even if you don’t agreewith Ebert’s
conclusions, you’'ll admit that he has watched the
film closely and bases his conclusionson fact. Ebert
notices, for example, Taymor’s*fanciful version of
ancient Rome,” complete with police wearing Nazi
uniforms; the problem with the*“rigid
choreography” of the soldiers asthey enter Rome;
the gleam of Hannibal Lecter in Hopkins's portrayal
of Titus; the “outrageous” contrivance of Aaron’s
devious plots and schemes, and Taymor’s
“command of costumes and staging, ritual and
procession, ar chetypes and comic relief.”

Tamora Becomes Queen



But again, | must protest, in all fairness, that the film isa good one, and that Taymor is
in good company when she attempts to revaluate the Shakespear e play that everyone
lovesto hate. For example, the Arden edition of Titus Andronicus boastsa 121-page
Introduction in which Jonathan Bate argues that Titus Andronicus should berescued
from its virtual oblivion: “not only the play’s staging but also its aesthetics and politics
arein fact complicated and sophisticated—and . . . ought to be widely read and more

frequently performed. . .. | believethat Titus isan important play and aliving one” &
In the 1980s, the Royal Shakespeare Company staged Titus Andronicus asonein a
series of Shakespeare's Roman plays. In an interview, Trevor Nunn, Associate
Director of the Royal Shakespeare Company (and director of 1996's Twelfth Night),
said of Titus Andronicusthat “[It] isrepresented as emblematic of and representative
of theold Roman virtuesunder attack. ... No other society, in historical terms, has
been able to make the point of waning military power, moral collapse, mockery of

traditional principlesand nightmarish violence unleashed.”

In fact, asmentioned earlier, a serious and very positiverevaluation of Titus
Andronicus has been taking place since the 1950s, and thisrevaluation has carried with
it a mounting body of literary criticism that views Titus Andronicus in a new and more
favorablelight. Now, I’'m not suggesting that one hasto be a Shakespear e scholar to
review afilm adaptation of one of his plays. Klawansis, after all, a working film critic
who does not have the luxury of timeto prepare a learned review of each film he sees.
Still, | feel he should have taken alittle moretimeto discover why hisreaction to the
film was so negative. And he should havetaken thetime, at least, to discover if his
problemslay with Taymor or with Shakespeare.

Lavinia After Her Ordeal

Problems of the Play and Film

In thefilm, the devious machinations by Aaron and Tamoraresulting in the brutal
murder of Bassanius by Demetrius and Chiron and their inculpation of Titus'stwo
innocent sonsfor the deed are realistically and convincingly portrayed. Because of the
swiftness of these abominable actions and the resulting dramatic tensions, the viewer
will have no difficulty in dealing with the many coincidences of plot and the damnable
ease with which their heinous acts are concluded. Indeed, the subsequent rape and



mutilation of Laviniaisso realistically portrayed that, like a punch in the stomach, it
takesone’s breath away.

The sight of Lavinia left standing white and wraith-like on a dead tree stump in the
middle of a swamp isa powerful if unwanted sight. Sheisso ghost-likein thewind,
waving her bloody branch-like ssumps of hands and opening her tongue-less mouth
that it isan effort not to cry out. Thisscene, in particular, isso grotesquein itshorror
and muted beauty that one can only conclude it servesa symbolicrole. The use of
naked branchesto signify her severed hands and their veinsisvisually stunning; it is
also thematically effective, asit pointsto the symbolic and fairy-tale element in the
play—r ecreated wonderfully in the film—the use of the Philomela legend from Greek
mythology, probably borrowed by Shakespear e from a contemporary translation of
Ovid’s Metamorphoses.

After her brutalization, Laviniaisalready dead, and thisis probably clearer in the film
than theplay. Sheinhabitsthethreshold of a shadow world where men and women
aretransformed into treesand flowers. Sheremainsonly peripherally in thisworld,
theworld of the play and film, and then only until she can take an active part in the
restoration of her honor through revenge. After that, Tituskills her, in compliance
with her wishes and his compassion not to let her suffer. Inthe context of the play, her
death isreally an act of mercy, though it probably will not be seen as such by modern
audiences. Indeed, the bloodbath of death in Act V isso very swift and partially
unexpected, that it sscemsalmost comic; the viewers ask themselvesincreduloudly,
“What else can happen?”

