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1. Introduction

In 1999, Julie Taymor was the first woman to direct a film version of Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus and there are many different opinions about her adaptation of the play into her film Titus. Some think it is a trashy exploitation of Shakespeare while others think it is extremely well done. Opinions differ on the interventions Taymor has made in relation to Shakespeare’s characters and also with regards to the unconventional and postmodern form of the film in general. In a male-dominated industry such as Hollywood filmmaking, where both production and direction are most often controlled by men, it is always interesting to see the results when a woman is suddenly pulling the strings behind a large-scale production such as Titus, which stars several Hollywood actors including big names such as Jessica Lange, Alan Cumming, and Anthony Hopkins. Julie Taymor is one of the most famous female directors in the United States and she has been awarded for her work on several occasions. The result was indeed interesting, as it was almost bound to be, when Taymor, as a woman and as a very conscious director, said yes to turning the work of perhaps the most famous male writer of all times into a film – also because the original play with its excess of violence and gore is controversial in itself. Taymor herself has said that when she first read the play, she loved the truth of it but could not stand the reality of it (Titus, disc 2, The making of Titus). And as this master’s thesis will show, that is actually a very fitting description for her own adaptation as well because Taymor must be said to have revealed some truths of her own in relation to this play and especially the female characters within it. She has made interventions which question everything from the stereotypical roles of women in the play and in conventional filmmaking in general to female power and the effect of popular cultural products on gendered existence and violence.   

Shakespeare’s play Titus Andronicus is his earliest tragedy. It is estimated to originate from around 1594, and even though it is generally not considered to be one of his better plays, it has, like all his other works, been widely discussed. The storyline evolves around the Roman general, Titus, who has been defending the empire against the Goths. Titus executes the Gothic crown prince and as the queen of the Goths, Tamora, swears her revenge against Titus, series of violent incidents and retaliations follow each other all the way through the play. Among these incidents is the much discussed rape of Lavinia – the daughter of Titus.

Since the 1960s, a number of feminist scholars have occupied themselves with the works of Shakespeare and have been analyzing the female characters in his different writings to reveal Shakespeare’s view on women and to clarify the kind of roles that he left for them in society. When it comes to Titus Andronicus most feminist scholars have focused on the character of Lavinia as the repressed and silenced woman trapped within patriarchal power structures while smaller amounts have looked more closely at her opposite in the play: the Gothic Queen Tamora. Tamora represents the wrong kind of femininity since she is a female occupying a wrong place in society and committing similarly wrong and dangerous deeds.  

Shakespeare’s inspiration to the play can be found among other places, but perhaps most importantly, in Ovid’s Metamorphoses since the play carries clear intertextual references to the story of Philomela, both explicitly and implicitly. Shakespeare used Ovid’s text as an inspiration for his own version of the story and in 1999, Taymor used Shakespeare’s play to produce her own angle on the revenge tragedy – an angle that can be seen as inspired by feminism and postfeminism and which clearly still contains intertextual references and features interventions in relation to the story of Philomela. 

As mentioned, scholars disagree on Taymor’s work. Many of these disagreements surface especially when analyzing the female characters and that is part of the reason why it will be awarding to look into this film from a feminist/postfeminist point of view. Taymor herself has said that she would never rewrite Shakespeare but with this film she would have to fill his work out visually (Johnson-Haddad, 2000: 35). What is it that she has done then, since there are such arguments about what the female characters now represent and about what the message of the story has now become? It is true that most of the dialogue has been kept intact, meaning that speeches may have been cut down but nothing has been added in relation to the lines of the characters. This means that the changes which Taymor has made both in relation to the characters and in relation to the plot are done only through altered representations, cinematic devices, and well planned silent extra scenes such as the so-called Penny Arcade Nightmares, which feature intertextual references to well-known cultural icons. The result, with its mixture of multiple references to everything from time and music to gender and characters, comes across as astonishing, innovative, postmodern, and even shocking at times. And that is exactly the idea because strong responses create conscious thinking and provoke audiences to question things such as ‘neutral’ ways of representation.

Feminists have always been occupied with breaking down representations and the cinematic devices which help reinforce society’s view of the right set of gender roles. As postfeminist scholar Ann Brooks writes:

[…] popular cultural forms can be seen as sites of opposition and sites of resistance for a range of groups who wish to open up the possibilities for the creation of new sites of meaning and knowledge (Brooks, 1997: 189)

The above quote covers the purpose of Julie Taymor’s film very well. In this master’s thesis, I will show how Taymor can be read as inspired by feminism/postfeminism to investigate, question, and break down existing patterns of representation and knowledge concerning gender, film, and audience. 

Since the 1960, both feminism and feminist film theory have gone through a great development into feminism’s current state which is referred to as postfeminism. Postfeminism is defined as the intersection between feminism and anti-essentialist movements and schools of thought such as postcolonialism, postmodernism and post-structuralism inspired by theorists such as Jacque Lacan, Jacque Derrida, bell hooks, and Judith Butler. In this assignment, I will make use of both feminist and postfeminist theories, and that includes the film theory developed within this paradigm as well.   

 During the time stretching from the 1960s up until now, feminism has moved from an engagement with ‘the personal is political’ to an interest in the politics of identity. Within the movement as a whole this means that the focus from the beginning was perhaps somewhat narrow. The engagement with society as structured according to a patriarchal ideology, which was taken for granted as a ‘truth’ and which was designed to suppress women as a group, led to what might be called a neglect of the multiplicity among women in general. White heterosexuality did not cover all experiences and therefore multiplicity is exactly what postfeminism is trying to incorporate into feminist theories. Postfeminism engages with the idea of unstable identities and the multiplicity of signifiers. The vast set of signifiers within Taymor’s film seems to be inspired from thoughts like these. 

Concerning feminist film theory specifically, scholars were, in the beginning, mostly interested in identifying the structures that seemed to create stereotypical images of female characters on screen and one of the main methods for doing that was the use of psychoanalysis. By use of theories developed by Freud and Lacan, feminists like Laura Mulvey and E. Ann Kaplan created theories of the patriarchal unconscious to explain why women were always portrayed in a specific way on screen. An ‘invisible’ camera objectified the woman who was always connoting so-called to-be-looked-at-ness. The aims of a feminist film were therefore, at that time, to deconstruct the neutrality of the camera and to make sure female issues and concerns became central to the narrative instead of being subjugated to the sidelines. Taymor seems to make use of feminist theories concerning female representation and treatment of the feminine. She represents differently and she comments on those representations through cultural references. This means that Taymor’s female characters are not just pushed into stereotypical positions. She has complicated them extensively by use of references to old female movie stars, modern working women, and controlled camera use.  

 But as feminist theory in general moved into postfeminism, film theory also developed and therefore changed its main focus somewhat. In postfeminist times, it is important not only to destroy male pleasure in looking but to make sure the female audience is treated as the most important thing. Identification on all levels became central to feminist filmmaking. Taymor’s film is clearly linked to the notion of the audience, but the question is perhaps if it is a female audience specifically and if it includes minority groups.        

Taymor’s interpretation of Lavinia and Tamora is of course central to a feminist project but the form of the film will also become important. The multiplicity of signifiers in the film in general concerning cultural references within the carefully planned setting and costume choices will have to back up the function of the representation of characters as well. Therefore the overall look of the film, including Taymor’s own additions to the play’s beginning and end, will also become central.  

According to Taymor herself, the main point of the film was the development of the child, young Lucius, from innocence and compassion to knowledge and action (Johnson-Haddad, 2000: 35). But something more is clearly lurking under the film’s surface and even though it was not the explicit goal of the film, Taymor must be said to have drawn on feminist and postfeminist ideas. The overall aim of this master’s thesis is therefore to investigate the feminist and postfeminist traits in the film. To what extent can the film be read as postfeminist and how strong do these elements appear within the movie? The questions will be answered based on, most importantly, the interventions in the representations of the female characters, the construction of the gaze, the presence of identification possibilities for a female audience, and the form of the film as a whole. The overall focus will be on the film but the questions posed above will be answered with reference to Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus. The significance of the interventions that Taymor has made will of course be most visible when seen in relation to the original. The complexity of her adaptation arises when she draws on Shakespeare’s original characters but at the same time uses contemporary cultural myths and references to question the roles that these characters fulfill in the play and through these references, together with the overall form of the film, manages to alter the patriarchal ideology behind the narrative and the overall message of the film. 

2. Methodology

As stated in the introduction, the aim of this assignment is to analyze and discuss the feminist and postfeminist traits in Julie Taymor’s adaptation of Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus. Since Taymor’s version in relation to story and plot is very close to the original, the analysis will mostly be concerned with the visual level. To be able to do this, I have chosen to take a number of feminist and postfeminist cultural and filmic theories concerning gender representation, identity, and identification into account. The following pages will contain, first, a presentation of the two texts, play and film. Secondly, there will be an outline of the methodological contemplations behind my approach. As a third point, choices concerning the theoretical part of the project will be explained. And fourthly, I will explain how I will structure the analysis of Taymor’s film.

2.1 Reflections upon my main texts

There is some uncertainty concerning the origin of the Titus Andronicus play. Scholars have discussed both when it was first written and performed, and whether it was actually Shakespeare who wrote the play at all. Eugene M. Waith dates the play to 1594 where a group of actors performed a play under a title very close to “Titus Andronicus”. Other plays of that time seem to have had elements much like the ones in Titus, such as mutilated women and cannibal dinners, and there seem to have been intertextual references among the plays, including to Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus (Waith, 1984: 1-3). The reason why it has been debated whether Shakespeare wrote the play is that many scholars consider it to be much below normal Shakespearean artistic standard. The excess of gore and violence is thought to be unlike him (11). But generally, the play is now thought of as Shakespeare’s earliest tragedy and in any sense, his first real ‘box office’ hit. The tragedy was popular in Elizabethan England and has become popular again in the late 20th century. Many adaptations and interpretations have been made on stage and on television. ("Titus Andronicus." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikimedia Foundation, Inc. 29 Mar 2008). Maybe it is exactly the excess of violence that makes the play relevant today. And as Julie Taymor states: “Even bad Shakespeare is better than anything else” (De Luca, 2000). Taymor does not find it bad, though, and it deserves just as much attention as any of his other works (De Luca, 2000). 

Julie Taymor is one of America’s most famous female directors. She has worked with theater, television, and film during the last 20 years. Her most famous production is probably the Broadway musical version of The Lion King for which she won two Tony Awards. The Titus film was her first job directing movies but she was familiar with the play because she did a stage version of it in 1994 (“Julie Taymor biography”. Academy of Achievement. 29 Mar 2008.)

 Titus had a 20 million dollar budget and was shot in different locations throughout Europe and the US. It was received fairly well by the critics but it did not become a very big box office success ("Titus (film)." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikimedia Foundation, Inc. 29 Mar 2008). Some have suggested that it had to do with the release of Gladiator the same year and also, that it might have had to do with the poor attempt by Fox Searchlight to sell the movie to the public. As Taymor herself notes, the company had no money invested in the project so they did not work very hard to make the film a success (Johnson-Haddad, 2000: 36).

Taymor’s Titus is interesting for several reasons. First of all, as already mentioned in the introduction, not many women have had the chance to direct a big film adaptation of Shakespeare. Secondly, in the process of adapting the play into the film, Taymor has, because of her interpretation, made some interesting choices in relation to representation. And thirdly, her clearly postmodern take on the narrative makes it all-time relevant and helps her comment on representations and moviemaking in general. She speaks to receivers as a knowing and thinking audience. 

To bring out the differences between Taymor’s film and film representation in general, I could have chosen to bring in a male-directed adaptation of Shakespeare or just any other classic Hollywood style film, but due to the limitations of the number of pages for this assignment, I will only look to feminist film theory to document how filmic representations are generally done on a large scale.         

2.2 Methodological considerations

This section will deal with the methodological considerations behind the assignment. First of all, this is a problem-oriented thesis which means that the entire project will be concerned with answering the questions posed in the introduction. It should be clear from the introduction and from the questions outlined there that I have chosen to do an analysis that leans mostly against a qualitative study. In this way, I can study one single film very closely which will provide a more in-depth analysis than had I chosen a quantitative method and compared several films. I will of course indirectly, through my use of theory, compare Taymor’s use of representation with more mainstream filmic representations but the overall focus will be on this movie alone. As stated earlier though, the assignment will at times carry traces of a comparative analysis since there are a number of things which Taymor has weighed differently and added to the story in her adaptation of Shakespeare’s play in order to make her version come across with a certain message. Some of these things are the Penny Arcade Nightmares which are dream-like postmodern scenes added by Taymor a number of times during the film. That being said, I am aware that a qualitative research only allows me to say something about the exact film in question, and therefore, I am not aiming at saying anything about feminist/postfeminist films in general. Instead the goal is to analyze how Taymor, in this film specifically, works to break down traditional conventions concerning filmmaking and representation. 


The overall structure of the project will be formed by a retrospective perspective since I will use a final concluding section to round up all the considerations that will be most helpful in answering the questions posed in the introduction. Along the way though, there will be traces of a prospective perspective since I, for the sake of clarity, will also conclude along the way.


Feminism and postfeminism will be the overall approach. This means that I will look at the form of the film as a whole and at representations of gender roles concerning both women and men, although the analysis of the female characters will by far take up most space. I will investigate how these representations differ from one another and also how they differ from Hollywood conventions. Along the way, I will make references to the theory section in order to bring out the feminist or postfeminist approach taken by Taymor.   

2.3 Reflections upon the theoretical section

Since part of the aim of this assignment is to locate both feminist and postfeminist traits within Titus, the first part of the theory section will investigate the development that took place within the feminist movement and within feminist theory from the 1960s and onwards. Concerning 2nd wave feminism, I will especially draw on the work of the French feminists Luce Irigaray and Heléne Cixous and their notion of female writing. The section on postfeminism will be a bit more extensive than the one on feminism because the discussion of the former is much more complicated. In order to outline different usages of the term postfeminism and my understanding of it in particular, I will draw on the work of among others Sarah Gamble, Imelda Whelehan, bell hooks, Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan, Judith Butler, and especially Ann Brooks. 

Stereotypical images and representations of gender roles have been inherent in Hollywood filmmaking from the industry’s very beginning. When the 2nd wave emerged, feminists began to theorize about gender roles on film as well as in the real world. Women such as Laura Mulvey delivered a heavy blow to mainstream, male dominated Hollywood cinema. After dealing with the development from feminism to postfeminism, I will take a look at feminist theories concerning film in general. This will include work done by before mentioned Mulvey, and also among others E. Ann Kaplan, Mary Ann Doane, Jackie Stacey, and Terésa de Lauretis. Areas covered within the section concerning film theory will range from the construction of the male gaze and representations on screen to spectatorship and possible identification. It will be clear that a development has taken place within film theory as well as within feminism in general. An important part of the film theory section will investigate how to make a feminist/postfeminist film. To be able to analyze exactly how feminist Taymor’s adaptation is, it is important to look at both how conventional films are made and at what a feminist film might look like and how it comes into being.      

Some might question the direct relationship between film and director, especially when I, in my discussion of postfeminism, bring in postmodern theories as well. I am aware that postmodernism has declared the author dead but in the section on 2nd wave feminism I will also comment on why feminists cannot get too involved with postmodern ideas. I know that in doing this analysis, I take as my point of departure that the director and especially the gender of the director matters when making a film. I am not saying that all films made by a female director are feminist or that a male directed film cannot be feminist, but in order to not make my research questions redundant, I must maintain that the director, male or female, matters in the process. This also links with my use of French feminism in stating that a woman can produce cultural products which can break down conventions.

Since this is a feminist analysis, I will make use of feminist rhetoric. That will include words such as ‘patriarchy’ and ‘oppression’. In the theory section, I will state that 2nd wave feminists were criticized for using such words without any further reflection or discussion. I will try not to use them in an unreflected way. When I use ‘patriarchy’ it is in the meaning of a male dominated society and that includes both the private and the public sphere - and the film industry for that matter. I am aware though, that in a patriarchal society not all groups, other than white males, are equally oppressed. My use of the word is aimed at the dominant group and not so much the different groups that are more or less oppressed within such a society.   

2.4 Reflections upon the analysis section

After the presentation and discussion of the theory which will be used in this project, the analysis section will follow. With basis in the different theorists and approaches, the form of the analysis section will be as described below.

It will follow from the theory section that movies work on two different levels, according to feminists. First and foremost, there is the level of the story. And secondly, there is the level of the camera. In relations to the former, I will comment on how the level of the narrative represents the characters in Taymor’s film and this will also be with regard to Shakespeare’s original. This will not take up that much space in comparison because the storyline does not differ all that much from Shakespeare’s original. Comparison with Titus Andronicus will mostly be made when the film differs from the original. In relation to the latter, the level of the visual elements and the camera, I will look at how the characters are represented to us as an audience. This will also include a consideration of how Taymor uses these representations to comment on the way the film and media industry normally functions. 