The entire episode of Lavinia' smartyrdom is otherworldly, and itsvisual effect is
power fully rendered in the film. In fact, it reminded me of that gripping scenein
Charles Laughton’ s Night of the Hunter (1955), when we look beneath the surface of
the lake and see Shelley Winters seated in the car, the waves gently undulating and the
second mouth of her neck wound slowly oscillating—terror and beauty in the same
horrific sight. Thefate of the women in thesetwo filmsissimilar. In both filmsthe
perversion of the romantic element resultsin the violent deaths of the women. It may
be significant, too, that the survivors of thetwo filmsare children. Thetragic legend of
Philomela must have occurred to Shakespear e as a suitably anti-romantic plot element
that also suggested to him an appropriate ending to the play.

In thiscontext, it isinteresting to note that the scene where Mar cus (Colm Feore)
comes upon Laviniain the swamp hasraised much controversy and condemnation
among audiences and scholars alike:

Who isthis? my niece, that flies away so fast!

Speak, gentle niece, what stern ungentle hands

Havelopp’d and hew’d and madethy body bare

Of her two branches. ..

Alas, a crimson river of warm blood,



Liketo a bubbling fountain stirr’d with wind,
Doth rise and fall between thy rosed lips,
Coming and going with thy honey breath.

And, notwithstanding all thisloss of blood,
Asfrom a conduit with three issuing spouts,

Yet do thy cheekslook red as Titan’sface
Blushing to be encountered with a cloud.

A craftier Tereus, cousin, hast thou met,

And he hath cut those pretty fingers off,

That could have better sew’d than Philomel.

O, had the monster seen those lily hands
Tremble, like aspen-leaves, upon a lute,

And makethesilken strings delight to kiss them,
He would not then have touch’d them for hislifel

(I1.iv.11; 16-18; 22-25; 29-32; 42-47)

Many believethat Marcus’' swordsto Lavinia are so
inappropriate asto be positively absurd. Itis
argued, for example, that thisand many other
speechesin the play use wordsthat aretotally
inappropriateto thevery incidentsthey describe.
These speeches have been criticized by Wolfgang
Clemen, one of the “classical” Shakespear e scholars,
as Shakespeare’s* unrestrained desire for expression
over any real necessity for it. Theimagesrun wild,
they arenot yet organically related to the framewor k

of the play.”§ Indeed, Marcus swordsto Lavinia
have raised scholars’ eyebrowsfor centuries.

Titus Preparesto Serve Dinner



Wolfgang Clemen refersto Marcus’'slinesin amanner that anticipates Klawan’sand
Ebert’ sreactionsto the film adaptation. Clemen sees Marcus’s speech as especially
troubling: “the best example of such absurd contrast between occasion and image
[that is, between the word and the deed] is offered by the speech . . . which Marcus
makes upon finding the cruelly mutilated Laviniain thewood. . .. Itisnot only the
ideathat a human being at the sight of such atrocities can burst forth into along
speech full of images and comparisonswhich appears so unsuitable. .. but it israther .
.. their wanton playfulness” (Clemen, 26).

I, however, see Marcus’'swords as a logical outcome of the scene, and the speech is
especially effectivein thefilm. The sceneis certainly a fantastic, if gruesome, one. The
scene, with its mythic overtones, is so highly stylized and symboalic, the high poetic
language so appropriateto the scene, that it emphasizesthe mythic atmosphere
surrounding theincident. In fact, Marcus s speech isitself a metaphor for Lavinia’'s
death-in-life, as she stands upon the threshold of her passageto the other world of
myths, gods, and her oes.

Thisconcept of the disparity between language and deed in a play (or film) isan
interesting one, and it has many possibilitiesfor investigation and comparison. On this
subject, | can think of no more appropriate parallel than that of James Cameron’s
Titanic (1997). Thereisno denying the power of the spectacle and therich texture of
the cinematography in Titanic (for which cinematographer Russel Car penter won a
richly deserved Oscar). What ismore problematic isthefilm’svery silly story. It
makes Roy Baker’s A Night to Remember (1958) or even Titus appear, by comparison,
crowning achievements of realism. What is even wor sethan Cameron’sstory,
however, isthefilm’svery silly dialogue. | agree wholeheartedly with Phillip L opate,
who wrote, “I have a hard time accepting Leonardo di Caprioin Titanic asa mature
male lead, and the picture’s stale, silly dialogue gets on my nerves—never wastherea

greater digunction between elegance of visuals and inelegance of Ianguage.”g I must
say it waswith great relief that | saw di Caprio finally stiffen with therigor of theicy
sea water, untold hour s after a normal mortal would have been har ping hisway aloft.

Translating the Play into Film



Watching Titus did not send me scurrying immediately after my edition of
Shakespeare, however, and | can’t say that | had any great desireimmediately
afterward to reread the play or topurchasethefilm version on DVD. That desire
came only later, after reflecting on the “staging” of the play, when alonging arosein
me to see exactly how the film’sdirector and writer, Julie Taymor, had translated
Shakespear € s play intothe medium of film and created a visually exciting and organic
wholefrom an art that islargely auditory. Asany playgoer knows, directors have been
toying with Shakespear € s playsfor centuries, cutting a bit here, changing a little now
and then, likethe order of certain scenes. Some changes areto be expected in any
production of Shakespeare, even the most faithful to the original, and | consider
Taymor’sfilm production to be of these.

But what do we make of Taymor’sassertion in her Cineaste interview that Titus
Andronicus “isnot meant to be read but to be performed” (De Luca and Lindroth, 28).
Certainly Shakespeare wroteall of hisplaysto be performed. Asaworking
playwright that was his obsession—the performance. We can only conclude, by the
cavalier way heignored the publication of his plays (in contradistinction to Ben
Jonson, for example), that he had no consuming passion to see his playsin printed
form, but meréely left to posterity the job of assembling an accurate text of the plays.
Or, perhaps, Taymorerefersto the Roman style of acting where action was secondary
to the locution of the actor.

What amazes me most isthat thefilm isas close to Shakespeare' splay asit is. There
have been relatively few introductions of new of new elements of plot, and the changes
that have been made generally contributeto the dramatic effect of the film. Asidefrom
sever al differences between play and screenplay (some of which are discussed by Julie
Taymor in the Cineaste interview), there are so many curiositiesin the film that it
would take a monograph to detail them all. One of the film’smore obvious curiosities,
and one that bothered me a great deal, was the use of Roman style military dress,
weaponry, and cavalry officers on horseback juxtaposed (for no purpose! could
discern) with moder n weapons like assault riflesand moder n inventions such as
automabiles.

Perhaps Julie Taymor can becited for excess zeal here. Still, she chose Milena
Canoner o, the Oscar -winning costume designer of Stanley Kubrick’s Barry Lyndon
(Britain 1975) and Hugh Hudson’ s Chariots of Fire (Britain 1981), to design her
costumes. According to Canonero,

Julie wanted to make a movie wher e ther e wer e no specific, direct
referencesto aperiod, but to createaworld unto itself. Thereare
longago [sic], faraway references like Roman and Etruscan, and also
fairly recent references, like the wartime 1930s and 40s. That givesa
symbolic relevance to the violence and revenge, makesit more eternal.



Also, her vision isvery witty, and wetried to get that acrosswith the
look of the movie.” 22

| disagreewith Taymor and Canonero that the use of these anachronismsis effective—
for methey merely serveto draw unwonted attention to themselves as artifices and
point away from thefilm. The scene where Aaron killsthe nurse, for example, takes
placein a section of the palace that looks like a modern pool hall. Accordingto
Taymor, theidea to have Aaron use a pool cueto murder thenursewasa “brilliant”
contribution of Harry Lennix (DeLucaand Lindroth, 29). Thisact certainly

under scores the M oor’ svillainous character and opportunistic nature. | disagree with
Maria DelLucaand Mary Lindroth, however, who believe these anachronisms are “ but
seamless leapsinto an unexpected and thematically rever berating variety of time
periods” (DeLucaand Lindroth, 28).

I, on the other hand, found the use of both period and modern elementsin the film
somewhat arbitrary and not really effective. 1 would say, do oneor the other, as Baz
Luhrmann did with his otherwise less successful version of Romeo and Juliet (1996).
Seeing the two elements yoked together like a metaphysical conceit reminded me of
watching those television westerns as a child, where the hero would ride a hor se and
blast away with a six-shooter at fleeing bandits (also on hor seback), while his sidekick
rode along, bouncing over the potholesin his jeep.

It’snot that | have a problem with Shakespear e performed in modern dress. | have
watched several Shakespeare plays set in modern times and enjoyed them immensely.
And | enjoyed Kevin Klein as a dandified Bottom in Michael Hoffmann’s William
Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night's Dream (1999). | am no purist on thisaccount, and
while | believethat the Baz L uhrmann’s Romeo and Juliet (1996) is an interesting
failure, still | applaud the gutsit took, for director, producer, and actors, to makethis
film and to assume that today’ s youth are capable of actually enjoying Shakespeare.
Asaformer teacher of Shakespeare in high school and college, | believe anything done,
within reason, to make Shakespear e mor e applicable and acceptable to modern youth
(including music and dance) will only servein thelong run toillustrate the towering
genius of Shakespeare and make him more “popular,” in the best sense of the word—
and that is, after all, only Shakespeare’sdue.