I have chosen to divide the analysis into three different subsections for the sake of a more structured look. The two first subsections will consist of the two female main characters in the film: Lavinia and Tamora. To make a feminist analysis one must focus on the female characters and these two characters are not only absolutely central to the narrative but they also function as each other’s opposite. I believe that will create interesting elements in the analysis. Other characters will be included, though, to make comparisons or to point out aspects important for reaching a conclusion. In relation to Lavinia, I have chosen to include more or less extensive analysis of first and foremost her father and uncle, Titus and Marcus, but also of Lavinia’s two attackers, Chiron and Demetrius. In relation to Tamora, the queen’s black servant and lover, Aaron, will be taken into consideration. Taking a look at the relationship between the female and male characters in the story will help clarify gendered existences and will therefore also help reach a conclusion in the end.  

The third subsection of the analysis will contain a discussion of the film as a whole. This means that I will take a step back and investigate some of the traits within the film which can be read as feminist or postfeminist statements but which do not have direct connections to the female characters as such. In order to be able to conclude on the film as a whole, it will be important to discuss whether the form of the film works with or against the representations of the female characters.  

3. Theory

3.1 From feminism to postfeminism

This first part of the theory section will be concerned with the development from feminism to postfeminism. I will look at how the feminist movement emerged in the 1960s, at the key concepts which were part of the movement back then, and at the criticisms that were aimed at 2nd wave feminists because of the ‘whiteness’ of their theories. After this, the concept of postfeminism, which emerged in the 1980s, will be discussed. The debate around postfeminism is very nuanced and complicated, which is why I will look at the wide range of ways in which the term has been used. Then, I will define how I understand postfeminism and how the term will be used in this assignment. 


The second part of the theory section will look at feminist film theory. This will entail theories of the gaze, spectatorship, representations of gender roles and not least, how to make a feminist/postfeminist film. 

3.1.1 2nd wave feminism

2nd wave American feminism originated from the civil rights and student movements of the 1960s. Men and women alike were active in these movements but there was reluctance among the male activists to acknowledge the significance and meaning of female participation in political activities. Despite the innovative thoughts which flourished within the student organizations and civil rights groups, there was also a distinctly conservative attitude towards gender issues. Women found themselves cooking dinner and cleaning up instead of debating ideas. Therefore, women started their own movements where the famous slogan ‘the personal is political’ won support. The members tried to raise consciousness about the difficulties women had to face in the home and in the work place. One of the most memorable activities was the disturbance of the Miss America contest where the activists paraded a pig around and burned female and domestic items such as bras and dishcloths (Thornham, 2001: 30-31). Equal rights in the home and in the work place and the control over their own sexualities and bodies were important issues for the 2nd wave feminists.         

Terms like oppression and patriarchy were central in feminist rhetoric at that time and they were broadly applied during the 1960s and 1970s without much discussion or reflection (Thornham, 2001: 36. Brooks, 1997: 85). There was a certain tendency to take concepts such as whiteness, heterosexuality and middle class for granted, and that led to critique from women who did not find those concepts to be part of their personal experience (Brooks, 1997:16-17). The search for theories that could capture the oppression of all women in general led some feminists to neglect issues of for example sexuality and race. “Increasingly, then, the charges of racism and heterosexism were levelled within feminism itself” (Thornham, 2001: 33) 


American feminism flourished during that time but in Europe, feminist movements also arose. Theories that will be interesting in relation to the Titus film, are those of the French feminists, Hélene Cixous and Luce Irigaray, and their concept of female writing called écriture féminine. 


These women draw on Lacanian psychoanalysis in order to develop their theories. Lacan is positioned as a post-structuralist writer. He works with some of the Freudian concepts but he distinguishes himself from Freud in some areas. For Lacan, the child’s gender and sexuality are not biologically determined but instead a question of psyche. He operates with a symbolic and an imaginative order. The latter is a pre-linguistic phase and the former comes into play when the child becomes a social and speaking subject. It is within the Symbolic order that one finds an identity and a sexuality as either masculine or feminine. Like Freud, Lacan works with a concept of the Phallus but for Lacan it is not a physical organ as such but rather a signifier. It is the most important signifier of all because it is in relation to the Phallus that the male can dominate. Freud’s notion of the female as ‘lacking’ is also transferred into Lacanian theory. But he does not understand femininity as only a lack. For him there is always something in female identity that the Phallus cannot obtain. The female lack is not biological but socio-historical. (Brooks, 1997: 71-73). 


Both Irigaray and Cixous use Lacan’s theories when they formulate their ideas about female writing and language. Irigaray maintains that the linguistic world which women are forced into when they enter the Symbolic order is problematic, because women cannot express their ideas through that language. The language of the Symbolic order cannot express female desire. She states that language is phallogocentric and she wishes to deconstruct it. Language and sexuality links together and if women can reclaim their sexuality, which is marked by difference in opposition to male sexuality, then women can come into existence as they ‘really are’. Irigaray celebrates female difference and multiplicity in opposition to male binary systems (Gamble, 2001: 254. Brooks, 1997: 78-80). Dani Cavallaro maintains that 

in promoting feminine writing [écriture féminine], Irigaray encourages the emergence of an innovative textual body that is capable not only of disrupting the conventions of classic realism on the formal plane but also of rescuing women from a cultural history of systematic marginalization in thematic terms. (Cavallaro, 2003: 120).   

Cixous believes, like Irigaray, that language in the Symbolic order is phallogocentric and logocentric and is therefore made up of binary oppositions. Female writing can transcend that and create a new form of representation for women (Gamble, 2001: 205. Brooks, 1997: 80-81). A woman’s writing can subvert masculine language and the male Symbolic order is not inaccessible.  Cixous writes: “It is in writing, from woman towards woman, and in accepting that challenge of the discourse controlled by the Phallus, that women will affirm woman somewhere other than in silence, the place reserved for her in and by the Symbolic” (Cixous and Clément, 1987, cited in Cavallaro, 2003: 122). For both Irigaray and Cixous, a feminine text has an energy that can destroy masculine institutions (Cavallaro, 2003: 120). I believe that the theories of both Irigaray and Cixous can be used in relation to an analysis of films. As I understand it, their theories are about language and sexual difference in general and that would mean that any form of female artistic expression can help subvert patriarchal ideology. Their theories are not so much about the physical female body but more about the feminine as a form that can oppose patriarchal logic (125). Film production has a language of its own and female intervention and alteration of that language can transcend masculine structures as in any other art form. I will deal more thoroughly with feminism and film below. 

Within feminist thought in general there must be made a distinction between essentialist and social constructivist theories. For a large part, French feminist theory can be said to be inspired by essentialism. Even though écriture féminine is not very clearly and materially defined, there still seems to lie an assumption behind it which states that there is something essentially feminine which is able to break down male language. Many of the postfeminist theories which I will turn to below are based on an idea of social constructivism. This means that our reality is socially constructed. Meaning springs from relations between people and relations are always changeable which means that there is no truth or essentialism in our social reality. Meanings and labels we put on each other changes because they are not consistent (Esmark, Laustsen and Andersen, 2005: 16-18, 22). This means that gender roles and identities are not viewed as having to do with anything ‘natural’. They are socially constructed and therefore has no ‘essence’ as such. 

3.1.2 Postfeminism

The term ‘postfeminism’ emerged almost out of the blue in the 1980s. According to Ann Brooks, the term is used in two different ways and that is what makes a discussion of postfeminism quite difficult. First of all, the media has appropriated the term and given it a meaning of its own, and secondly, postfeminism covers a certain process during which feminism has investigated issues of difference (Brooks, 1997: 2). Several scholars agree that there is confusion about modern feminism. This is what Imelda Whelehan characterizes as a form of schizophrenia within contemporary feminism (Whelehan, 1995: 230). The debate around postfeminism is at times so complex that one can encounter expressions such as ‘antifeminist feminist postfeminist’ (Projansky, 2003: 71). I believe that an expression like that will confuse anyone more than necessary, but it can come as no surprise, then, that the debate is so muddy. It takes a lot of reading and knowledge to figure out what kind of feminist, Projansky might be talking about. Here, I will refrain from such expressions and try not to make the discussion more confusing than it has to be, in order to define my understanding of postfeminism.     

As mentioned, postfeminism seems to have one meaning in the media and one in the academy. I will now look into the media’s use of postfeminism. Within the media it seems that the term can almost be equated with a sense of anti-feminism. Projansky has, in her work, identified five different types of anti-feminist usages of the term. The first one she calls “linear postfeminism”. This term indicates that feminism in general has developed along a historical line and that we have now reached the postfeminist age where feminism can no longer exist – or needs to exist, for that matter. The second term is what she calls “backlash postfeminism”. This expresses an anger directed at the feminist movement which is being criticized for destroying the good way of life that existed before feminism. This aspect is commented on by Coppock, Haydon and Richter in their book The Illusions of Post-feminism. They state that women are represented as if they are realizing that they cannot ‘have it all’ as feminism promised. Life was just easier when women were housewives and men were breadwinners. Today’s women cannot and will not “do all that they have been doing at home plus all that men have been doing at work” (Coppock, Haydon and Richter, 1995: 5). The more or less explicit ideology behind these representations states that women should return to the home and that they are the ones who will have to give. The writers state that to call this kind of ideology postfeminism is just to give sexism a different name (5). 

Thirdly, Projansky identifies “equality and choice postfeminism”. This term expresses that women have obtained all the goals set forth by feminism. Women have achieved equality and are able to make a wide range of choices so they do not really need feminism anymore. Fourthly, there is the “heterosex positive postfeminism” which represents feminism as anti-sex. Here, a sex positive postfeminism represents itself as a better choice because it leaves room for male presence in the images of sexual objects or role models. Last but not least, we have a category called “men can be feminists too”. The problem with this category is that men are portrayed as better feminists than women (Projansky, 2003: 67-68). Whelehan also looks into the phenomenon of male feminists and she shares Projansky’s worry. Whelehan has noticed that some male scholars are offering their viewpoints in feminist debate and she sees this as a problem because a male voice in the academy always attracts more attention and holds more power than a female voice. She calls it “academically and politically dangerous” when men try to appropriate feminism (Whelenhan, 1995: 135).    

These are the ways in which the media uses the term postfeminism and what is most eye-catching is the fact that no matter which way the term is used, it is to try to keep women from realizing that they still need feminism. The media is a powerful tool and the backlash against the feminist course seems to be working because feminism is becoming more and more unpopular, especially among young women (Coppock, 1995: 4). When I use the term postfeminism, though, it is not in the meaning of ‘anti-feminism’. My own understanding of it is closer to the way Ann Brooks treats it. She states that: 

Postfeminism, as an expression of a stage in constant evolutionary movement of feminism, has gained greater currency in recent years. Once understood, somewhat crudely, as ‘anti-feminist’, the term is now understood as a useful conceptual frame of reference encompassing the intersection of feminism with a number of other anti-foundationalist movements including postmodernism, post-structuralism and post-colonialism. (Brooks, 1997: 1)

As Sarah Gamble notes, postfeminism does not mean that feminism is at a point of no return. She thinks that reading the feminist movement as too fragmented is wrong, considering the fact that postfeminism might just be an expression of the latest divergence within the movement (Gamble, 2001: viii). Brooks points out that ‘post’ does not necessarily mean ‘break’. To put the term ‘post’ in front of an established school of thought does not mean to break away from it, but to engage critically with it (Brooks, 1997: 1). In that sense, 2nd wave feminism is not dead. Some scholars have asked whether feminism has become so marked by difference that nothing keeps it together anymore (Coppock, 1995: 7). The answer to that question will of course depend on the way in which one looks upon feminism’s current state, but in general, I believe that it is problematic to criticize feminism for being too white, too heterosexual, and too middle class and then, at the same time, not allow the movement to incorporate difference. From my point of view, postfeminism means that feminists are trying to deal with concepts which they were criticized for leaving out in the 2nd wave, namely sites of difference. And more precisely, feminist are trying to deal with these things without reaching the point which is inherent in postmodernism – the total annihilation of meaning. The ultimate result of postmodernism can be found if one takes for example Derrida’s theories to the very end. If meaning disseminates all the time, then concepts such as patriarchy and oppression will lose their meaning. For Derrida, meaning is always only temporary (Abrams, 1999: 57). Then, any attempt to criticize a text or a film will also be meaningless. These are some of the reasons why feminism must be careful when dealing with postmodernism (Brooks, 1997: 46). But until you take Derrida’s theories to the ultimate end, feminists can use his thoughts for a deconstruction of stable gendered identities. For Derrida, the relationship between signifier and signified is not structured. The relationship is so arbitrary that the meaning of the signifier will always be free-floating. In post-structuralism, a signifier will mean one thing at one time and another thing the next. This means that a gendered identity, or any identity, is not stable and an otherwise stable relationship between privileged and unprivileged can be turned around (Abrams, 1999: 56-58). In the same way, the post-structuralist psychoanalysis of Lacan can be used for feminist analysis. As already mentioned, Lacan has reworked some of Freud’s theories so that the Phallus is no longer an organ but a signifier. The Symbolic order is made of signifiers which may all relate to the Phallus but which do in fact not have any fixed signifieds (Brooks, 1997: 77). “All processes of linguistic expression and interpretation, driven by ‘desire’ for a lost and unachievable object, move incessantly along a chain of unstable signifiers, without any possibility of coming to rest on a fixed signified, or presence” (Abrams, 1999: 252). 


Postfeminism’s intersection with theories like postmodernism and post-structuralism has shifted the focus within feminism from ‘the personal is political’ to an engagement with politics of identity (Brooks, 1997: 144). This also means that postfeminism contains a shift from a focus on equality to a focus on difference. As Whelehan notes, to be able to include difference in feminism, it is better to work with a removal of oppression instead of trying to create equality (Whelehan, 1995: 138).  


One of the things which signal difference in identity is race. Black women like bell hooks and Angela Davis have, since the beginning of the 1960s, worked to raise awareness of the fact that the oppression which white women encounter is not the same as the one black and other minority women encounter. Black women have to face both racism and sexism in their lives and that is something feminist theories must take into account. hooks writes:

As a group, black women are in an unusual position in this society, for not only are we collectively at the bottom of the occupational ladder, but our overall social status is lower than that of any other group… [We] are the group that have not been socialized to assume to the role of exploiter/oppressor in that we are allowed no institutionalized ‘other’ that we can exploit or oppress. (hooks, 1984, cited in Brooks, 1997: 107)

The issue of race has mostly to do with postfeminism’s engagement with post-colonialism. Since postmodernism is thought of mainly as a white male ideology, black people, and especially black women, often stand outside postmodern sites (108). The postmodern denial of essentialism has been useful for black feminism, though (108-109). There has been some reluctance among white feminists to deal with issues of race, because they have feared to appropriate black women’s standpoints (Whelehan, 1995: 135). But in recent years, the dialogue has been widened within postfeminism, according to Brooks (Brooks, 1997: 109).   


Another site for difference within postfeminism is sexuality. A pop-icon such as Madonna is a perfect example of how ambiguity, sexuality and difference can work together as a postfeminist statement. “Madonna’s performances integrate symbolic aspects that reference different subcultural groups including African Americans, Hispanics, gay men, lesbians, feminists and others who represent minority or subordinate positions” (149). Madonna is a master of performances and she draws on everything from racial aspects to sexual preferences and cross-dressing. I think the important point about Madonna is that she always uses these references in an ambiguous way. This is seen in the way that feminists, such as E. Ann Kaplan, have difficulties deciding whether Madonna stands for an independent female identity and sexuality or whether she just lends her body to a patriarchal gaze (150-151). Judith Butler says that the best way to avoid ordinary binary systems within gender and sexuality is to engage in a chaotic multiplicity of representations (194). For Butler, the performance of gendered subjects will lead to a recognition of the artificiality and therefore break down binary systems (Butler, 1993: 253). Madonna performs a vast set of identities and she can therefore be seen as a site of resistance. She plays a lot of different parts concerning sexuality and identity in an artificial way and she teases the male gaze (Brooks, 1997: 157). I will argue that the performativity of gender is also present in Taymor’s film.    

To end this discussion of postfeminism, I would like to comment on the term ‘3rd wave feminism’ which Gamble brings into the debate. She states that postfeminism and the 3rd wave are concepts that developed simultaneously from the 1980s and onwards (Gamble, 2001: 52). As already mentioned, Gamble recognizes that postfeminism has roots within the media as well as within the academy. And she even notes that one should be careful not to equate postfeminism with a backlash (viii). But at the same time, she states that postfeminist scholars, such as Ann Brooks, constitute a problem because their work is too theoretical and therefore lacks a political side (50). 3rd wave feminism, on the other hand, she thinks has both a theoretical and a political side to it. She perceives bell hooks as one of the biggest contributors to the 3rd wave (53). 

I am aware that a distinction is sometimes made between postfeminism and the 3rd wave, but I think that if you want to use the two concepts you should make a clear distinction between them and Gamble does not do that in her definitions. The term postfeminism should then cover only the media backlash and the entire academic field of contemporary feminism should be labeled third wave. Here I do not make the distinction because I have defined my understanding of postfeminism and that also includes recognition of difference and the theories of bell hooks among others. I believe that Taymor with her movie shows that you can indeed use both feminist and complicated postfeminist theory in practice and thereby also create a political message.  