In looking at the differences between the film and the play, it seemsto methat a dlim
maj ority of the changes ar e exceptionally fruitful and enhance the play for the modern
audience. Theswirling forest scene where Bassaniusisslain isvisually effective and
disturbing, with itsimprovised and frenetic movement. It appears spontaneous and
yet ismorerefined than the intentionally herky-jerky camera movement of Eduardo
Sanchez and Daniel Myrick’s The Blair Witch Project (1999). But other changes and
the use of some symbolicimages are not so productive, and | can only deduce that



Taymor hasa dlightly eccentric view of the play and the film. The Cineaste I nterview
itself isa casein point. TheInterview isat turnsenlightening, misleading, and
mystifying.

Taymor acceptsthe more humanistic aspects of Shakespeare' sdark play and its
relation to current events. Shemaintains, for example, and | agree with her, that the
film asks somefairly direct questions of the audience. “What can we do as a people,”
shewonders, “about the sickest thing in our lives, which isour incessant need to be
violent, and racism and the whole business?” (De Luca and Lindroth, 29) But then we
havetherather strange assertion that “Even Demetriusand Chiron are not cold -
blooded killersand they' re shocked when Aaron kills the nurse with a pool cue” (De
Luca and Lindroth, 29). How can thisact be “ shocking” to the two brotherswho have
slain Bassaniusand “trimmed” hisbride? And | wonder if it can it be both “brilliant”
and “shocking,” in the sense sheimplies, at the same time?

Another plot element that gave me pauseisthe use of Lucius s son (played by Osheen
Jones) asamostly silent witnessto the entirefilm asit unfolds. Perhapsthe suggestion
isthat the oneswho truly suffer in warsaretheyoung, the children who are our
future. Perhapstheboy’s character existsto deliver a comment on thefilm, like the
Greek chorusof old. If thisisTaymor’sintent, then the only other cinematic use of
thistypel can think of isthat made by David L ean of the town idiot (John Mills) in
Ryan’s Daughter (1970), in my view an extremely underrated film. Millsistherefor
several reasons, haunting thetown, as ubiquitously asthe sky. Most importantly, by
reflecting the chaos and war that exists outside theislands, heindicatesthat war is
madness, and it destroyslives. Taymor herself has said that her metaphorical use of
Young Lucius stemsfrom her being “intrigued with thisidea of the child’ s experience
of violence” (DeLucaand Lindroth, 28). Ultimately, however, Taymor’suse of Young
Luciusasthe “eyes of the audience” remains ambiguous and open to both criticism
and reinter pretation.

It isonly toward the end of Titus, after all, that the boy isfinally identified asLucius's

son—Young Lucius—that is, Titus'sgrandson. And why the film opensin modern day
with the boy playing with toy soldiers puzzles me. Theonly sensel can make of that is
that thisstory of violence and outrageisan old one, too old, perhaps, and that Taymor

isreminding usthat these atrocities are occurring even in our own day—aswitnessthe
troublesin Northern Ireland, the atrocitiesin Sarajevo, the pogromsin Africa, and the
list goes on.

And what do these troubles amount to but revenge and counter revenge flavored with
religion and ethnocentrism? It isnot Shakespeare’sfault that he was prescient enough
torealize that evil iswithin mankind—our heart of darkness, our shadow self—and
will probably remain with us until we evolve into a mor e peaceful creatureor are
rendered as obsolete asthe Dodo bird.

Maria De Lucaand Mary Lindroth wax eloquently about thisaspect of Taymor’s
directorial skills. “Her dazzling layers of imaginative juxtapositions, notably her
sensitive and original framing of thetale through the eyes of the boy Lucius. . . takeus
beyond the brutality and madness, and provide viewer swith a catharsis, an insight into
the emotional vulnerabilities behind the violence and the human tragedy it ultimately
causes” (DelLucaand Lindroth, 28). Thisissimply not so; it doesn’t happen in the



play, and it suredoesn’t happen in thefilm. Theonly catharsisavailablein thefilm is
through Titus, asherisesand falls, and lets his obstinate pride and single-minded
devotion to duty dictate hisactionsinstead of hisintellect or hisheart. Certainly
Young Luciusisa symbolic presencein thefilm; that is clear, but | never oncefelt in
theleast that | was*“seeing” thefilm through hiseyes. Onereason for thisisthat
Anthony Hopkinsas Titustowersover the cast; it isto Titusthat welook for a
meaning to all of thisawful suffering, to whom welook for a catharsis, for a mind that
isstrong and supple enough to unravel the mystery of human evil and fate.