3.2 Feminist film theory

This part of the theory section will be concerned first and foremost with feminist film theory and representations of gender, starting from the 1970s and onwards. Many of the scholars who developed the first film theories used movies from the 1940s and 1950s as their texts for analysis. One could say that those movies are quite old and therefore the theories might be outdated by now, but as will be shown, if one looks at most Hollywood mainstream films today, the representations of both men and women have not changed much since then. Therefore, film theory from the 1970s and 1980s can still be used to analyze films today. The first part of the film theory will look into the concept of the male gaze, women’s so-called ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’, and the possibility of a female gaze in films. Next, I will turn to the question of the audience and possible identifications with actors when the audience is gazing at the screen. Hereafter follows a section dealing with the actual representations on screen, including those of women, men, race, and rape. Then, I will look closely at the important features within a feminist/postfeminist film. 

To be able to analyze the ways in which Julie Taymor uses mise-en-scene and cinematography in Titus, the end of this theory section will be dealing with how Hollywood normally uses cinematic devises to construct a narrative.

3.2.1 The cinematic construction of the gaze

The following section looks mostly at two central articles. First, I will look at one of the essays that has been most influential and has been cited the most times within film theory, Laura Mulvey’s ‘Visual pleasure and narrative cinema’ from 1975 (Humm, 1997: 14). Secondly, I will deal with E. Ann Kaplan’s article ‘Is the gaze male?’ from 1983. These articles are examples of how psychoanalysis has helped form feminist film theory over time. Maggie Humm explains this connection between feminism and psychoanalysis in terms of what the two fields have in common. They both focus on gender in relation to identification, and also look at the relationship between unstable identity and repression. “Second, both share key methods: analysing texts, whether these are films or the unconscious, in terms of codes and as if texts can represent the ‘unsaid’ in everyday life” (15). This means that by making use of psychoanalysis in film analysis one can deconstruct the underlying mechanisms that place women in extremely stereotypical forms on the screen. 


Laura Mulvey offers as her explicit goal to demonstrate, by use of psychoanalysis, “the way the unconscious of patriarchal society has structured film form” (Mulvey, 1975: 133). In patriarchy, women are constructed as ‘the other’. A woman is the signifier of something that cannot really be called ‘woman’, but instead something that should be called ‘not male’. This means that man constructs woman as something that has meaning to him. Woman therefore is “bearer of meaning, not maker of meaning” (134). 


Kaplan agrees with Mulvey who states that in the cinema, a woman’s body is controlled by three gazes. First, there is the gaze of the camera. Secondly, there is the gaze of the audience members which are all constructed as being male, and thirdly, the gaze of the male actors in the film (Kaplan, 1983a: 120). Conventional Hollywood cinema renders the two first gazes invisible so that they are hidden within the gaze of the characters in the film (Mulvey, 1975: 142). 

For the male audience member, the cinema constructs two different and simultaneously pleasurable conditions when they look at the screen (Mulvey, 1975: 136). Mulvey takes Freud’s notions of scopophilia and narcissism as her point of departure when she explains how the images in the cinema are constructed according to the male unconscious. Scopophilia means to subject others to a controlling gaze and it can, in extreme cases, move into voyeurism where it becomes sexually satisfying to watch others with a controlling gaze (135). The cinema renders the audience as voyeurs because of the way that it is constructed in terms of the audience sitting in darkness looking into ‘a private world’ (135). Narcissism comes into play when the male audience member goes through something similar to Lacan’s mirror phase and recognizes that the screen can function as a mirror where the male star of the film is seen as the perfection of the audience member’s own body and ego (136). The male star is therefore an object of narcissism not of an erotic gaze (138). Mulvey states: 

As the male spectator identifies with the main male protagonist, he projects his look into that of his like, his screen surrogate, so that the power of the male protagonist as he controls the events coincides with the active power of the erotic look, both giving a satisfying sense of omnipotence (138). 

The male star projects activeness and power whereas the female star comes to project what Mulvey calls to-be-looked-at-ness. This female feature is constructed because women on screen are ‘designed’ to create a response. “The male gaze projects its phantasy onto the female figure, which is stylised accordingly” (137). The function of the woman on screen, as receiver of the look, is therefore to be sexually attractive. She is a spectacle to be looked at (137).  

But the female star is not just pleasurable to look at. She has a threatening feature already incorporated into her body: her lack of a penis. A woman on screen can therefore potentially turn on the male fear of castration (138-139). The construction of the cinematic apparatus makes sure that this fear is controlled and handled by help of scopophilic fetishism and voyeurism. The controlling part of voyeurism punishes the woman for her lack, while the extreme focus on the female body makes it into a fetish in itself and therefore no longer threatening, but instead reassuring (Mulvey, 1975: 139 and Kaplan, 1983a: 121-122). In the attempt to render the female unthreatening and therefore replacing her lack with a fetish, it is also possible to turn just a part of a woman’s body into a fetish object. This could include features such as long hair or high heels (van Zoonen, 1994: 90).

As Mulvey’s argument goes, the only one who can gaze is the man and the only one who can be looked at as an object is the woman. But Kaplan has made an investigation into this and she ends up with a result that is at the same time different from and similar to Mulvey’s theory. Using Mulvey as theoretical background, Kaplan asks whether the gaze is necessarily always male. 


Kaplan states that the gender system in patriarchal cultures is so bound up on the difference between male and non-male that the possibility of stepping out of this system is almost non-existent. This is seen in Hollywood films, where she states that there is no need for the gaze to necessarily be male, but if the gaze suddenly belongs to a woman it has some consequences in relation to the roles of the characters. There are films where men are being made into sexual objects for a gaze but that is only possible as long as the female then takes over the looking privilege that was originally his. When a person 'owns' the gaze, that person, no matter if it is a man or a woman, will be placed in a masculine position (Kaplan, 1983a: 129-130). This means that if a woman becomes the holder of the gaze, thus placing the man in the position of a sex object, she cannot remain in her feminine role, and she then loses her motherliness and kindness in exchange for becoming the initiator of the action. Only two roles can exist - the feminine and the masculine. Characters can possibly switch places but only as long as they are both rendered with either masculine or feminine traits (129-130). Even though a woman can look, her look carries no power with it and that leaves the privileged position to men. Kaplan writes: “This positioning of the two genders clearly privileges the male through the mechanisms of voyeurism and fetishism, which are male operations, and because his desire carries power/action, where woman’s usually does not” (129).  

In connection with feminist psychoanalytical film theory, the image of the mother is central simply because this image is so problematic within patriarchy. Patriarchy has been reluctant to represent the mother at all and she has been marginalized. Kaplan states that motherhood has been repressed “on all levels except that of hypostatization, romanticization, and idealization” (Kaplan 1983a: 133). She views the construction of women on film as an attempt to repress any kind of memories of being mothered and dependent (133). These memories are best dealt with by controlling the woman through the gaze (135). Patriarchy has a hard time relating to the mother because of her ‘lack’ and that has, according to Kaplan, lead to 4 stereotypes on film regarding the mother figure. There is the good mother who is nurturing and puts herself in the background. She is the angle of the house. Then there is the bad mother who puts her own desires and needs before those of her children. Just as a woman in general must not put herself first, neither must the mother. She is therefore punished. The third type is developed from the first and shows a heroic mother who is more central to the narrative but who is willingly suffering for her children. The last mother type is the silly one who is ridiculed by both her husband and her children (Kaplan, 1983b: 467-468).   

3.2.2 Spectatorship

As shown above, the male audience has an undeniable privilege in relation to being a spectator of films in a cinema. Mulvey has explained how the whole of the cinematic apparatus is constructed to please the male spectator. He has an ideal self on the screen with whom he can identify and he is placed in front of a female spectacle which can satisfy his voyeuristic and fetishistic needs. The situation therefore becomes quite different when the focus falls on the female spectator. For as Mary Ann Doane states: 

A machine for the production of images and sounds, the cinema generates and guarantees pleasure by corroboration of the spectator’s identity. Because that identity is bound up with that of the voyeur and the fetishist, because it requires for its support the attributes of the ‘non-castrated’ the potential illusory mastery of the signifier, it is not accessible to the female spectator, who, in buying her ticket, must deny her sex. There are no images for her or of her (Doane, 1981: 86-87).

Like Mulvey, Doane uses Lacanian psychoanalysis and ends up with the conclusion that a woman cannot be the spectator and that there is no satisfying images for her in the cinema. The building of her argument is different from Mulvey’s though. Doane is arguing for the importance of the two concepts ‘proximity’ and ‘distance’. In her theory, voyeurism happens because there is both a psychological and a physical distance between the subject and the object. Man is capable of making woman into the object of a controlling gaze because a boy recognizes his own difference from the mother at the time when he sees her ‘lack’. The girl on the other hand must realize that she is ‘like’ the mother and not different from her. The distance necessary for objectification can therefore not exist between mother and daughter (van Zoonen, 1994: 91-92).  

For feminists using psychoanalysis such as Mulvey and Doane, there is really no way in which a woman can find identification or satisfaction in watching films. It is not possible to imagine a female gaze which is able to truly objectify a male star. Scholars have pointed out weaknesses in the psychoanalytical theories though. One ‘problem’ for these theories is that when one renders the reason for the construction of film unconscious, it makes the problem somehow difficult to reach (Gamble, 2001: 40). Secondly, the theories take their point of departure in the spectator which the text itself constructs, and in that way, do not make any room for the real female audience member who actually has to admit that she does experience pleasure in watching these films (Kaplan, 1983a: 124). I think that Kaplan is right when she states that women like to watch Hollywood films and that means that they must find something on the screen with which they think they can identify. Anyone can see that cinematic images of women are stereotypical, but I think that unless you really know Mulvey’s theories, few women are left with the feeling that there are no images of women in the cinema at all. That is why it is important to deal with the actual audience also, and not just the audience which the film constructs.

Feminists using psychoanalysis would say that the only way women can obtain any pleasure from films is by identification with the submissive position. Women will have to take pleasure in their own objectification (Kaplan, 1983a: 124). Liesbet Van Zoonen and Jackie Stacey have investigated this part of the issue of spectatorship a little further and concluded that women can indeed experience pleasure from identifying with stars on screen without needing to place themselves in a submissive position.


In connection to the situation where a female audience watches female stars on the screen, van Zoonen states that instead of focusing on psychoanalysis one could look at the actual relationship between the women starring in the film. The connection between these women, either in terms of friendship or love, can function as possible sites for female pleasure and identification (van Zoonen, 1994: 95). 


Jackie Stacey has also looked into the relationship between the ‘real’ female audience and the Hollywood starlets. She sees the process as a negotiation that takes place between the self and the other. The audience appreciates stars for connoting both difference and similarity. On the one hand women appreciate the star because she embodies a world that is different and better than every-day life. On the other hand stars also connote similarity and they are appreciated for this because the women can recognize some of their own personality-traits in the way the star is acting in given situations (Stacey, 2004: 126-127).


Stacey is aware that the ‘normal’ understanding of female pleasure in relation to films is that of the desire to be desired or of willingly subjecting to the will of a man. But the psychoanalytical reading seems too narrow for her (132-133). She finds out, by reading the material from numerous women telling about their relations to Hollywood stars, that the identification process goes beyond that of just wanting to ‘look like her so that one can be looked at’. Female stars are appreciated both for their beauty and for their personality. Confidence and power are key concepts which are valued highly, and the fact that women possessing these qualities often are killed off is overlooked (146-147).    

3.2.3 Women on film

There is no doubt that the roles which Hollywood mainstream films offer to women are very limited. During the last couple of decades these roles might have been widened a bit but essentially, they have remained pretty much the same. The stereotypical images of women that we see on film are products of a patriarchal assumption and belief in what a woman should be and what she should spend her time doing. Hollywood cinema has of course gone through development and changes since the early days of the cinema, but the overall opportunities for both men and women are still very much the same. The focus is predominantly still on a male hero and the action he can compel, while women function as helpers and sexual objects. Not even female filmmakers have been particularly successful in changing the overall patterns because films make the most money when they conform to the Hollywood ideal (Benshoff and Griffin, 2004: 289). 

Dominic Strinati explains female roles in popular culture as follows: 

Women are either absent, or represented (…) by stereotypes based upon sexual attractiveness and the performance of domestic labour. In short, women are ‘symbolically annihilated’ by the media through being absent, condemned or trivialized” (Strinati, 1995: 162).

 This means that what you see on screen are not the real lives and interests of women (166). Wife, mother, and sexual object are not the only possibilities for women in patriarchy. They are stereotypes used to show an ideal world as it ‘ought to be’.     


Especially two images of women have been very dominant in Hollywood cinema: the virgin and the whore. This binary opposition is one of the most used ways of portraying women and it is still evident even today (Benshoff and Griffin, 2004: 208, 210). The virgin – whore complex as it is represented on film takes the chaste Victorian view of female sexuality as its point of departure. In the beginning of the 20th century, the ideal woman was ‘the angel of the house’. She was child-like and pretty, girly and in constant need of protection from her father or husband who adored her and placed her on a pedestal. She was a delicate flower who had staff to tend to house work so that she could spend her time doing quiet ‘naturally’ feminine activities such as sewing while a little bird was chirping next to her. This Victorian ideal had no sexuality as such and she only engaged in a sexual relation because it was her duty to raise a big, happy, and healthy family. Benshoff and Griffin point to the fact, that the actresses playing these female characters were even placed with oversize props, so that they would look extra small and vulnerable (208-209). 


Naturally, the whore character was the image opposite that of the Victorian ideal. These women were ‘bad’. Their morally deprived actions and beliefs were usually associated with a free sexuality - an independence that was not suited for a respectable woman who could by no means engage in sexual relations outside of a marriage bed. Any such activities would inevitably lead to an unhappy life and would often be punishable by death. Rarely did such characters survive to the end of the film (210).

During the following decades the female characters were altered a little but they were still based on the original virgin – whore stereotypes. From the classical Hollywood era to the end of the 1950s the cinema audiences saw the rise of the glamour girl, the femme fatale, the blonde bombshell, and the virgin housewife. The glamour girls, as I have chosen to call them, were the female stars of the 1930s who were overly stylized in dress, hair and make-up. These women were spectacles to the very end, both on and off screen. They might have been provocative but their primary concern was still to find a suitable husband (217-218, 240-241). The femme fatale stereotype built on the whore character from the 1920s. The femme fatale was extremely dangerous because she was intelligent and alluring. She would trap a man and maybe end up killing him instead of being the passive object that would support his role. Again, such a character would be punished (222-223). The blonde bombshell, perfectly personified by the characters played by Marilyn Monroe, was an attempt to negotiate between an ideal woman and the more sexually liberated real American public in the 1950s. The bombshell was very sexually attractive to men, but the problem and fun of it was that she was often to naïve to realize it (223). The virtuous housewife type was the ideal partner for the working male breadwinner. She would, despite of many advances from men around her, remain a virgin until she got married, and after that she would tend to house and children. She was the woman you could see cleaning the house while wearing a huge dress, high heels, pearl necklace, and bobbed hair (224). Doris Day and Audrey Hepburn are good examples of actresses playing this stereotype. 
3.2.4 Men on film

As pointed out above, the female characters on film fall into certain stereotypes, but it is not only women who are faced with unobtainable ideals on film. Even though the concept of gender is often perceived as having to do with women, the patriarchal notion of ‘the real man’ also constructs stereotypes that can leave men with a feeling of inadequateness (249-250). There are probably few men that can live up to, for example, the physical appearance that Sylvester Stallone masters in Rambo. Patriarchal ideology constructs the ideal male just as much as the ideal female, and just as the female stereotype has not changed all that much over the decades nor has the male one.


The masculine ideal is built on those traits which are ‘not feminine’. This means that men are supposed to be strong and aggressive. A man must be able to work hard, provide for his family, and not show any emotion apart from the absolutely necessary. This has been the stereotypical image of the male almost all through Hollywood history – the ideal male, that is. Because just like there are female characters who are ‘bad’ and must be punished, so too has Hollywood tried to picture the ‘feminine’ male as wrong, unnatural and something to be laughed at (254-259).   

3.2.4.1 The black male stereotype

Hollywood has always had a reputation for representing whiteness as the overall norm. Not least because of this, Hollywood representation of ‘raced’ people has been problematic and stereotypes of race are marked by white patriarchal assumptions and fears. Here, I will only look at the images of the black male since the black female figure is actually missing in both Shakespeare’s and Taymor’s version. This is a fact that will be discussed further on in the analysis.

The stereotypes of the black male on film have changed some over time due to historical developments and changes in society in general. In early Hollywood films the dominant representation was either that of the lazy simpleton, the nice and colored house slave, or the brutal, hypermasculine ‘black buck’ (Benshoff and Griffin: 2004, 74-76). Mostly, it has been the images of the black buck and the nice slave that have survived into contemporary filmmaking. The two images have of course been altered to fit more present circumstances. According to bell hooks, today, the most seen image relating to the ‘nice slave’ stereotype is the representation of black males as wanting to do anything to win “daddy’s love” in order to fit into a white male world (hooks, 1994: 86). Benshoff and Griffin point out how the hypermasculinity of black males has been very present in the so-called ‘blaxploitation’ genre of the 1970s and 1980s. The image of the gangster or the gang member/leader testifies to the perception of the black male as dangerous and violent (Benshoff and Griffin, 2004: 86-88).      


It is in connection with this view of the black man as violent and dangerous that the myth of the black rapist occurs. The black buck stereotype is a projection of white men’s fears. White patriarchy is afraid what black men might do to ‘their’ women. A white woman was always thought of as in danger of black men’s potential sexual attacks (Benshoff and Griffin, 2004: 76). According to Angela Davis, this is an image that stems all the way from slavery and it was an image that was used to justify both white racist attacks on black men and at the same time white men’s rape of black women. The entire black race was ‘equipped’ with an animal-like sexual appetite that white men could use to their advantage (Davis, 1981: 173, 182).

The white male fear of miscegenation is also related to the notion of the black man as rapist. The mixing of races was a huge threat to the stability of the white patriarchy and had to be evaded at all costs. As Benshoff and Griffin point out, in early film production, to be a mulatto was always punishable by death (Benshoff and Griffin, 2004: 76). All in all, it is stated that the stereotypes of blackness used in American filmmaking have suffered severely from a production industry dominated almost entirely by white males (92).  

3.2.5 Rape

I will now turn to the theme of rape which is a very important aspect of Titus, both in the play and in the film. When Lavinia appears again after this crime has been committed to her, she stands as an emblem of one of the most violent parts of the story. To discuss Taymor’s coding of the rape of Lavinia the following section will look at representations of rape on film, the myth of Philomela, and rape legislation in Renaissance England.

Feminists have, especially during the 2nd wave in the 1960s and 1970s, struggled to change the view on rape. In patriarchy there were, and surely still are, a lot of assumptions made about women and rape which are constructed to men’s advantage. Rape is still a huge problem in the West. Every two and a half minute a woman is raped in the US (Projansky, 2001: 2). Feminists have worked hard to convince the public that rape is an act of violence and power – not sex, that women are not responsible for rape, and that no matter how she behaves or what she wears, she is not inviting rape. According to Marion Wynne-Davis, rape can be viewed as men’s primary weapon against women when it comes to controlling them. Rape then functions as to deprive the victim of her subjectivity. Especially if a woman’s subjectivity is closely related to her sexuality, rape is a serious repression of her person as a whole (Wynne-Davis, 1991: 132).  

In relation to rape on film, Sarah Projansky points out that even though there might exist a myth of a black rapist it is not something that is or have ever been particularly common in rape narratives on film. In the beginning of movie history, men of all colors and types could just as well be the rapist as the hero who saves a woman from rape (30). And in newer films, from the 1980s until today, race is generally just avoided as an essential topic in rape narratives (119). She adds though, that films that do link race and rape explicitly together connote an anxiety about racial issues. Even if they presume to be anti-racist, they function to keep up racial boundaries (45). 

But as Projansky points out, rape narratives can function in many ways and have many purposes and these narratives do not always center on the female experience. In narratives where a male character is revenging a rape of a woman, she is often put to the side in favor of masculine aggression (60). Overall though, it is a problem that even though films that contain rape might try to enact a message against rape and violence against women, the fact that they represent rape so explicitly only contributes to the vast amount of violence against women on TV and film (21). Pascale Aebischer has much the same thoughts about rape on screen. She states that a director will have to choose one of two options when representing rape. The first option is to represent rape realistically, as Projansky mentions, and thereby subjecting women to too much unnecessary violence. The second option is to not represent the rape by for example letting it happen off-screen and thereby run the risk of diminishing the horrors of the victim (Aebischer, 2002: 138).  

The rape plot that Shakespeare drew his inspiration from can pretty safely be said to be that of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Ovid was a Roman nobleman who lived around the year when Christ was born. He originally studied rhetoric but he felt a much deeper interest for writing poems or verses. He is mostly known for his epic poem Metamorphoses which consists of 12000 lines. The general theme is that of people’s relationship to the gods of that time ("Ovid." Encyclopædia Britannica. Encyclopædia Britannica Online. 27 Feb. 2008). In this poem there is a telling of rape which is quite similar to the one Shakespeare wrote. Philomela, who was a princess of Athens, was going to visit her sister in Thrace. Her brother in law, the king Tereus, travelled to Athens to escort Philomela on her way. The king found Philomela very attractive and on the way to Thrace he forced her into a cabin where he raped her. She threatened to tell everyone who would listen what the king had done, and that made him cut out her tongue so she could not tell on him. But Philomela found a way of her own. She made a tapestry for her sister who then understood what had happened. The queen then killed the son she had born to the king and made him into food which the king ate without knowing what had happened. When he found out, he chased the sisters with an ax but the gods wished to save them and turned all of them into birds. Philomela was turned into a nightingale and her voice was thereby restored ("Tereus." Encyclopædia Britannica. Encyclopædia Britannica Online. 29 May 2008).   

Rape was a crime in the 16th century but the definition was different than the one we understand today. Anna Swärdh gives a discussion of the laws concerning rape at the time when Shakespeare lived. First of all, rape was not considered to be a crime against women. Women were of cause the ones who suffered rape, but the crime was really against her father or which ever other man who was ‘in charge’ of her. Rape was stealing. When a woman was raped it meant that she had lost her value as a commodity. The men of the family had lost some of their property, or they now had a property that was worthless (Swärdh, 2003: 71). Secondly, there was a linguistic confusion about the exact meaning of the word rape. To be raped could mean to be forced to sexual relations, to be abducted or to be robbed. The three meanings interrelate because in any sense a man lost some property. To be sexually raped and to be abducted was treated as much the same crime (69). 

There were some changes in the rape legislation around Shakespeare’s time. Some laws acknowledged a difference between sexual rape and abduction. And others guaranteed that the clergy could not avoid a secular punishment if they were convicted of rape. It has been discussed whether these laws were an expression of a changed view on rape. Some scholars have argued that the changes in the laws were an indication of a bigger understanding of the crime being against the woman and not her family. According to Swärdh, this cannot be said to be the case. Even though the laws were at times separated it did not mean that sexual rape was not considered theft of a man’s property or that the situation for women became better in any way (70-73).

3.2.6 A feminist/postfeminism film

After having discussed feminist film theory and stereotypical representations on film, I will now look at the concept of feminist films which should be able to change conventional ways of representing. If the structure of the cinema, according to feminist film theory, is so bound up on patriarchal ideologies, unconscious or not, how does one make a feminist or postfeminist film?


Teresa de Lauretis states that there has always been a contradictory feeling and discussion within feminist theory. On one hand, there has been a desire to redefine the notion of the feminine, and on the other hand, feminists have stated that it is difficult, if not impossible, for a woman to speak within patriarchy. De Lauretis quotes Bovenschen for writing: “we are in a terrible bind. How do we speak? In what categories do we think? Is even logic a bit of virile trickery?” (Bovenschen, 1977, cited in de Lauretis, 1985: 193). The same debate has flourished within feminist film theory and filmmaking. Here the question has been: “How does one formulate an understanding of a structure that insists on our absence even in the face of our presence?” (Rich, 1978, cited in de Lauretis, 1985: 195). There are two problems which arise in feminist film theory and filmmaking. Just as with all feminist strains of thought and all art produced by women, you encounter the question of how a woman can speak within patriarchy when she makes a film. And how do you construct a film with images of women, when according to psychoanalysis, women as such cannot be present neither in films nor in the audience? Doane notes that “the simple gesture of directing a camera against a woman has become equivalent to a terrorist act” (Doane, 1981: 86). This is why feminist filmmakers must seek new ways in which to work with women on film, unless they want to just leave them out altogether (87). To leave ‘woman’ out of films would save her from objectification but it would not change the negative construction of her and would leave no possibility for positive female identification. This is why films without women are no solution in relation to feminist concerns.   


When Mulvey wrote her famous ‘Visual pleasure’ article she believed that one could not just step outside patriarchy and start to criticize it, but one could make use of the tools which patriarchy itself provided and then begin to examine the representations that were put forth (Mulvey, 1975: 134). To Mulvey, this is a way in which women can speak. I believe that women can indeed speak within patriarchy. There is too much contradiction in saying that they cannot, because they do. Women might speak differently because they want to stress something different from men, but to say that patriarchal ideology cannot be transcended would leave female authors and filmmakers in a deadlock.        

According to de Lauretis, Mulvey identifies two periods within feminist filmmaking. In the first one, directors were concerned with the content of the film. Directors and filmmakers concentrated on representing women differently and on giving room to the real lives of women. In the second period, filmmakers experimented with the cinematic apparatus. Here it was important to raise awareness of the artificial process of filmmaking (de Lauretis, 1985: 194). Mulvey points out that to analyze pleasure is to destroy it (Mulvey, 1975: 135). By making the audience aware of the camera, one can destroy the male-oriented pleasure produced in normal filmmaking (142). Doane also takes this position when she states that the neutrality of the camera must be denied in order to make a feminist film (Doane, 1981: 86). A feminist film must speak the female body differently (97).


Feminist films have been successful in destroying male visual pleasure by avoiding objectification of the female form with the camera and by making camera presence clear to the spectator. But according to Kaplan and de Lauretis, the female spectator is really what should be at the center of the discussion here. Kaplan states that there is a need for films which construct a female spectator and which do not only offer repressive identification for women (Kaplan, 1983a: 124). De Lauretis notes that: 

The project of women’s cinema (…) is no longer that of destroying or disrupting man-centered vision (…). The effort and challenge now are how to effect another vision: to construct other subjects and objects of vision (…). The idea that a film may address the spectator as female, rather than portray women positively or negatively, seems very important to me in the critical endeavor to characterize women’s cinema as a cinema for, not only by, women. (De Lauretis, 1985: 200)     

The spectator has become an important part of feminist filmmaking and this means that a feminist film is one that renders all identifications female, feminine and feminist in terms of characters, image and camera (198). This can be done by a female director because, as Maggie Humm states:  “Gender shapes signature and (…) there is an aesthetic difference in the way in which gendered signatures write” (Humm, 1997: 110).


To de Lauretis it is important to remember differences as well, though. Identification and feminist filmmaking depends on recognition of difference. This means that there is a difference among women and that race, class, sexuality and even differences among white women are all important. Women are different from ‘woman’ and there are differences within each woman as well (de Lauretis, 1985: 201). Different groups must find themselves equally addressed by a feminist film (208). 

3.3 Cinematic language

To be able to analyze in more detail which elements Taymor has made use of in her role as movie director, this section will look into some of the formal and stylistic traits you can use when making a film. Untraditional narrative form, music, costumes, make-up, and camera movement are all elements which she has made great use of in her interpretation of Titus Andronicus.


I think it will be useful to look at Titus partly as what Bordwell calls “classical Hollywood cinema”, since it is a quite big production, featuring some of Hollywood’s well known actors as well as the directing by Taymor herself – one of Americas most famous female directors (Bordwell, 2008: 94). The classical Hollywood cinema often relies on a very specific pattern of narration. This means that the action is propelled by a main character and that his or her actions will stem from psychological causes. Natural causes may appear but they will often only be second to the choices made by the main character. This character will have some kind of goal that needs to be reached and to prevent the main character from doing that, the narrative will feature a primary antagonist as well (94-95).      


Some of the very characteristic features of Titus, costumes and make-up, belong to the notion of mise-en-scene. The expression derives from the world of the theater where it referred to the directing of plays, but in film language mise-en-scene can be characterized as everything that goes on in front of the camera which, as mentioned, includes costumes and make-up but also setting, lighting and actors. Once, mise-en-scene was evaluated according to the degree of realism but Bordwell suggests that instead one should look at its function, no matter if its realist or not (112-113). As Bordwell states: 

Most basically, the filmmaker has to guide the audience’s attention to the most important areas of the image. We need to spot the items important for the ongoing action. (…) And the filmmaker tries to add expressive qualities, giving the shot an emotional coloration. And the mise-en-scene helps the filmmaker achieve all these purposes. (140)

 What is important to understand about mise-en-scene is that all the elements that are visible in front of the camera have a meaning and they all have to be considered in relation to the film as whole. The specific setting that a scene takes place in, as well as the lighting used, carries a meaning with it: is it bare and dark or bright and colorful? Costumes and make-up can help underline feelings, situations, and meanings. 


As opposed to mise-en-scene, cinematographic elements refer to everything that goes on behind the camera and with the camera. It concerns how the shots are filmed. “Camera distance, height, level, and angle often take on clear-cut narrative functions. Camera distance can establish or re-establish settings and character positions (…). A framing can isolate a narratively important detail” (192). Together with editing, the cinematographic elements can help our understanding of a certain scene in a film. For example, rhythmic relations between different shots can accelerate the tempo of the film and create stress if fast cutting is used between the frames (230). A fast moving camera and fast cutting can create a dizzying effect. 

Most films make great use of a certain chosen way of editing and a sudden alteration from this will create a response in the audience (231, 245). So will a sudden cut to what is called non-diegetic elements. These elements are not part of the narrative as such but they have a symbolic meaning that is important for the understanding of the film (254). Non-diegetic elements clearly play a part in Taymor’s film. Bordwell points out that such elements often are associated with contemporary filmmakers who want to question the Hollywood style because non-diegetic elements keep the narrative from flowing forward in a constant tempo (254-255). 

The last element I will point to as important for the understanding of Taymor’s film is that of sound. Even though it is not the first thing an audience seems to note about a film, the sound still plays an important part in it, because it creates a certain frame of mind. By adding sound to an image you can shape how the image is to be perceived. A different sound would alter how we see the image (264-265).           


 As Bordwell states, the director plays many parts in the moviemaking. It is not only about directing the camera and the actors. A large part of film directing is also about directing the audience and trying to shape the responses that the audience gets from the film. The choices made by the director will shape the way the audience reacts (306). It would be wrong to think that anything you see on the screen is in any way ‘natural’. Everything is chosen consciously by the director, which is why it is possible to get a final meaning out of a film. 

4. Analysis

The following section will be concerned with the analysis of the Titus film. As, mentioned in the methodology section, the analysis will be divided into three main parts. The first part will be concerned with the character of Lavinia. Here, I will look into, among other things, her rape and sexuality, the possibility for restoration, and her death. In relation to the before mentioned, I will point out how Taymor has tried to enhance her subjectivity through camera work, intertextual references, and small changes from the original Shakespeare script, and also point out where Taymor’s interpretation becomes contradictory. The second part of the analysis will be concerned with the other great female character, Tamora. Here, issues such as motherhood and the image of the powerful female will be discussed. Just as it is the case with Lavinia, the analysis of Tamora will point out that Taymor has complicated the character and thereby removed her from a conventional understanding of femininity. The third part of the analysis will take a step back and look at the film as a whole. This will include, among other things, the beginning and ending of the film in relation to audience participation, the circularity of events, and identification possibilities from a postfeminist perspective.  

4.1 Lavinia

4.1.1 Shakespeare’s Lavinia

Shakespeare’s Lavinia-character has attracted attention from a lot of scholars over the years. The contrast between this raped and silenced woman who tries to tell her story and the Andronici men who do not understand her at all is interesting. Lavinia can be seen as the ideal chaste and good daughter. She is traded between the men in Rome as a commodity and the most valuable thing about her is her “spotless chastity” (Shakespeare, 1594: 5.2, 176). Titus gives her to Saturninus whereafter Bassianus seizes her to marry. Tamora’s sons rape her and Titus kills her in the end. Lavinia functions mostly as a prop to be given or taken as one pleases, no one asks her what she wants, and incomprehensible to men as she is, her body becomes a sign for them to read. 

Lavinia is the only daughter among more than twenty children of Roman general Titus. Titus values her highly and calls her: “the cordial of mine age to glad my heart” (Shakespeare, 1594: 1.1, 176). To the newly crowned emperor, Saturninus, she is “Rome’s royal mistress, mistress of my heart” (1.1, 241). There is no doubt that Lavinia stands as the emblem of perfect femininity and she is put on a pedestal when she is compared to for example “spring” and “goodly summer” (5.2, 170-171). Shakespeare’s Lavinia was not very strong and even though he let her tell the names of her rapists and participate in the killing of them, she was still a silenced Lavinia (Detmer-Goebel, 2001: 88). All of these elements are, to some extent, present in Titus as well but it is the way in which Taymor interprets them and comments on them that makes a difference. As Mary Lindroth notes, when an audience watched Shakespeare’s play, they rooted for Titus, but when an audience watches Taymor’s film, they root for Lavinia (Lindroth, 2001). That must mean that Taymor has done something different and changed the character of Lavinia. A place where such a change can be detected is in relation to her rape.

4.1.2 The rape and the swamp

The rape of Lavinia is unrepresented by both Shakespeare and Taymor. As mention in the theory section, a film director faces a difficult choice when it comes to rape. Either one can represent it realistically and thereby run the risk of exposing women to too much unnecessary violence or one can choose to leave it out of the action and thereby run the risk of softening the horrors of the victim (Aebischer, 2002: 137-138). Taymor has left it out, but I do not think that she has masked the horrors of Lavinia, as will be elaborated on below. 