That Titus is choreographed in placeslike a musical should come as no great shock,
considering Taymor’ s Broadway credentials. What isodd isthat some of these
sequencesdon’t really work. We areintroduced to the Roman soldiers, led by Titus,
who perform a kind of mechanized goosestep, only slightly sillier. What this
represents, | suppose, istheidea of military order taken toridiculous heights. Or
perhaps Taymor ridiculestheidea of order asitsown reward, like the stereotypical
Prussian soldier, so well portrayed by D. H. Lawrence, for whom thereisno greater
joy than following orders. Thereis, for me, something absurd about grown men in
uniforms acting deadly serious about the act of merewalking. That iswhy | once
laughed at the guards outside Buckingham Place who go from statue-like immobility to
waist-high knee kicks, ended by terrifically loud heel clicks. I’'m not sure ultimately
what this says about Titus, but it certainly lets us know that heisan army man
through and through, and that he valuesdiscipline. But ishe, really, toorigid?

Theidea of soldiers, toy and real, isused in a metaphorical sensein thefilm. Like
many other elements of the film, it becomes clear only asthe film unfolds. The army
representsthe cold light of a Roman tradition that glorifiesduty to the state. Thusit is
that Titus can slay his son because of devotion to duty, and give up hisdaughter to a
usurper for the samereason. Thesoldiersarethe upholdersof a harsh, masculine
tradition that re ectsthe maternal, nurturing instinct and livesfor war, rapine, and
violence. Thereisnoroom for the notion of romanticism, only the fulfillment of one’s
duty, and allegianceto the state in the form of theemperor. If thiscomescloseto
totalitarianism and fascism, thisis no coincidence. Mussolini, like Hitler, preyed upon
theinfantile fantasies of a people starving for glory and who desired mightily toreturn
to aformer golden agethat they believed was their cultural heritage. No matter that
the golden age never existed; it could berealized in the present by the subjugation of
neighboring countries and the extermination of a race of scapegoats.

Much of what is supposedly glorious about the Roman Empire—that shineslike so
much fools gold in the deep recesses of the racial imagination—is specious and
danger ous when looked at in thelight of day. But what mattersfor the Elizabethans,
and for Shakespeare, isthe fact that the Roman Empire represented order and
stability—order and stability at a time when political aswell ascivil lifewasvery



uncertain and Catholicsand Protestants were at pointed swords.

In an interview given to Sight and Sound, Taymor
told John Wrathall thisabout the child’stoys, “I
never got over the image of the unburying of the
Chinese terracotta army [discovered in 1974 near
the ancient capital of Xi’an] and | wanted this shot
of the army coming in [at the beginning of the film]
to beliketheterracotta army on themarch. It'sas

- if the child’stoys are coming alive” According to
h Taymor, “Because this play isas much about
violence[-]ag-] entertainment asit is about violence
itself, | wanted to start with the child’ sapproach to
violence, which isthrough histoys” (Wrathall, 25).
Whilel do not agree with thisassumption, it does
explain therather bizarre opening of thefilm. The
“child” Taymor contemplates hereisobviously a
male, though one wonderswhat toys Tamora had as
ayounggirl.

Young Lucius

The Triumph and Failure of Art

Some visually interesting sequences added by the director are not particularly
effective—some of the dreams and nightmar es, the so-called “ Penny Arcade
Nightmares.” Othersdo dramatize certain key dramatic elementsin thefilm. One
controversial sequence occursas L aviniarelives her rape and torture at the hands of
Demetriusand Chiron. We see herea colorful and dramatic representation of her
inner anguish. Thisanguish is portrayed as an expressionistic video, the kind we have
cometo expect in the more experimental and successful music videos, with images of a
doe and a snarling tiger shown for a few seconds and then intercut with other images
representing innocence, violence, aggression, and assault. Thisbrief sequence deserves
careful consideration because it symbolizes at the same time both the triumph and
failure of Taymor’'sart.

Thetriumphsof Taymor’sart arefairly obvious: thebrilliant visual effectsthat strike
uswith such unique power; the unusual and thoughtful use of images and symbolsthat
resonate like musical motifs throughout the film; the sheer joy in experimentation that
shebringsto her directorial film debut; and the sensitivity with which sheinterprets
Shakespear € stragedy and renews it for amodern audience. John Wrathall, in his
brief but cogent interview with Julie Taymor, offers some per ceptive observations on
thebrilliance of Taymor’sart. Herecognizesthe power and boldness of her



imagination and creativity: “Taymor’sdistinctive achievement liesin theflair and
dynamism with which shereinvents material for anew [film] medium” (Wrathall, 24).
Wrathall goes on to point out theimportanceto Taymor and her film that much of it
was shot in Italy at Cinecitta. Shooting in Rome “ Not only gives the film a frisson of
real history,” hewrites, “but also allowed Taymor to tap into the creative well-spring
of Italian cinema” (Wrathall, 26). Thiscreative“well-spring” included Lucianci
Tovoali, Director of Cinematography, who worked with Antonioni; and Dante Ferretti,
Production Designer, who worked with both Pasolini and Fellini (Wrathall, 26).