The scene in which we see Lavinia after the rape is extraordinary (ch. 16). Pascale Aebischer writes that rape is unrepresentable and problematic because it leaves no distinct mark on the victim’s body (Aebischer, 2002: 136). True, Lavinia’s inner wound is invisible but her cut off limbs, her hands and her tongue, come to stand both as a representative for the invisible wound and for her inability to tell her story. She literally cannot tell her story without hands and tongue and it also raises the question of how she will ever be able to get anyone to understand. Here, I am mostly thinking of the audience’s ability to comprehend her story. Her family’s inability to understand her signs will be discussed later on. As Cynthia Marshall notes, an off-stage, or off-screen, rape makes us aware that we can never understand the pain. Lavinia’s personal account can and will never really be told – it is lost forever (Marshall: section 2
). I believe that Taymor has made an effort to tell it though - both in this scene and in Lavinia’s Penny Arcade Nightmare which will be analyzed further below. 


Scene 16, where we see Lavinia after the rape, starts with a long shot over a swamp area covered with water, mud, and broken, bare trees and branches. Far away, we can see someone standing in white clothes as we hear hysteric laughter. There is a cut to Demetrius and Chiron and we see Lavinia standing on something tall in a white dress. In the cuts between Lavinia and the boys mocking her, we see her with her hair let out, her petticoat torn, and her hands exchanged with branches (ch. 16). As Taymor notes, the swamp represents the girl after the rape. She is now muddy and bare like the landscape around her (ch. 16 commented
). The once so pure sexuality of this girl is now stained.


Taymor is playing with interesting contrasts on several levels in this scene. Lavinia is a raped and mutilated girl, who is clearly suffering, but at the same time, there is a certain beauty in the way she looks and in the way she moves. Elsie Walker states that she resembles Dega’s ballerinas and Brook Cosby notes that Lavinia is deflowered but yet somehow in full bloom (Walker, 2002: 195 and Cosby, 2002: 5). Aebischer reads this as an attempt to investigate the beautification of the maimed female body and this leaves the audience somewhere between feeling compassion for Lavinia and being fascinated with the aesthetic beauty (Aebischer, 2004: 48). Lavinia is clearly ruined and yet, the very bright light, which has been used for this scene, makes her light up in her white dress. The play with horror and beauty highlights traditional filmmaking’s tendency to objectify the female body even when it is mutilated. This interpretation is also based on the work with the camera in this scene. The camera circles around Lavinia as if we investigate her from all angles and yet we mostly just see her face. When her upper body is in the frame, she is covering herself with her arms and branches. As spectators we can look but we cannot really see. At one point the camera moves fast and unsteadily towards her, resembling the point of view of one of the boys. It leaves a dizzying and quite disturbing effect to be placed in their point of view in this moment when they have done something so horrible. The boys do not realize or understand what they have done, but the audience is there to judge and we do not feel comfortable being placed with them. When the camera is used like that, Taymor does what feminists have called for in order to break down conventions, namely making the camera into a presence in itself. In that way, she also makes it clear that there is something to notice here. The effect is two-fold. We realize that as an audience our position can be manipulated and we realize that there is a camera and that it is being used consciously.

           
When the camera circles Lavinia, it is clear that almost no matter where she is in the frame we get the feeling that she is placed up high. She is standing on something. Her pedestal has now become a tree stump but she is still literally and metaphorically elevated, as Aebischer points out (Aebischer, 2004: 47). There is a moment in which we look up at her face and she looks down at ours where it seems like she is begging to be taken off that pedestal. This relates to the entrance of Marcus into the scene. At a point, the camera stops filming Lavinia and the frame fades into an image of Marcus walking in a green and cozy forest. The contrast is striking. We jump from Lavinia in a bare and muddy landscape to Marcus in the green and peaceful forest. The contrast between Lavinia and Marcus, or Lavinia and the men in the Andronici family, is marked. He walks out of the forest and sees what can be understood as a whole landscape, including Lavinia, which he does not understand. As he enters into the swamp area, he sees Lavinia and starts his much discussed and lengthy “bubbling fountain”-monologue. Taymor has cut over half the speech, though (ch. 16 commented). Marcus’ speech has been called inappropriate, excessive and wrong for this moment – a critique directed at the play especially (Aebischer, 2004: 28). Marcus tries to make sense of what has happened to his niece. “What stern and ungentle hands have lopped and hewed and made thy body bare of her two branches. Those sweet ornaments whose circling shadows kings have sought to sleep in” (ch. 16). As he gives this monologue, he walks closer to Lavinia who has her back to him. I think that the speech serves two functions. It serves first, to make her wounds verbal and somehow understandable and secondly, to show the elevated status she has had in the Andronici family. She was worth a great deal when kings wanted to marry her. Even in Taymor’s shortened version, the speech functions very well along with Lavinia’s position on the tree stump to remind us of her position and worth, and of how that status will be lost once the male family members know what has happened to her. The words that Shakespeare’s Marcus used about Lavinia’s mouth as a “bubbling fountain”, Taymor’s Lavinia in a way speaks herself (Cosby, 2002: 5). The most striking moment of this scene is when Marcus asks Lavinia why she does not speak to him and she turns around, leans forward, and opens her mouth. A long stream of blood floats from her mouth in slow motion as the violins in the music go into crescendo. The cut to Marcus’ shocked face underlines the horror of the event. Taymor notes that Lavinia is really just an ordinary girl who has been made into something which is too good and too pure (Morrow, 2000). Now Lavinia is ruined and Marcus literally pulls her down from the pedestal that he has himself contributed to put her on. Apparently, she cannot get down by herself. She stands alone on the stump even after the two boys have left and she only gets away because Marcus lifts her and walks away with her. This could be to show first of all, the shock of the rape. She is unable to move and do not know what to do. Secondly, it shows that she did not make herself into perfect femininity and she cannot leave that image by herself either.     

Projansky writes that rape representations of all kinds figure so frequently in popular culture and in the media today that people might not notice how often they are faced with some kind of rape discourse. All of these frequent representations can serve to naturalize the crime (Projansky, 2003: 2). But Walker may be right when she points out that rape as such is unrepresentable. When Taymor uses different modes of representation to tell the story of Lavinia it is because no single representation can fully grasp the concept of rape (Walker, 2002: 198). What her mixture of representations does is to “defamiliarize the events presented” (200). Taymor underlines that we cannot understand Lavinia’s story. The camera work makes sure that we cannot objectify her now ‘flawed’ body and the significance of Marcus pulling her down from the pedestal is striking. Through symbolism and clever contrasts, Taymor has tried to show the meaning of rape for Lavinia and be critical of the camera’s treatment of the female body.  

David McCandless criticizes Taymor for diminishing Lavinia’s pain and suffering by not letting the audience see her. He thinks that Taymor has naturalized her experience by limiting the view of her and her wounds. In a stage production, Lavinia is present on the stage all the time to remind the audience of her damages and to provoke a constant response of any kind. Even though McCandless realizes that on film Lavinia cannot be in the frame all the time, he still thinks Taymor is wrong to not show her body instead of her face (McCandless, 2002: 504-505). In my opinion, McCandless misunderstands the situation completely. Apparently, McCandless wants to read Lavinia and be able to study her wounds in detail. Such an exposure of Lavinia’s damaged body would only serve to objectify her in the same way as Titus does when he tries to “interpret all her martyred signs” (ch. 21). In that scene we are reminded how little men apparently know of rape and how they will never understand unless they can project that knowledge onto some kind of male written literature as is the case with Titus and Marcus (ch. 22). Titus thinks that he can interpret her but clearly, he has no idea what she is trying to say. These men understand rape as a story and as a sign that can be read, not as a physical experience. Marshall writes that the experience of Lavinia is unknowable to the Andronici men because she is both female, suffering, and silenced (Marshall, section 3). As Emily Detmer-Goebel notes, we “are disturbed by what the men do not know” (Detmer-Goebel, 2001: 83). I think McCandless shows the same kind of desire to know, but the point is that he will not know by being exposed to Lavinia’s body. If there is no representation capable of capturing rape, then studying the victim will not help. When Taymor shows Lavinia’s face, she makes her into a subject. She is a person and this crime has been committed to her. Lavinia is not just a body to turn away from or to wonder about. As mentioned in the theory section, rape can function as the total repression and domination of the subject, especially if the personal identity is closely bound to the sexual identity. Lavinia’s identity is very closely bound to her “spotless chastity” and the rape therefore also signifies the domination and stealing of her whole identity. Taymor’s focus on her face is an attempt to maintain Lavinia’s identity as a subject.   

4.1.3 The woodcarver’s shop

One of the relatively few quiet and peaceful scenes in Titus is chapter 20. Like all other addition, which Taymor has put in, this scene is also non-verbal. Here we see young Lucius entering into a woodcarver’s shop in his search for a solution to his aunt’s missing body parts. This scene is interesting because the first thing that I thought of when I saw it was so much different from what Taymor apparently intended with it and from what scholars have made out of it. 


Taymor states that she put this scene in because it shows the young boy developing, taking action, and caring about his aunt (ch. 20 commented). At the same time, she explains that it was clear that the production could not afford to leave Lavinia with arms of twigs. The blue-screening was simply too expensive. Taymor says this is an example of how you can come up with the best ideas out of necessity (Johnson-Haddad, 2000: 35). Walker understands the wooden hands as Lavinia’s chance of becoming ‘whole’ again (Walker, 2002: 203). Aebischer has the same kind of reading. She states that Taymor in a way ‘cleans up’ Lavinia and restores her body with the hands (Aebischer in Henderson, 2005). I agree that it is Lucius’ compassion that makes him help his aunt. But I think that if you interpret these hands as making Lavinia whole again then the ending of Taymor’s film does not make any sense. As I will investigate further on below, Lavinia dies as a bride – giving herself to her father so that he may break her neck. Lavinia is not restored by these hands. If it was only Titus who could not work past the fact that his daughter was now different to him, then we would see a Lavinia who did not want to die. Then Titus would have to kill her violently. Instead, the first thing I thought of when I saw the scene in the woodcarver’s shop was the amount of body parts, and especially hands, ready to be bought and taken away. From the view of the table where they all lie side by side, I thought that there would be a lot of other women out there who needed a set of hands. I read the scene firstly, as a boy’s attempt to do something good for his aunt, and secondly, as a proof that rape or mutilation will happen again or that it has happened many times. Even though Taymor herself does not point to this fact, I believe that this interpretation fits in well with her claim that Titus is timeless. We see these violent acts perpetrated again and again today and throughout history. 


After the scene in the woodcarver’s shop, the next incident where Lavinia is given a chance of becoming a subject is when she tells her father and her uncle the names of her rapists.

4.1.4 The secret is out

In an analysis of Lavinia, what happens in chapter 22 is very important both because of the way Taymor has interpreted the scene where Lavinia tells the names of her rapists and because the Penny Arcade Nightmare which appears in relation to this is so loaded with multilayered meaning. The term ‘Penny Arcade Nightmare’ is used by Taymor about the five postmodern nightmarish scenes which she has added to the play’s original text. As before mentioned, Taymor has not added any words to the action, so like all other additions made, the Penny Arcade Nightmares function as non-diegetic elements and tell a story by use of visual elements only. 



In chapter 22, we see Lavinia come chasing after her nephew because she wants to get a hold of the books that he is carrying. Is it clear from her facial expression and from the way she throws herself in the direction of the books and turns the pages wildly with her teeth that she is now ready to tell that “thing which womanhood deni[ed] [her] tongue to tell” (ch.. 16). As Titus sees her turning the pages in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, he finally realizes that Lavinia’s fate was like that of Philomela.


Marcus shows Lavinia how she can write the names of her perpetrators in the sand with a stick by holding it between her arms and her teeth. He hands the stick over to Lavinia and the camera moves in on her so that all we see in the frame are Lavinia’s face and the top of the stick. In Taymor’s own words, what we see here is a girl in court about to testify to her own rape. To tell about rape is to re-experience it (ch. 22 commented). Lavinia stares at the stick and we see her open her mouth but as Cosby notes: “she cannot separate taking it from being taken by it (Cosby, 2002: 12). If she had taken it in her mouth, she would have performed the rape (9). But instead of doing that, which would have looked over-the-top sexual in the close-up, she masters the stick in her own way. She takes it between her chin and her shoulder and while she steers it with her stumps, she writes the names of Chiron and Demetrius in the sand with supernatural speed. As mentioned, this scene is one of the moments in which Taymor lets Lavinia come across as a subject in her own right. In both Shakespeare’s and Taymor’s version, Marcus shows Lavinia how to tell her story. The stick is of course phallic in two ways. It signifies the actual Phallus meaning that she will perform the rape if she takes it in her mouth, and it signifies the pen as an emblem of male control over language. But Taymor does not let Lavinia take that stick in her mouth as Shakespeare’s Lavinia did (ch. 22 and Shakespeare, 1594, 4.1: 70-80). She will tell those names in her own way and by doing that, she takes control of the phallocentric language which is offered to her in the patriarchal world in which she lives. As Irigaray and Cixous states, the language which is offered to women in the Symbolic Order cannot express their desires. Here Lavinia can be seen to change that language and make it her own. At least for a moment, she wins back her subjectivity and takes control of male-centered language to tell her own story. The speed of the writing, the fast cutting and the frantic music that accompanies it gives this moment a special look that is different from the realistic, natural world which Marcus and Titus represent standing around her in that scene. Marcus stands calm and controlled telling her how to use the stick, but when it is handed over to Lavinia the feel shifts from realistic to supernatural.


As Cosby notes, this scene can also be interpreted as Lavinia’s way of examining patriarchy while still inside of it (Cosby, 2002: 12). In other words, it resembles Mulvey’s formulation of how to start deconstructing patriarchy. I think Cosby is right when she states that Lavinia here becomes the creator of meaning and for a moment then loses her role as constant bearer of meaning (12). The scene can then be interpreted as based upon both French feminist thought and Mulvey’s theories. Lavinia takes control of language and writes differently – a female linguistic expression as the artistic one Philomela created – but she does it in the patriarchal world that still surrounds her. She gains her subjectivity for a short while but we must realize that as soon as she has told the names of her rapists, her role is played out. 


Shot into this scene though, is Lavinia’s Penny Arcade Nightmare which is a symbolic remembering of her rape. As Cosby notes, this nightmare scene is important because it affirms the rape as a crime against Lavinia even though Titus sees it as a crime against his person and his family (12-13). It is constructed out of elements from the original text, such as does and tigers, and the look of it is very postmodern. Basically, the shot is black, blue, and white and shows Lavinia on a Roman column with a doe’s head on top of her own and doe legs on her arms. She is wearing the same white petticoat as in the swamp scene and she is mirroring an image of Marilyn Monroe as she is trying to hold down her dress which keeps blowing up. Simultaneously, we see Chiron and Demetrius clawing at her like tigers linking this scene with Titus’ comment that Rome is a wilderness of tigers (Shakespeare, 1594: 3.1, 54-55). Lavinia is the prey which they have hunted. 


In the beginning, Taymor shows Lavinia in a Grace Kelly or Kathrine Hepburn kind of dress – a proper black dress with veil and a bell skirt. After her rape she is in a torn white petticoat in a scene mirroring Marilyn Monroe in The Seven Year Itch. All of these women are legends within the Hollywood film industry. The first two represented the stereotypical Hollywood ‘good girl’ while the third was a great sexual icon – but one that could be controlled because of her supposed lack of intelligence. The image of Monroe in the white dress standing on top of the subway vent is probably familiar to everyone in the western world and it is the perfect example of a female character connoting what Mulvey calls ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’. Aebischer notes that “Lavinia is simultaneously an icon of damaged femininity and defiled idolization” (Aebischer, 2004: 48). What is highlighted here is that there is a problem with the glorification of the female form. Clara Agusti writes that this nightmarish scene shows that a woman’s subjectivity is distorted by the media (Agusti, 2006: 60). I do not think that Taymor wants to show Lavinia as stereotypical or unintelligent, but instead wants to highlight the male dominated media’s exploitation of the female body. Marilyn Monroe was the emblem of sexual attractiveness and by using her as a reference point, Taymor holds two opposites against each other. Sexual attractiveness and rape are two things that normally do not go well together in patriarchy, and especially not in Roman or Shakespearean times. A rape victim would have had her sexuality destroyed, because, as Taymor states, chastity was not about virginity but about the ownership of a woman’s reproductive organs (ch. 30 commented). Lavinia was destroyed by the rape and Monroe was destroyed by the Hollywood machine. She was elevated into an icon that she could not manage to live up to in the end. The same is Lavinia. As mentioned earlier, to the men in her family, she is not a person but has been made into an image of perfect desirable femininity and that ends up destroying both her and her family. 

There is also a great contradiction in the way that the ‘pure’ chaste Lavinia is wearing black while the woman with the stained and muddy sexuality is wearing white. It seems that Taymor is trying to break down some conventions that are all too common in film language. The colors do not match with what they usually represent. I read this as another attempt to complicate Lavinia’s character far more than just showing her as the stereotypical ‘virgin’ and the ruined woman. 

The image of Monroe with the blowing dress is a classic example of female objectification on screen. But Agusti states that the image of Lavinia/Monroe betrays the simulacrum here because the figure is still damaged from the rape (Agusti, 2006: 61-62). Because of the colors of the shot, it is rather difficult to see whether Lavinia’s mouth is swollen from the attack or if it is just her naturally quite full lips that makes her mouth seem swollen, but no matter what, the camera is either filming her face or is too far away to create an erotic image of her body. Whether the reason, objectification is not possible here. And if anything, this is a clear example of how you can examine patriarchy with the tools it provides. By playing with the gaze, Taymor ensures that Lavinia is not made into the icon that Monroe was. The frightened Lavinia, the tigers’ aggressiveness, the camera work, and the cultural context that Taymor is drawing on make it impossible to objectify her here.   

4.1.5 The murder of Lavinia

Even though Taymor has done a lot to give depth to Lavinia’s character, the image is not constant. As already mentioned, Lavinia must die in the end (ch. 30). Not a single scholar has complemented Taymor for the way she has staged Lavinia’s death and neither will I. Walker remarks that this is the only death in the play that is peaceful (Walker, 2002, 203). Walker is without a doubt right here, and it is exactly the peacefulness of the death that makes is so disturbing. Especially Aebischer is deeply critical of Taymor’s version. Aebischer writes that Lavinia’s story is yet to be told and that Taymor is wrong not to let Lavinia’s story compete with the overall narrative (Aebischer, 2002, 144-145). She does not understand why contemporary interpreters refuse to acknowledge Lavinia’s will to survive (Aebischer, 2004: 56-57). I find Taymor’s interpretation of Lavinia’s death disappointing in relation to all the other work she has done to make Lavinia into a subject of her own. That Lavinia so willingly lets Titus break her neck here seems inappropriate to me. The peacefulness and Lavinia’s consent makes it horrible to watch. Aebischer is right when she states that Taymor naturalizes this act done by Titus. Taymor compares this to the honor killings which take place today in some parts of the world (ch. 30 commented). Taymor is absolutely right that honor killings take place but it is difficult to see that as a reason as to why we should accept it as a natural act. If she wants to question how we perceive violence she does not manage a critique very well here. In my opinion, the death of Lavinia seems contradictory to the image that is built up of her in the rest of the film where Taymor questions what the media means for female subjectivity and explores how to make the rape a crime against Lavinia and not against her father. When she seems to question all violence in general in this film, she fails to be critical when it comes to the murder of Lavinia. Shakespeare did not give any direction as to how Titus should kill his daughter and neither did he write anything about whether she objected or not, so Taymor has made a conscious choice when Lavinia willingly lets Titus kill her (Shakespeare, 1594: 5.3, 40-50). McCandless, who has investigated the differences between Taymor’s stage and screen productions, maintains that film-Lavinia appears much weaker than Lavinia in the stage version and the death of her is one of the reasons for this. In her stage production, Taymor had Lavinia run into one of her own prosthetic devices which Titus was holding so that she would impale herself and die (McCandless, 2002: 506). As McCandless notes this could be seen as Lavinia’s acceptance of her own position as an object but he maintains that by actually committing suicide she claims control over her own body (506). Taking this into consideration it appears even stranger to have film-Lavinia die the way she does. It is almost as if Taymor is experimenting with her death and clearly the film does not grant Lavinia much agency in the end.


What does seem as a critique though, is Lavinia’s costume in the scene with her death. Wearing a white dress and a black veil, she dies as a bride. As mentioned before, Taymor states that Lavinia gives herself to her father as a bride so that he can kill her. There is a mutual agreement between them. Seen in connection with the untraditional color choices for Lavinia in the rest of the film also, one cannot help wonder whether Taymor is trying to make a statement about heterosexual marriage in general. The virgin bride is wearing black both before and after her wedding night and now that she must die, not a virgin anymore, she is wearing the traditional white wedding dress but with a black veil thought. Marriage gets a certain morbid fell to it. It is as if she is about to marry death and that makes the whole idea of marriage quite uncomfortable. Taymor might be aiming at a critique of marriage practices in general but it does not change the fact that Lavinia dies voluntarily though.   


In relation to Lavinia’s death, one must also consider her connection to Ovid’s character of Philomela. Shakespeare changed the story so that she does not survive in the end. Taymor follows Shakespeare’s version on this matter. Taymor has subverted Shakespeare and moved closer to Ovid in relation to Lavinia’s writing in the sand but in relation to her death, Taymor has chosen to follow Shakespeare. By letting Titus kill her, Taymor gives room to the interpretation of Lavinia’s rape as a political act. Coppélia Kahn states that when Titus kills his daughter he sacrifices her to patriarchy and thereby inserts himself in it (Kahn, 1997: 48). It is possible to read Lavinia’s rape as an attack on Rome since she is also “Rome’s rich ornament” (Shakespeare, 1594: 1.1, 55). Titus does in a way read her like that. The rape of his daughter is an attack on him and to be a real man and restore patriarchal order he will have to place her in her rightful position now that she has lost her value as a transition object just as he wishes to restore order to Rome again. Aebischer maintains that a political reading of Lavinia, which favors the allegorical more than the literal, only serves to hide the real problem. She reminds us that it is the gender and power relations in our society that lead to rape (Aebishcer, 2004: 28-29). She reads a woman’s body as sexualized enemy territory (26).

Another ‘problem’ in relation to Taymor’s treatment of Lavinia’s fate is her image of Tamora’s two boys. She states that these boys are not cruel but seduced by hate. In her own comments, she releases the two boys from their responsibility (ch. 12 commented). They are clearly easy to influence, which is shown through the rock music, videogames and drugged-out behavior and they have been falling in love with Lavinia, but Aaron is smart enough to corrupt their souls. The boys are not innocent, though, and they blatantly equate love with sex in their play with each other and with the pillows in the bed (ch. 12). Taymor says she chose the swinging bed because she wanted it to look like Aaron rocked them in a cradle (ch. 12 commented). But they are more adults than they are babies. She fails to acknowledge that boys may very well be influenced by the media to do crazy violent things but that does not mean they are without blame. She succeeds in showing that video-games and music videos display and create a hyper-violent form of masculinity, as Agusti states (Agusti, 2006:94). But the media and our society in turn reinforce a stereotypical view of both men and women. It is clearly not totally foreign in Taymor’s setting that you can trade off a woman without her consent so it is not only the media that affects these boys but also the environment in which they are brought up. It is a two-way street, which Taymor is reluctant to show. According to Aebischer, Taymor’s whole coding of masculinity becomes problematic with Tamora’s sons and she might have a point here. She sees Saturninus, Chiron, and Demetrius as somewhat queer. They are clearly opposites in relation to the Andronici men who figure as a much more traditional and rational form of masculinity (Aebischer in Henderson, 2005). I believe Aebischer is right in this observation. Saturninus and especially Chiron and Demetrius fall outside of ‘masculine rationality’ and as Aebischer writes, it becomes the insecurity and unease with their own bodies that leads them to commit the crimes (Aebischer in Henderson, 2005). Their appearance, which is sometimes straight out drag (ch. 28), does not come across as an attempt to break down traditional masculinity but as an excuse for their actions.     

4.2 Concluding remarks

In her treatment of Lavinia’s character, Taymor has done a lot to change the perception of the character and to give her more meaning than she had in the play. The film’s Lavinia comes across as a much stronger and more complicated subject. By letting the horrors shine through in her face more than in her body, letting her master language on her own, and critiquing patriarchy for its positioning of her, Taymor has given the character agency. On the visual level, the director has used the character to comment on the way women are treated in the film industry. She makes camera presence noticeable and is careful not to make Lavinia into the icon that she is in the story. By drawing on a wider cultural context such as the meaning of colors and old female icons she comments on the way we as an audience perceive female subjectivity and on how it is treated and distorted by the media into stereotypical images.    

4.3 Tamora

4.3.1 Shakespeare’s Tamora

The other great female character in Titus is the Gothic Queen Tamora. Compared to Lavinia this character has not attracted nearly as much attention even though it is the killing of Tamora’s eldest son that sets the whole action in motion. It is Tamora that Titus needs to defeat in order to re-establish patriarchal order.


In Shakespeare’s play, Tamora is the embodiment of all male fears of women just as Lavinia is the embodiment of perfect femininity. Tamora is powerful, dangerously beautiful, sexual, and an overprotective mother. Together with her black lover and servant Aaron, she is evil incarnated. Because the wife of Titus is never even mentioned, Tamora becomes the only mother in the play and she clearly connotes fears of the maternal. Taymor’s reading of the character is definitely still inspired by the original play but I believe that she has made an effort to complicate the Tamora-character just as she has with Lavinia. The queen is clearly linked with modern stereotypical assumptions about the powerful female and the way a woman like that is portrayed in film industry.

4.3.2 Overpowering beauty

One of the things we learn about the queen is that she is beautiful and maybe even more beautiful than Lavinia. Saturninus says that she “overshine[s] the gallant’st dames of Rome” (ch. 7). And her beauty is, by Taymor, made almost magical with the golden make-up and the atypical golden braids in her hair. But this woman is, despite her beauty, not particularly objectified by the camera. Scene 6 constitutes an example of how Taymor has manipulated the gaze on Tamora as she has with Lavinia. The newly crowned emperor of Rome, Saturninus, sits on his throne and has just declared that he will marry Lavinia when Aaron, Tamora, and her two sons, Demetrius and Chiron, are dragged in to face the emperor. Saturninus makes a happy little jump off his throne and walks down to face the prisoners which Titus has brought home from war. The camera adjusts the zoom as Saturninus moves towards it and from the direction he is walking we know that he is headed against the space where Tamora is placed on her knees. This is seen from Tamora’s perspective because the camera is not moving backwards to keep Saturninus in the frame but instead the emperor takes up more and more space in the frame as if he is moving closer to us/Tamora. Saturninus makes an “mmm” sound as he gets ready to take off the animal skin that Tamora is wearing. There is a cut and we see the two of them from the side as he lets the fur slide down behind her. The audience is clearly expecting there to be something very interesting under that fur since the emperor makes a sound as if he is about to eat something delicious. But as the fur slides off, Tamora’s golden armor is revealed (ch. 6). This armor functions as a way of linking Tamora to Titus. They are both wearing metal plating and they are about to enter into a war against each other. The armor is shaped according to Tamora’s body with breasts, waist, and stomach marked in the metal. What we see is supposedly her natural body shape and not an unnatural body with flat stomach and big breasts. So the armor is a mixture of what we expected to see, what we cannot see, and what Tamora might have looked like naked. There is a clear contrast here between the body that we are not allowed to see and at the same time are actually seeing printed in the metal. Again, a clever trick made by Taymor to point out to us what we would normally expect in a situation like that. And on one hand, she is serving it to us while on the other hand, she is not serving it to us at all. At the same time we are reminded of the ‘constructedness’ of Hollywood bodies in general.


This scene is also another example of how the audience is manipulated by use of the camera. In the swamp scene, after the rape of Lavinia, the audience is for a short time placed with Chiron and Demetrius. In scene 6, we are, for a short while, placed with Tamora. It quite effectively works as a way of telling the story without having a clear protagonist. In most Hollywood style films, it is a common trait to have a very clearly marked (male) main character, but Taymor has chosen to make it ambiguous who we should perceive as the main character in this film. This is also seen in relation to the direct speech to the camera by some of the characters. Both Tamora and Aaron speak directly to the camera as if we should pay special attention to their situation. Other functions of this direct address to the camera will be commented on later. In Titus, we remain unaware of who we are supposed to perceive as the main character. It could be Lavinia, Titus, Tamora, or Aaron. 

4.3.3 The mother

Both Shakespeare’s play and Taymor’s film interrogate the issue of the maternal. Many scholars have pointed to the fact that Shakespeare’s text plays a lot on the images of the womb. This is especially clear when Aaron leads two of Titus’ sons to the “loathsome pit” which they fall into (Shakespeare, 1594: 2.3, 193). The language is drenched in references to this pit as a devouring womb. Martius calls it “this unhallowed and bloodstained hole” and “this fell devouring receptacle, as hateful as Cocytos’ misty mouth” (2.3, 210, 235-236). Cocytos is a river in Hades and was often shown in medieval plays as a smoking hole into hell (Waith, 1984: 124). Quintus refers to this hell-hole as “the swallowing womb” (Shakespeare, 1594: 2.3, 239). According to Marion Wynne-Davies, all of these explicit references to the uterus and the deaths of Titus’ two sons link the maternal with castration and death (Wynne-Davis, 1991: 136). In addition to this, it shows that the female is linked with nature and ‘mother earth’ strengthening a culture/nature binary between men and women. And just like Titus’s sons are killed in the hole in the earth, Lavinia is also raped there. Kahn states that when the daughter is raped in a womb-like place, linking rape with the maternal, it signals that the treasure of the father is stolen by the mother (Kahn, 1997: 54). Shakespeare’s text signals anxiety for the maternal to a great extent.   


There is no doubt that Taymor is playing with the role and the image of the mother to a very large extent also. When the emperor chooses Tamora as his wife, she explicitly states that she will be “a mother to his youth” and Taymor plays with this image throughout the film (ch. 7). As Dabrowska points out, she can be seen as the wolf’s head over the emperor’s throne (Dabrowska, 2005: 22). She is always watching over him and always protecting him. There are several scenes in which we also see Tamora stroking Saturninus’ hair as if he is a child (ch. 25). And in relation to her sons, the relationship is at times bordering on incestuous. There are both kissing and very intimate nudity between Tamora and her sons (ch. 14 and 24).


It seems to me that Taymor has tried very explicitly to provoke a response to the image of ‘the mother’. Some might suggest that the intimacy between mother and sons serves to make us turn away from them, but I think that the images are so over-the-top that they seem too elaborate and performative not to serve another purpose. To me it seems like a way of offering the audience one of the biggest male fears right to their faces. According to psychoanalysis, the image of the mother is one of the most frightful in patriarchy because she stands as an emblem of dependency and castration anxiety. The best way to control her would be through the gaze, but Taymor’s Tamora is not to be controlled. Taymor has not made it possible to control her through a scopophilic gaze. Tamora clearly connotes castration anxiety since she, as an over-controlling wife and mother, turns both her husband and her sons into props that she steers around without them even noticing it.     

The film industry has stereotyped the mother into certain categories and Tamora actually does not fit into any of them. She is both caring and sexual. She wants what is best for herself, and she wants what is best for her children. This mixture complicates her. As stated in the theory section, a woman controlling the action and maybe even controlling the gaze would have to lose her features such as motherliness and kindness. But with Tamora it is not as easily said as that. Tamora’s desires compel the action forward as it is her wish for revenge that makes the narrative go on. But at the same time she cannot be said to lose her motherly features. Mainstream films have tended to subjugate the mother to the margins and she has therefore been trivialized into certain boxes. In Titus, one must say that the figure of the mother is in full bloom. If she has been neglected in earlier films, then Taymor has helped restore her as a presence on the big screen.        

Taymor has made the presence of the mother important and Tamora might become evil and wish to destroy the Andronici family, but as an audience we actually have some kind of understanding of her motifs. In both Shakespeare’s and Taymor’s version, she is compared to a ravenous tiger (Shakespeare, 1594: 5.3, 194). And in Taymor’s film, she almost becomes that tiger. Rome is a wilderness of tigers, but different kinds it seems. In the scene where Tamora is brought to Rome in captivity, she is wearing animal fur (ch. 2). And in reality, a female tiger is one of the most aggressive animals when it comes to defending its cubs. A female tiger with newly born cubs will attack anyone who tries to get close to her off-spring or who tries to hurt them. In the wild, that is considered good parenting. In that way, Taymor makes the similarity very explicit and thereby reminds us that Tamora is, as she says, “a mother wronged” and not necessarily evil as such (Bate, 2000).

The queen connotes a wide range of anxieties about the female and maternity. Some of them are, as Kahn mentions, “the anxieties about the unconstrained maternal womb” (Kahn, 1997: 69). This is to be understood in relation to her pregnancy because Tamora connotes fear of miscegenation. Shakespeare’s play interrogated the issue of what would happen if the races were mixed and foreigners could sneak in without ever being noticed. Such a thing would destroy white patriarchy because, as Francesca Royster notes, white lineage is controlled through white women’s bodies, and Tamora is the uncontrolled body which can break the lineage (Royster, 2000: 435). 