In the short, surrealistic flashback sequence, L avinia stands high on a pedestal, being
buffeted by thewinds. Sheisabrunette Marilyn Monroe, skirt being lifted to expose
her thighs, asthetigers menace her from left and right. Why usethis image of
American iconography in a Shakespearean play? |sthissequence making a bold
statement about the male constantly preying upon the female and using her to satisfy
hisown desires and carnal appetites?

Taymor herself sheds some interesting if somewhat ambiguous light on her methods
here. She maintains,

There’s something about theimage of Marilyn Monroe with the wind
blowing up her dresswhich isan incredible rape. Thiswoman hasto hold
down her skirt and there’stheroar of the subway going underneath and
blowing it up. It’sthe most iconographic image of Monroethat exists. And
so for Lavinawith these tigersattacking her: ther€sno more powerful
sensual, sexual image of awoman than that” (Wrathall, 26).

In the same sequence Taymor also employstwo other disparateimages. the goddess
on a pedestal and the ballerina as “ pristine female image|s] of perfection and grace. |
wanted to play with the defilement of these two icons of female virtue and

sexuality” (Wrathall, 26). But | wonder hereat theword “defilement” and wonder too,
whether there arejust too many things going on here.

| am not convinced, either, that Marilyn Monroeisan icon for all the ages, though in
real life she certainly was used by the media every bit as much as she her self used the
media for her own purposes. Perhapstheworld has shrunken and been engulfed by a
media that recognizes no national or international boundaries. Perhaps Chinese
peasants walking with their vegetable cartstomarketsin rural areaswould recognize
the Marilyn icon and react to it. PerhapsIncasin the high Andesof Peru might also
recognize the symbolism of female submitting to male that underliesthe American
icon. After all, C. G. Jungin his approach to psychology emphasized theincredible
similarity of men’spsyches, asrepresented in the dreams of men and women of
different culturesand even different ages. Perhapsin thissense Marilyn ismorean
archetypethan an icon. But | am skeptical.

Ultimately the flashback sequence doesn’t work here, however, for avery simple
reason: becausewefind it hard to equate theimagesin the sequence as having come
from the mind of Lavinia, even amind astraumatized todistraction asLavinia’sis.
For afew brief seconds, | even had the odd feeling that a part of Lavinia, perhaps her
darker more sensual self, was actually enjoying the sexual brutality of therape, that
she was even responding to the sexual stimuli, the age-old myth that every woman



wantsto be over power ed and ravished by the masculine. The beauty and potent
sensuality of theimagery hereisactually a deterrent to Taymor’s message, if sheis
showing usthat Roman society was an authoritarian, tradition-bound, and male
dominated society. Thetigers, assymbolsof sexuality and fierceness, are grander,
mor e brightly beautiful than Demetrius and Chiron, real agentsof Lavinia’s
destruction.

Thisand other such video sequences, aswell as additions such asthe Grand Guignal,
apparently represent a kind of expressionistic interior monolog or soliloquy for the
various actors; these sequences serveto heighten the film’sdramatic tension in places
wherethewritten play admittedly fallsshort. In these scenesthe written play is
arguably subservient to the film version because the play uses uninspiring wordsto
convey the protagonists’ emotion or simply leavesthe audience on its own to imagine
the emotion stemming from the action, like therelatively flat scene wherethe
messenger brings Titusthe heads of histwo sons. It isin scenessuch asthisthat the
film versions of Shakespear€ s (or any other good dramatist’s) plays can best achieve
their magic, add real value to the production, and thus enhance the modern audience’' s
enjoyment of the art.

The scenesin the palace, as it degeneratesinto wanton abandon and carnal profligacy,
are also well choreographed and contrast nicely with the austere exterior of streets,
sidewalks, soldiers, prostitutes, and anonymous darkness. The drabness of everyday
life consists of shadows, while the goings on in the palace are pictured in bright,
colorful scenes. Beautiful people wearing little but their smiles cavort near an
Olympic-size pool. We know that the downfall of Saturninusand Tamoraisnear,
however, because as audiences we have cometo expect swift and fell retribution to
follow once the sins of Sodom and Gomorra are exposed to view.