There is no doubt that the character of Aaron makes the audience very aware of the presence of ‘blackness’ in both the play and the film. One would have to remember that the play was written around 1594 - a time where colonialism was well established in some parts of the world even though the British Empire was not a reality at this point. At this point in history, the slave trade from Africa to the new colonies in South America was a lucrative business (Jensen, 2006: 491). The perception of blackness was not very human and that was even before the whole of the African continent was colonized in the end of the 19th century. It is quite astonishing then, that the image of Aaron fits so well with the stereotypes that emerged at the end of slavery and onwards, and it is therefore also difficult to get around the fact that his character in many ways lives up to the stereotypes which have been all too common when depicting black men on screen. Aaron somewhat resembles the gangster and black buck stereotype in his sleek classic suits and his brutal planning of Lavinia’s rape. Aaron is dangerous because he “will have his soul black as his face” (ch. 18). Aaron is evil, but I think that Taymor has tried to be critical of the issue of a racial hierarchy in her film, though. Aaron’s character is bad because of his soul and not so much because of his race. We can understand why he is the way that he is, because he has always been seen as ‘other’ and his baby is even referred to as being “as loathsome as a toad” (Shakespeare, 1594: 4.2, 67). Taymor has chosen to use a real baby as Aaron’s son and the child immediately contradicts the reference to him as a toad since the baby awakens compassion in every audience member (ch. 23). The intention of using this baby also seems clearer when one considers the fact that he is clearly not a new-born. The empress has supposedly just given birth to him but the baby is somewhat older than a new-born. The child is not there to give a realistic picture of infancy but to awaken certain feelings in the audience. Nobody wants this baby to die and it also survives in the end. You do not need any more than a glimpse of the child before you see that racial hierarchies are constructs and that all children are innocent. Aaron is perhaps, as Taymor also mentions, the most contemporary of the characters (Johnson-Haddad, 2000: 36). The child that he and Tamora has made was considered dangerous for public order in Shakespeare’s time and amazingly such a child is still seen by some as wrong because it threatens white privilege. I do not think that any audience member will miss the fact that this child does not threaten anyone.    

4.3.4 Business woman, androgyne, or drag

Linked with Tamora’s power as a mother is also her power as empress and as woman. As Marshall notes, the text displays male fear of female power (Marshall: section 1). There is no doubt that Tamora is powerful and that her sexuality is dangerous. In the hunting scene, she meets Aaron in the forest and tries to persuade him into having sex with her. But Aaron turns her down (ch. 13). The sexuality of black men has always been seen as dangerous so when a black man turns down a white woman it must be used to show just how dangerous Tamora is. It says more about her than it does about Aaron. Tamora uses her sexuality or ‘fake’ feminine kindness to manipulate men around her, for example to persuade the emperor into looking kindly at the Andronici family after they have betrayed him and stolen Lavinia from him (ch. 10). But Taymor’s Tamora is not just powerful. She literally embodies all of the fears about powerful women in Shakespeare’s time and in our time. Shakespeare’s character was, as mentioned, sexual, powerful, and a devouring mother. Taymor’s Tamora connotes so much difference that she is difficult to place. While Lavinia always wears the same kind of dress, Tamora is shifting both between many colors and between suits, pants, and dresses. She is still sexual, powerful, and devouring, but she is also nurturing, smart, and working. One of the modern references Taymor has used for Tamora is that of the business woman. By letting Tamora be dressed in pants and fitted suits like that, Taymor captures one of the modern myths about femininity with this character also. As stated in the theory section, the media has appropriated the term of postfeminism and has used it to be critical of the working mother. The media has tried to make clear that it is okay for modern women to feel pressured because feminism has promised them something that is impossible to obtain: that they can have it all. But now that women have careers as well as families, they break under the pressure and realize that a life as a house wife is better after all. The working mother is shown by the media to be wrong and unfeminine. If Titus Andronicus was performed in a modern setting, Tamora would be the evil business woman who is acting out of control. In that way it also becomes clear how little stereotypes have changed.


In addition to the above, Aebischer notes that Tamora is coded as androgynous in Titus (Aebischer in Henderson, 2005). She thinks that Taymor has almost given Tamora a third gender. Powerful women are often coded as somewhat masculine because power normally resides with the masculine within patriarchy. And a masculine female is not the image of ideal femininity according to the patriarchal frame of mind. Taymor herself notes that the production team consciously designed costumes for Tamora which should consist of a mix between masculine and feminine clothes (ch 13 commented). And the character is dressed in everything from golden dresses to pants suits and metal plating. But at times, especially in the banquet scene in the end, the queen seems to border on drag in her appearance. Here it is her hair and makeup that gives her a certain androgynous and very theatrical look (ch. 30). As mentioned in the theory section, Judith Butler links the performativity of gender in connecting with for example drag appearances as a way of breaking down gendered categories. If the best way to avoid binary oppositions with regards to gender and sexuality is to perform them, then Tamora is a perfect example. All in all, I think that Taymor’s Tamora performs her part very explicitly and in that way Taymor manages to break down the evil female stereotype that Tamora seems to embody in Shakespeare’s narrative. 

In both Shakespeare’s play and Taymor’s film, Tamora is punished in the end for being the wrong kind of femininity – the uncontrollable one. She does resemble the dangerous femme fatale character because she is both beautiful and smart, but I think Taymor manages to be critical of Tamora’s character as well. She is not just evil, but more like a whole person with many different aspects. Just like Lavinia, the character is more complicated and through use of certain cultural references the queen becomes more interesting to watch. 


Despite the obvious differences that exist between Tamora and Lavinia the two women are also connected in several ways. Scholars have pointed to the fact that they are both newly married ladies as the emperor states on the night after his wedding party with Tamora (ch. 10), they are both feared to bring a mixed-race baby into world (Royster, 2000: 449) and they are both linked to Ovid’s tale of Philomela: Lavinia as the rape victim and Tamora as being thrown to the birds in the end (Wynne-Davis, 1991: 146) and as the image of the evil king. Taymor has strengthened these similarities a little further. In Titus, both of the ladies are wearing red when they perform their biggest revenge on each other: Tamora when she encourages her sons to rape Lavinia, and Lavinia when she tells the names of Tamora’s two sons (ch. 14 and 22). And of course she has linked them by drawing on contemporary cultural stereotypes for both of them in an attempt to draw attention to the construction of these types. The similarities, and in any case, many differences, helps draw attention to the postfeminist claim that one should take the differences among women and within each woman into consideration when dealing with images of the feminine. Van Zoonen suggested that pleasure could come from looking at the positive connections between women on screen. That cannot be said to be true for Titus since the connection between the two female characters is far from friendly. But there is a connection none the less. Tamora and Lavinia are both female and living in a patriarchal society in which they try to manage the roles that society allows them to take on. Their different roles and their different personalities as subjects are, as mentioned, interrogated by Taymor.      


4.4 Concluding remarks

Tamora was the embodiment of a very certain kind of female stereotype in Shakespeare’s play. Taymor has managed to complicate this character and the role she fulfils just as it is the case with Lavinia. In Titus, Tamora is used to interrogate mainly three things. Firstly, this beautiful and mystical woman is uncontrollable by the gaze and her body draws attention to the audience’s expectations. Secondly, she is deliberately used to provoke and draw attention to the role of ‘the mother’. Taymor is letting the image of castration anxiety become very clear and she is unlike any typical mother figure. If representations of the mother have been neglected in Hollywood filmmaking, then Taymor’s use of the Tamora character has let the mother out with all that it entails. And thirdly, Tamora is the emblem of the modern woman. She is smart and she is a working mother. The wide range of references used in her clothes, hair, and make-up serves to underline the fact that Tamora has no stable identity. Her character connotes so much difference on all levels and that leaves her wonderfully complicated and saves her from becoming a stereotype. 

4.5 A feminist/postfeminist film?

So far I have analyzed and discussed the Titus film in relation to the two female main characters mostly. In the following section, I will take a step back and look more broadly at the whole film as such. This will especially be in relation to the role of the audience both inside and outside Taymor’s film. In connection with the audience, I will also discuss what kind of identifications Taymor allows and how well the whole film, not just the interpretation of the female characters, comes across as inspired by feminist/postfeminist thoughts.

Taymor speaks to the audience already from the first scene of the film. As the film opens, we are expecting to see something Shakespearean – not a story from the 1950s. In the opening scene, we see a small boy placed in an all American 1950s-looking kitchen playing with his toy soldiers (ch. 1). The toys are a mixture of everything from GI Joes and super heroes to Roman soldiers in armor and just as the game is getting increasingly wilder a biker-clown breaks down the wall and takes the boy with him through an ‘Alice in Wonderland’ rabbit hole and into the coliseum where the Roman soldiers have just returned from war. Already we sense the tone and the setting of the film. It is clear that there will be a mixture of time and the many different kinds of toy soldiers on the table function as a preview of the multitude of styles and settings we will see in the film. The first scene also functions as a preview of what is going to happen in the film. Just as the boy moves from play and relative order to straight-out massacre and chaos, the action of the film will also go from patriarchal order to chaos before everything is restored to normal in the end. Taymor calls this scene her own way into the play. Everyone will have to find their own way into a play like this, she says (ch. 1 commented). She used the boy in her stage production as well and because it worked so well there, she thought she would use him for the film as well.


To begin with, we actually cannot see the boy because he is wearing a paper bag over his head with holes cut out for the eyes. What is clear though, is that the boy is a spectator. He is watching a film or something else on a TV that we, as an audience, are not allowed to see, but from the flickering light which is casting shadows on the paper bag we know that it is there. Agusti states that this boy figures as non-identity (Agusti, 2006: 64). We can see from the skin around his eyes that he is a white boy but his identity as such is hidden. He will become Titus’ grandson when he is lifted into the narrative by the biker-clown who breaks down the house wall but even as part of the Andronici family, he remains outside of the action for a large part. He is, especially in the beginning, just watching the action silently – he is the voyeur. It is clear, then, that we as an audience are supposed to identify with this boy. As stated in the theory section, an audience member is created as voyeur when watching a film. And in feminist psychoanalytical film theory, the audience is always a male one which the film creates for itself. But these theories did not take the actual audience into account. The real audience consists of all kinds of different people and all they see is a child peeping through holes in a paper bag at a TV. He is constructed like us – looking in on some action that we are not part of. Through the use of this boy, Taymor makes explicit that the audience is a conscious presence in this film. As I have shown in the analysis so far, the female characters, which are so often made into objects for a voyeuristic gaze in mainstream Hollywood films, are not really objectified in this film. There is even more male spectacle on display in this film than there is female. So this boy is a different kind of voyeur maybe - one we can all identify with and one who is not constructed according to the male unconscious. The question a feminist would ask is of course whether the female audience can identify with a boy but that is perhaps exactly what the paper bag is there for. To create the feeling that this is a person who functions as an audience to the events - just like us.

While the beginning of the film is constructed as a film within the film, the ending is constructed as a play. Taymor is creating a metanarrative here where in the end she brings the theater into the film and thereby creates a double set of audiences. In one of the very last scenes, the one in which Titus serves Tamora’s sons backed into pies and where almost all remaining characters are killed, the mode shifts from computer-game-like to realist theater in a coliseum (ch. 30-31). All of a sudden an extra audience appears on the seats all the way round the walls. And this audience is a mix of all colors and ages. This is an audience which resembles the films actors very well also. Taymor worked with both a multinational cast and a multinational crew. It is only fitting that her ‘fake’ audience also is multinational and connoting difference. Clearly, this is also a message to the real audience which she must also expect to be multi-faceted. Everything in Taymor’s film connotes difference rather than similarity on all levels. The cast and crew have, as mentioned, several different nationalities, the film music covers many different genres from rock to jazz and classical, and the costumes and settings make references to time periods ranging from Ancient Rome to fascist Italy and contemporary America. This multitude of references makes the story all-time relevant and that also means that the action which takes place in the story, such as rape, mixing of races, and murder is all-time relevant.  

Lindroth points out that when Lucius starts to speak to the crowd in the last scene, asking them to judge what is fair in this revenge-tragedy, Taymor is also asking us to judge (Lindroth, 2001). And we must not only judge what is fair and what is not when it comes to revenge. We are asked to reflect on the entertainment industry as a whole. As stated earlier, Taymor has shown and pointed out that the stereotypes which Shakespeare used are just as much alive today. This shows a kind of circularity that is actually kept alive in other features in her movie as well. First of all, many of her settings are shot in circular rooms such as the senate and the wedding party (ch. 9, 25). The film ends and begins in the same spot and that spot is actually a circle in itself – a coliseum. Also the children represent a kind of circularity. In the beginning we see young Lucius being lifted into the air for an audience to cheer. And in the end it is Lucius himself that lifts another child, namely Aaron’s son, into the air. Also the violence in the film seems to have a certain circularity. There are of course all kinds of different violent acts but they can be divided into two groups: the public kind and the domestic kind. Agusti finds public and private violence to be linked in Titus (Agusti, 2006: 63). To me it is especially the final banquet scene and Lavinia’s rape which signal the connection between public and domestic (gendered) violence. In the banquet scene, which suddenly takes place in the middle of the publicly attended coliseum, the characters are killed with domestic props such as table spoons and candle sticks (ch. 30). And also Titus’ restoration of Lavinia into a patriarchal mode of understanding to restore public order shows that the two kinds of violence are linked. It is a public ceremonial sacrifice that kills Tamora’s eldest son. The sacrifice is revenged through the rape of Lavinia which Titus looks upon as an act against himself and as a proof that the entire Rome is under attack. To protect and restore patriarchal public order, he, almost ceremonially, kills his daughter who has now lost her worth as a transmission object.

While Shakespeare ended his play kind of openly, Taymor’s is more optimistic. In Shakespeare version we do not know whether the baby will survive – if Titus’ only remaining son, Lucius, will let it live. In the film, young Lucius takes the baby into his arms and carries it out of the coliseum. Taymor then seems to say that it is possible to break this circularity of violence and more or less forced gendered identity. The ending should be understood as a signal of hope. Taymor states that it was the little bit of hope that made her want to do the film (Titus, disc 2, Taymor at Columbia University). Lucius’ saving of the baby leaves hope that all circles can be broken – whether it is stereotypical gender roles and representations or ongoing violence. If we can take care of the next generation it will be possible to make a change. Some might call the ending sentimental. But I will agree with Taymor when she states that this ending signals more possibility than solution (De Luca, 2000). It is a fake sunset that Lucius walks towards. Like several other things in this film it is constructed according to an expectation. It seems to mock sentimental Hollywood endings but still leaves possibility for change in its own way. I my opinion it fits well with the movie because Taymor wants the audience to take responsibility and what would be left to do if she had made an ending that signaled no possibility for change? McCandless is of the opinion that Taymor’s ending releases the audience from responsibility (McCandless, 2002: 510). But with the fake sunset the audience does not seem to be released from anything. The point is exactly that it is not real. It is fake and therefore does not signal any kind of closure.  

Taking an overall look at the film, what catches the eye is not just the violence of the film but also the constant reminders of the artificiality behind it. Walker calls this ‘staging’ (Walker, 2002: 198). And I think that it is true that Taymor has staged a lot of things in this film so that they appear somehow unnatural or artificial. This is the case when actors speak directly to the camera and thereby break down the fourth wall of the cinema. This wall is normally there to make sure that what appears on screen seems realistic, but when Tamora and Aaron address the audience through the camera we are drawn in and reminded again of the fact that this is fake. Elements such as direct speech to the audience and the non-diegetic additions are, as mentioned in the theory section, mostly used by directors to separate themselves from mainstream Hollywood production. But it is also an important element in feminist filmmaking since it shows camera presence and points to the constructed aspect of the film. Artificiality can also be seen in the way the actors behave sometimes. For example in scene 24 where Titus is walking around gathering up men to take revenge on the emperor. Here the music is underscoring his static and strange marching walk. It is almost as if we are supposed to feel that here would be a good time for him to be walking passionately and soldier-like because that is his profession and then it is exactly what Titus does (ch. 24). Passionate walking would only look like that in silent films where stylization is funny, but this is not a particularly funny moment in the film. Artificiality is also undeniable when the soldiers in the beginning start to dance and perform an actual choreography (ch. 2). There are certain clues all the time that this is entertainment and that the actors ‘will put on a show’. Walker states that this film is about how we use violence as entertainment and that it therefore plays on the construction of fictional reality (Walker, 2002: 197). As I have shown, the film does play with the construction of fictional reality, and not just concerning violence. It is also the case when it comes to gender representation. The use of certain cultural icons and myths calls attention to the artificiality and construction of these ‘normal’ forms of representations. 

By breaking down conventions through use of camera work, non-deigetic elements, and intertextual references Taymor has made a film that subverts realistic mainstream Hollywood cinema. Just as Lavinia can be seen doing in the film, Taymor has mastered her own stick and written a screen play that attempts to subvert patriarchal film production. This film resembles Lavinia’s writing quite well on the broader level. Taymor has created a female-authored piece of art that stirs up and questions what many perceive as normal representation and film language. This can be seen as inspired by French feminist thought. And these theories are by many perceived as essentialist because they stress a woman’s writing as something that is essentially female because it is linked to the female body. I am not trying to state here that Taymor’s work should be perceived in an essentialist way meaning that she as something essentially female has created this film. What I am trying to convey is simply that she as a woman and as a conscious director can have a different opinion about which roles women can occupy and about how women are treated by the media in general. Taymor has authored a script that is subverting patriarchal assumption – not so much because she is a female body as such but because she as a woman is aware of the constructedness of being a woman. And she has done this by using the tools that patriarchy has provided. She does it within the film and she does it with the film. According to Cavallaro, French feminist theory focuses on “disrupting the conventions of realism” and on “rescuing women from a cultural history of systematic marginalization” (Cavallaro, 2003: 120). It seems that Taymor has mastered both of these aims.   