That the palaceisin such a sad sate of affairsis due chiefly to the negligence and
weakness of Saturninus and the lustsof Tamora and Aaron. Indeed, much ismadein
thefilm and the play of the fact that Saturninusisignorant of the fact that Aaron has
made him a cuckold. Theclimax of thispart of the film comeswhen Tamorais
delivered of Aaron’sbaby. Thefact of the child’ s color istheissue here. In both the
play and thefilm, what is stressed isthat Tamora hasrotten bad luck; it isterrible that
she may be found out, not necessarily that she and Aaron have been behaving
lascivioudly.

One of the most important considerationsin producing a play like Titus Andronicus for
amodern audience istherequirement to have a fine cast who deliver superb acting.
Taymor has certainly assembled an outstanding cast in her film. One must say that the
acting by Anthony Hopkinsas Titusissuperb. In fact, thefilm isworth watching if
only to see Hopkins at work. If thefilm isworth a second ook, it is by sheer dint of his



magisterial performancethat he elevatesthe play and createsitsvery heart and drama.

It isdifficult to do Hopkinsjustice and embarrassing, indeed, not to have wordsto
praise him highly enough. | can think of no other living film actor with hisrange—
demented but brilliant lunatic in Jonathan Demmeé's Silence of the Lambs (1991);
invidious suitor and husband to Emma Thompson in James|vory’s Howard's End
(1992); diffident Englishman and doomed would -be romanticin Ivory’s The Remains
of the Day (1993); rigid Oxford don C. S. Lewis, who succumbsto the charmsof Debra
Winger in Richard Attenborough’s moving Shadowlands (1993); difficult, self-
absorbed, and controlling artist in Ivory’s Surviving Picasso (1996); or asthe proud,
aristocratic, and swashbuckling hero and mentor of Antonio Banderasin Martin
Campbéell’simmensely fun The Mask of Zorro (1998)—and thisrangeisevident in
Titus.

Hopkinsis believable as the proud and noble Roman general, asthe unthinking soldier
who slays his own son for compromising hishonor and who will not repent this deed,
asthe utterly destitute and pathetic figure who grovelsin thedirt and supplicates a
hostile emperor to have mercy on hissonswho are falsely condemned to death, and as
the crafty if bloodthirsty army man who, feigning madness, setsatrap for Demetrius
and Chiron and plansthe ultimate surprisefor Tamora. Here are shades of Hannibal
Lecter. AsTituscontemplates the banquet he has planned for Tamora, | seetheold
Hannibal Lecter gleam in his eyes, and seem to hear him say, “fava beans.”

It would beunfair to dight the other fine actorsin thefilm, but the only oneswho
stand out for me are Laura Fraser as Lavinia, pale and beautiful in her suffering;
Matthew Rhys and Jonathan Rhys Meyers as Demetrius and Chiron, respectively, who
are perfectly cast and costumed as post-punk, video maniacs, sociopaths without a
conscience or a cause; and Harry Lennix as Aaron, who issuperb asthe M oor who
revelsin evil ssimply for itsown sake. Alan Cumming as Satur ninus, however, looked
too weak to have any real political aspirations, or even to desire Lavinia, much lessthe
bawdy barbarian, Tamora. Saturninuslooked anything other than saturnine, and it is
to beassumed that hewas cast ironically in thisrole.

| believe Julie Taymor ismistaken in her casting of Tamora. Jessica Lange as Tamora,
while still strikingly beautiful, was not well suited for her role. Sheistoo soft spoken,
too regal, to be effective as the crude and bloodthirsty Tamora. In some ways,
perhaps, her beauty even worksagainst her in thisrole. In her defense, however, |
should point out that Taymor certainly chose Jessica Lange for theright reasons. In
discussing casting with interviewer James Kaplan, Taymor insists, “What | didn’t
want was a L ady M acbeth—a har sh queen who wasjust cold and vicious: | wanted
that vulnerability that Jessica has. Through all the horrible vengeance she takes,
there’s somewher e wher e you will always under stand the primal hurt. Sheisthe

mother incarnate.” 2

It isdifficult for me not to want to discover a motive for Aaron’s malignancy, if only to
comply with my concept of mimesis, but Shakespear € s villains have a habit of defying
amateur psychologistslike myself, and | can find nothing in thefilm (or play) that
explainstheMoor. In fact, though he bleedswhen pricked and presumably diesas a
man at the play’ send, heisalmost a caricature of evil, not a man of flesh and blood.
He confesses to L ucius (Angus MacFadyen) a diabolical litany of offenses he has



per petrated against the innocent, smply for the fun of it. And hewill not submit; heis
aworthy precursor to Milton’sbrilliant Satan, when at the end of the play hetells
Lucius, “1 am no baby, I, that with base prayers/ | should repent the evils| have
done. / Ten thousand wor se than ever yet | did / Would | perform if I might have my
will” (V.iii.185-188).

Aaron only shows his human, vulnerable sidein wanting to protect his newborn son.
The warmth of his affection for his newborn son, depicted eloquently in thefilm,
strikesusat first asodd. Wewonder if it is counterfeit. Can such a man, athing of
evil, contain the same thoughts, impulses, the same emotions and passions as other
men? Itissaid that Hitler loved hisdog, ironically enough, a German Sheppard. But
then, on reflection, perhapsit isnot so very strange that a man such asthe Moor would
want a copy of himself to perpetuate hisline. Otherwise, heisthat type of villain of
whom it can only be said, asit was by Coleridge of Iago, that hisisa“motiveless
malignity.”

So how are weto take the ending, when Young Lucius gently carriestheinfant in his
arms, lovechild of the evil Aaron and Queen Tamora? Theend of thefilm isnot
particularly forthcoming on thisissue. It isnot in Shakespeare’splay. Inthefilmthe
boy walks slowly out into the open air, just asthe sun rises, and we see the newly
awakening land. And at thevery instant that the sun lieson the horizon, the film ends.
Isthishopefor thefuture, or ssimply an omen, an indication that what seems innocent
can in time becomedeadly and lethal ?

In the Cineaste interview, Taymor maintainsthat thefilm’sending isless abstract than
her stage production, where the baby was placed in a coffin that rested on the banquet
table. When the coffin was opened (by Young Lucius), “you heard many babies crying,
the birds, the bells. That wastoo oblique and abstract for a movie because that would
be saying that the child isdead. Inthetheatreit’s symbolic” (DeLucaand Lindroth,
29). Obviously Taymor subscribesto a different concept of symbol and metaphor than
| do. AsJuliet would say, “A coffin isa coffin isa coffin,” even with the sounds of
songbirds and tinkling bells.

Of theintriguing sun image Taymor says, “It’snot a full sunrise. [The scene’s| about
possibility and hope but it’ s not about solution” (De Luca and Lindroth, 29).
Ultimately, | guessthis meansthat thefilm isintentionally open-ended. I'm afraid |
see this manufactured ambiguity as a failure of nerveon Taymor’spart. In theplay,
on the other hand, it isquiteclear, with the installation of worthy Lucius as Emperor,
that lifeis expected to move forward on an even keel from now on. Thisiswhat the
citizens of Rome expect at any rate and iswhat the play clearly indicates.

The problem isthat after such horrendous and bloody deeds, this promise of peace
soundsto our earsrather flat and hollow. Our emotions have been squeezed in avise,
and theendingisrather alet down, rather a dull vibration when we are used to the
deafening rumble of satanic mills and factories. Thisisavery real problem in the play,
and | think Taymor under stands this sense of hollowness and deflation. She makesa
noble effort at dramatic intensity with Young Lucius carrying Aaron’s baby and
walking towardsthe sunrise, but ultimately chooses an ineffective method of correcting
thisanti-climax in the film.



Weall know, of course, that once the flames of hateand violence engulf a society, the
blaze can rarely betotally extinguished. Perhapsit will always be there, a kind of
satanic legacy, burning like an ember in the dark, secret caves of the mind and soul.
Such monumental passions and horrific deeds can hardly leave anyone unchanged.
It’spossibleto read thefilm, then, asa warning that the purest heart can harbor evil,
and that the most pleasant of days can turn into a nightmare. We must do the best

with what we have, and plan for our future and our children’sfuture, realizing that the
gift that each placid day bringsusisnot permanent and never assured.

But perhaps, after all, | should leave the last word with Taymor. | believe her
production of Titus, like Baz Luhrmann’s Romeo and Juliet, took a great deal of
courage. And, unlike Luhrmann’sversion of Romeo and Juliet, | believe Titus succeeds
asafilm, though thisisin great part dueto the geniusof Anthony Hopkins. | suspect
that Titus will bethe only film adaptation of Shakespeare's Titus Andronicus for many
yearsto come. Assuch, it will remain the definitive film version for several years, if
not decades. And so | applaud thedirector, producers, actors, and all who took part in
this production, for, as Taymor so eloquently putsit, in akind of ironic

under statement, “ Titusisnot a neat or safe play, where goodnesstriumphsover evil,
but onein which, through relentless horror, the undeniable poetry of human tragedy
emergesin full force, demanding that we examine the very root of violence and judge

itsvarious acts.” 2
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