Taymor has made a film that can clearly be thought of as feminist/postfeminist and there is of course the question of identification which is an important part of such a film. When it comes to the making of a feminist film there are, according to for example Mulvey and Doane, two different sides to it. First of all, from the beginning of feminist film theory, directors focused on the fact that there should be positive images of female characters in the film and that the lives of women should be granted much more space within the narrative. Secondly, in order to destroy male pleasure in watching, the director should make sure that the neutrality of the camera would be denied. The third aim, according to de Lauretis, is to put focus on the female audience member instead of necessarily the females which are on screen. To de Lauretis, a good feminist/postfeminist film is about rendering all identifications female while still acknowledging the differences among and within women of all kinds. I have shown that both of the two first aims have more or less been accomplished within Titus. In Taymor’s film, there is no main character as such and the lives of Lavinia and Tamora appear just as central as that of Titus. Whether Taymor shows the two female characters in positive images might be more questionable but she is clearly acknowledging that the roles they are pushed into by patriarchy are limited and difficult for them to manage. When it comes to camera presence it is also clear that it is impossible to deny the conscious use of it both when characters are filmed and when characters speak directly to the audience through it.

As a third point, there was the question of identifications. I would say that Taymor through Lavinia and Tamora has given all women a chance of identification whether it be as a mother, as a business woman, or as a young girl about to choose a husband. The mise-en-scene of the film is said to connote “cultural differences rather than cultural homogeneity” by some, and others call it “retro contemporary futuristic” (Walker, 2002: 194. Calhoun, 2000). Titus connotes difference on all levels. This fits in well with Derrida’s postmodern notion of the floating signifiers. In Taymor’s film, no signifier is really stable and the characters and setting cannot be said to exemplify any kind of stability. The timelessness draws in people of all ages, but a very important part of postfeminist theory is to acknowledge that there are other groups besides white women. 2nd wave feminism was criticized for not taking for example women of color into account, and I am aware that it can be discussed whether this film does that either. Clearly identification is possible for white women of all sorts. The film even emphasizes the differences and yet similarities between (white) women, but to find an image to identify with for minority women might be a problem at first glance. As I have argued, all kinds of people should be able to identify with the anonymous spectator but of course it is undeniable that character-wise white heterosexuality is very central. Bell hooks has pointed out how black women have always been placed at the very bottom of a racialized and gendered hierarchy. If she thereby is referring specifically to an African American experience with regard to the problematic history of slavery in the United States, she might find Titus problematic for black women. But if the low ranking position that hooks is referring to also is felt by other women of color, then Titus can be read as if offering identification for them as well. I think one could state that the multinational cast would make it possible for different minority women to feel included as well. And just because Lavinia is a white heterosexual woman it does not mean that rape does not happen to other women as well. Especially the function of her as a virgin and as transition object might ring a bell with many women of strongly religious societies of both Christian and Muslim origin today. Rape is a threat felt by all women no matter what background or identity they have, but perhaps many other parts of Lavinia’s character is actually less recognizable to the majority of Western women today regardless of their skin color or sexuality. And a character such as Tamora can also be seen as so filled with contradictions and differences that everyone and no-one can actually identify with her. If an icon such as Madonna can speak to racial and sexual minorities through her stage performances, I do not see a reason why Taymor cannot speak to minorities as well with a staging that connotes so much difference as hers does. Madonna is a white woman speaking to minorities and I would state that Titus and the characters within it do that as well.    

5. Conclusion

In this master’s thesis I have analyzed and discussed Julie Taymor’s film Titus from a feminist/postfeminist perspective. The main function of the analysis has been to look into the interventions Taymor has done in comparison with Shakespeare’s original text Titus Andronicus. 


Shakespeare text is one of the bloodiest he ever wrote which is also why it has been thought of as somewhat below his artistic standard. But no matter the, at times, harsh judgment against Titus Andronicus he has, in this play, created a plot which has clever intertextual references to literature written 1500 years before Shakespeare’s time. An especially central reference is the one to Ovid’s Metamorphoses, which even figures materially in the play as well. Elements such as rape of a sister, the understandability of a woman‘s body, or lack thereof, the possibility of revenge after rape, and the devouring of one’s own offspring were all present in Ovid’s tale. Shakespeare obviously borrowed from Ovid and his treatment of the female characters in the revenge tragedy says something about his attitude towards gender issues. Lavinia is clearly the victim and the emblem of perfect femininity. She is passive, pretty, and chaste. Shakespeare’s Lavinia is an object in every sense of the word. She is a commodity, a transition object, to be passed around among the men in Rome without having any say in whom she marries or in whom she is owned by. And after her rape she is an incomprehensible female body for her family to read. Shakespeare does, to a certain extent, let her participate in the revenge but it does not become her revenge as much as it becomes her father’s. Ovid’s Philomela managed to find a voice of her own and she and her sister took revenge on the man who had raped her. Shakespeare’s Lavinia is never really given that opportunity. She remains pretty much the passive female victim. She is the image of ideal femininity but when the rape changes that, Lavinia must die in order to restore patriarchal order. 


Shakespeare’s Tamora-character helps to show that he maintained a very limited view of the roles that were appropriate for women to play. Tamora is Lavinia’s opposite. She is mature, sexual and maternal. She is utterly dangerous because she is out of control and her sexuality is even more animal-like than that of her black lover. Her relationship with Aaron serves to underline the danger that she poses – their common child is considered a threat to public order and therefore must be killed. And in the end, Tamora herself must also be punished for her transgression of proper gender roles. Power and an active sexuality are not right when they are featured in women. 


As I have shown, Taymor has done a lot to intervene with the images and roles that Shakespeare allowed his female characters to have and play. She has treated each character individually and has given them their own subjectivity. This, she has done, to a large extent by drawing on feminist/postfeminist theory both in general and concerning filmmaking specifically. 


Julie Taymor has attempted to give Shakespeare’s silenced and objectified Lavinia a subjectivity of her own. She has mostly done this through camera work and slight changes from the play-text. Firstly, whereas women on screen, according to feminist film theory, are constructed so that they seem reassuring rather than dangerous through the camera’s fetishization of the female body, Taymor has consciously used the camera differently on Lavinia. By taking the camera away from her body and instead focusing on her face while making camera presence noticeable to the audience, Lavinia is represented as a person. Instead of being an incomprehensible body to be studied and read meaning into, she becomes a suffering subject. Even though Lavinia is an object to the men of her family, the camera makes sure that she will never be an object to the audience and Taymor underlines that the rape is a crime against Lavinia and not only against her family. Secondly, a crucial change made from Shakespeare is in relation to the telling of the names of Chiron and Demetrius. By letting her write the names in her own way, she regains a subject position within patriarchy. Where Shakespeare’s Lavinia performed the rape through the language offered to her by her uncle, Taymor’s Lavinia for a moment subverts patriarchy and gives her own statement. This also means that Taymor has subverted Shakespeare’s interpretation of Philomela and moved closer to Ovid’s original tale in letting the victim speak for herself.


In order to comment on the status that Lavinia has and the role that she plays, Taymor has used cultural references and clear contrasts between Lavinia and her family in for example style and setting. In terms of cultural references, I am thinking of styles of dress, meaning choice of costumes for the character, and of the explicit reference to Marilyn Monroe as icon, actor, and person. Through use of costumes resembling old female movie stars, Taymor is drawing attention to the seemingly unchangeable nature of gender roles and to the contrast these costumes resembles between good girl and sexual attractiveness. Strangely enough Monroe’s sexual attractiveness is sided with Lavinia after the rape. This serves to complicate the figure just like the fact that the colors of her dresses are mixed around so that the virginal Lavinia is wearing black while the raped woman is wearing white. Lavinia is not just a stereotypical image of perfect femininity. Instead, the contrastive system that attempts to place her in that position is highlighted. This is seen when Marcus discovers her in the swamp and moves from a green and cozy forest into a strangely bright and bare landscape. Or when Marcus and Titus stand as the emblems of rationality around her while Lavinia in a supernatural world relives her rape. Lavinia is placed on a pedestal and seemingly it is destructive for both her and her male relatives who suffer under the ruining of her sexuality.                       


Unfortunately though, Taymor’s treatment of Lavinia seems experimental in the end. She has tried different approaches to Lavinia’s death and the one she has chosen for the film does not leave Lavinia any subjectivity in the end. The daughter willingly lets her father kill her and thereby she is restored to a position where she is intelligible to patriarchy. The fact that there is no fighting from Lavinia’s side shows acceptance of her victim position and Taymor fails to be critical of, from a feminist point of view, one of the most important acts of violence in the entire movie. 


While the interpretation of the Lavinia character can be said to be inspired mostly by traditional feminist theories in terms of giving her a subjectivity within patriarchy, being critical of the place she assumes there, and portraying her experience of the rape, Tamora comes across as inspired by a mix between feminist and postfeminist thoughts. The character of Tamora can be seen as based on the femme fatale stereotype but in Taymor’s film, Tamora becomes much more varied and through this figure interesting themes such as motherhood and female power positions are interrogated. Again, this is done mostly through conscious camera work and cultural references, and the use of a very varied set of costumes and make up. 

Shakespeare’s Tamora must have resembled the evil king in Ovid’s tale and it is perhaps very telling of his errand that he has let a woman play the role of such evil. I believe Taymor has tried to restore some of Tamora’s more likable personality traits. The interpretation of her as a mother is very interesting and very provocative. Taymor is emphasizing the castration anxiety normally said to be felt by the male audience who are not allowed to control Tamora through the gaze. As with Lavinia, Taymor has made sure that Tamora is not objectified by the camera. And Tamora might be an overprotective mother, but Taymor has used the comparison of her with a tiger in the text to show that she is not a bad mother. Instead she becomes evil because she is a mother wronged. It could be said that the image of the mother, which have been so repressed that when it was finally shown on screen it was idealized and forced into narrow boxes, Taymor has now set free with all that it entails. Here is a mother who is far more complicated than usually seen and who cannot fit into any box. 

Being the evil villain, a female character such as Tamora almost inevitably comes across as more masculine than the image of chaste femininity seen in Lavinia. Taymor’s Tamora also has traits which can be seen as more masculine, for example in her costumes. References to business women, more androgynous features, and perhaps even drag appearances have all been used to complicate the character. All of these elements help to draw attention to the constructedness of this ‘masculine’ female. If one needs to connote a set of multiple signifiers to steer free of binary gender identities, then Tamora must be said to do just that. 

Both Tamora and Lavinia are images of the postfeminist claim that there are multiple identities at play both among and within women. They are linked as female within patriarchal power structures and they are both victims of acts of violence designed to target women within this society. Lavinia and Tamora must struggle to cope with the roles that are assigned to them but they each have their own identities.        

There are three important elements which should be featured within a feminist/postfeminist film. Taymor has, in my opinion, accomplished all three of them. Firstly, she has managed to make room for the female characters, granting them as much screen time as the male characters and she has made sure that we understand their stories and that they become as important to the narrative as the male ones. Secondly, Taymor has managed to make the presence of the camera undeniable. This means that she has shot moments where she through use of the camera manipulates the audience into character positions that we may be more or less comfortable with. It also means that the audience is not placed in a position from where it is possible for them to objectify the female forms on screen. Thirdly, there was the element of making sure the female audience became as important as the treatment of the female characters on screen. This is where the whole of film as such comes across as distinctly inspired by postfeminist theories. While Taymor has indeed written a screen play which seems to subvert and be critical of patriarchal assumptions, it must be said that on all levels this film is about the audience and it clearly engages with the politics of identity. Taymor talks to us as a knowing audience. There is a clear expectation of us being able to recognize the ways in which her film differs from traditional Hollywood filmmaking. It is especially the form of the film and the complexity of the characters that makes the film so appealing to audiences. The multiplicity of signifiers lending reference to so many different styles concerning music, dress, colors, and settings should make identification possible for any female audience member. Even though whiteness is very clear in the female characters, the multinational cast, the multifaceted audience in the film and the voyeur as somewhat neutral make room for other identifications than just white ones. Also, there are elements such as golden metal clothing which seem not to bear reference to any specific identity as such. And together, the female characters cover such a wide range of topics from virginity, victimization, sexuality and desire to motherhood, work and otherness that possibilities for identification become numerous.  

Through the use of references to so many different time periods, Taymor has made the actions and desires in the film all-time relevant and one could say that she has taken the intertextual reference to Ovid even further. Maybe she has even completed the circle. Her film is full of circles, whether it is concerning gendered violence or stereotypical gendered identities. Shakespeare took Ovid’s tale and made it into his own. With Titus, Taymor has made her own contribution to that tale and in some cases, as with Lavinia, even moved closer to Ovid than Shakespeare was.       

All in all, the film must be said to make extensive use of feminist and postfeminist elements concerning general theoretical ideas and more specific film theories even though her treatment of the feminist project in connection with Lavinia appears experimental in the end. The feminist inspiration is seen mostly in the positioning of women as subjects, the treatment of rape, a woman’s possibility to subvert patriarchy on more than one level, and in the use of the camera. Postfeminist traits are mostly seen in the multiplicity of signifiers and identities in the film, the complexity of the female characters, and the explicit focus on the audience and their possibilities for identification. 
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7. Summary

This master’s thesis is a feminist/postfeminist analysis of Julie Taymor’s film Titus from 1999 with reference to Shakespeare’s original play from 1594, Titus Andronicus. With this film, Taymor has interpreted Shakespeare’s characters and overall points, and in order to comment on the roles of women in the play and in popular culture in general, she has made a number of interventions in relation to Shakespeare’s story when it comes to interpreting Lavinia and Tamora and creating the space and setting in which their stories take place. The aim of the assignment is therefore to analyze the feminist and postfeminist traits within the film and to determine the degree to which Titus can then be read as postfeminist.


The analysis is divided into three subsections consisting of first Lavinia, then Tamora, and lastly, a look at the film as a whole. When feminist theory is used for an analysis of the two main female characters it becomes clear that Taymor has been engaging in a feminist project when making this film. Concerning Lavinia, Taymor has made an effort to restore Lavinia as a subject within the patriarchal world which is her home. Taymor has done this by shaping the rape as an act committed against Lavinia and not her family, especially seen through Lavinia’s Penny Arcade Nightmare and the filming of her face instead of her ruined body, and by letting her subvert patriarchal language when she reveals the names of her perpetrators lending reference to both French feminism and Laura Mulvey’s film theories. Just as Lavinia is no longer an object to be studied, Tamora is no longer just the incarnation of evil. Taymor has especially used Tamora’s role as a mother to restore an important female presence on screen which has been marginalized for so long in mainstream film. This is done by provocative images of the mother’s relations to her sons and husband mixed with references to her great motherly skills when she is compared to a tiger.

Both of the female characters have been complicated extensively through use of cultural references such as colors, clothes, and old female movie icons. A subverted color scheme of black and white has been used to be critical of Lavinia’s place in a box labeled either ‘ideal femininity’ or ‘ruined virgin’ just as the reference to Marilyn Monroe serves to highlight popular culture’s elevation and destruction of the female subject. Tamora’s multiplicity of colors and costumes which refer to for example modern working women helps break down the ‘natural’ and limited roles of women. Tamora has many identities since she is both sexual, smart, working, and maternal at the same time.

By applying feminist/postfeminist theories concerning feminist filmmaking it becomes clear that Taymor has managed to fulfill all of the three main features which are important in these theories. Firstly, by making camera presence noticeable and teasing the gaze, she has deconstructed the gaze and the ‘invisible’ camera which objectify women on screen. Lavinia and Tamora are not objects to the audience in this film. Secondly, she has made the stories and lives of the female characters central to the action. And thirdly, she has made sure that a female audience of any kind would have something to identify with on screen.             

The overall look at the film reveals Taymor’s engagement with the audience and with a multiplicity of signifiers which postfeminist have called for. The postmodern look of the film makes sure that all signifiers are mixed whether it is concerning cast, history, music, or costumes. This vast set of signifiers mixed with the layered personalities of the female characters leaves a relatively large space for identification. The audience is important to postfeminists just as it appears to be to Taymor. Despite the explicit whiteness of the characters, she has made it possible for women of all kinds to find something that they can identify with in this film. In general, the film must be said to draw on feminist and postfeminist theory to a large extent and Taymor has, with this cultural product, attempted to subvert patriarchal ideology and break down conventional modes of filmmaking. The feminist/postfeminist traits appear strong since issues such as female subjectivity, the presence of the camera, and multiple possibilities in terms of identification are valued so highly in Taymor’s production.
� Cynthia Marshall’s text is an internet source which is undated.


� When using the special edition region 1 DVD version of Titus it is possible to watch the whole film with a voice-over by Taymor where she explains different choices she made with the film. When I write ‘ch. X commented’ it is a reference to this voice-over feature on the DVD. 
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