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Equality in Passion 

 Shakespeare is skilled in creating dynamic characters. Within these dynamic characters, 

Shakespeare allows gender stereotypes to be broken, boundaries to be pushed, and rules to be 

bent. This can be seen in the poem “The Rape of Lucrece” and the play Titus Andronicus. 

Lavinia and Lucrece are portrayed as stereotypical, weak and docile, females who let men take 

advantage of them, but the gender stereotypes are complicated when these female characters 

decide to seek revenge on their abusers. Setting the theme of nature against the norms of the 

gendered characteristics, Shakespeare redefines animalism, which gender is more passionate and 

instinctive, and what causes a person to become instinctual. In the works “The Rape of Lucrece” 

and Titus Andronicus by William Shakespeare, it is clear that women are viewed as the weaker 

gender, but when passion and instincts are at the core of a character, male and female genders are 

equal in power because they cause the ultimate equalizer, death. 

 First, we must define what characteristics qualify as instinctual and passionate. Within 

the works of “The Rape of Lucrece” and Titus Andronicus, Shakespeare does not directly state 

the definition of “animalistic” or “natural.” He shows how humans can become more animalistic 

in nature through language associated with nature and instincts in certain situations. Some of 

these situations include lust, beauty, violence, and revenge. The theme of animalism is propelled 

forward by highly emotional and outlandish responses. A prominent theme in both works by 

Shakespeare is revenge. The theme of revenge is difficult to categorize as natural or animalistic. 

Under no circumstances can animals or nature reason/plot an act of revenge, but revenge is an 
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outcome of passion. In these two Shakespearean works, the revenge plots are the aftermath of an 

extremely passionate act. For example, Lavinia and Lucrece initiate their revenge against their 

rapists because they were violated and their virtue was compromised. In addition, Tamora begins 

to plot against the Andronici family because they killed her son. In these cases, the revenge is 

implemented due to rage. Rage is very instinctual and passionate emotion. If passion is the root 

of a revenge plot, then it can be concluded that the revenge was initiated by an instinctual, 

animalistic, and passionate emotion. Due to this fact, it is plausible to label revenge as an 

instinct-based and natural reaction to certain circumstances, despite the fact it may not be 

something that is an initial animal reaction. 

 In the poem “The Rape of Lucrece”, Tarquin is one of the prominent animalistic male 

characters. Initiated by Collatinus’s bragging, Tarquin seeks Lucrece’s beauty, “Collatine… To 

praise the clear unmatched red and white / Which triumphed the sky of his delight…”(“Lucrece”, 

10-12). When he realizes that he is considering raping Lucrece, he seeks to stop himself. Tarquin 

goes so far as to say “Offer pure incense to so pure a shrine / Let fair humanity abhor the deed / 

That spots and stains love’s modest snow-white weed” (“Lucrece”, 194-196). He does not wish 

to take advantage of her, but his instincts and lust are too strong to restrain. The lust Tarquin 

feels for Lucrece us unbearable, and so he decides, “to be this partner in thy shameful doom” 

(“Lucrece”, 672). He has many ways of justifying this action, but the most interesting is blaming 

Lucrece herself for the rape he plans to commit, “Thy beauty hath ensnared thee to this night, / 

With thou with patience must my will abide…” (“Lucrece”, 485-486). Lucrece is far too 

beautiful for Tarquin to ignore, so she must expect to be raped. Tarquin’s passionate lust is 

propelled by Lucrece natural beauty, which creates a cycle of sin, driven forward by passion and 

unchangeable characteristics, such as physical beauty. 
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The language used as Tarquin plans his crime is extremely nature-based. There are 

numerous references to a predator, referring to Tarquin, and prey, referring to Lucrece. For 

example, Tarquin says: 

 Like a white hind under the gripe’s sharp claw, 

 Pleads in a wilderness where are no laws, 

 To the rough beast that knows no gentle right, 

 Nor aught obeys but his foul appetite. (“Lucrece”, 543-546) 

This passage creates a very violent image in the reader’s head. The “white hind” refers to 

Lucrece, a pure and innocent victim of the “gripe”, Tarquin. The “gripe” carries it’s food off to a 

place in nature where no one will find her, or help her. This beast intends to hurt her, for he 

“knows no gentle right.” The sole intention of the Tarquin is to satisfy his “foul appetite”, 

meaning his lust for Lucrece. This extremely graphic and animalistic image gives the reader a 

new view on Tarquin’s intentions for Lucrece. There is absolutely no recognition of gentleness 

or mercy in this act, it is strictly passionate and quenching the thirst he has for Lucrece. The 

images and language Shakespeare uses in Tarquin’s description of Lucrece and what he plans to 

do to her create a connection to the animalistic world and the lustful desire Tarquin has for 

Lucrece, portraying Tarquin a very instinctual character. 

Tamora from the play Titus Andronicus is another very animalistic female character, 

much like Tarquin. The Romans had no idea what kind of animal they had released by killing 

Tamora’s son. Tamora’s animalistic instincts are triggered by the death of her son, Alarbus, 

creating a “mama bear” reaction. She vows to avenge them by destroying the Andronici family, 

saying, “I’ll find a day to massacre them all / And raise their faction and their family / Their 

cruel father and his traitorous sons…” (Titus, 1.1.459-461). Tamora allows her sons, Demetrius 
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and Chiron, to take Lavinia, knowing their intentions to rape her. She has plenty of opportunities 

to stop the revenge plot, but she desires them too much to stop them. When she encounters 

Chiron and Demetrius preparing to rape Lavinia, Tamora says, 

  Farewell my sons. See that you make her sure. 

  Never let my heart know merry cheer indeed 

  Till all the Andronici be made away. 

  Now will I hence to seek my lovely Moor, 

  And let my spleenful sons this trull deflower. (Titus, 2.3.188-192) 

In this passage, she allows and instructs her sons to defile Lavinia, as well as reveal her adultery 

with Aaron the Moor, further breaking apart the Roman Empire. All of her actions are based 

upon the vengeful vow against the Andronici, including the adulteress/treasonous acts of being 

with Aaron and the rape of Lavinia. Aaron plays a big role in these revenge plots, and perhaps 

this is why Tamora attaches herself to him so tightly. Aaron is a pawn through which her revenge 

can be attained. They consult the revenge together, Aaron sharing his plots such as “…the day of 

doom for Bassianus. / His Philomel must lose her tongue today, / Thy sons make pillage of her 

chastity” (Titus, 2.3.42-44). Tamora supports him in his endeavors to defile the Andronici name, 

though their relationship may mean that Aaron’s intentions are to help Tamora fulfill her 

revenge. She said the vow first, and uses Aaron’s cunning and plots as an aide to bring down the 

Andronici. 

The emotion of grief and desire for revenge against her sons is the equivalent of 

Tarquin’s lust for Lucrece. Both these characters become very animalistic in nature through these 

passionate emotional reactions and accomplish revenge. Completing these deeds make them 

equal in status, even though Tamora is a woman and Tarquin is a male. Both the female and the 
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male character achieve their desires of revenge and, directly or indirectly, bring about the death 

of their enemies. 

Before discussing Lavinia and Lucrece, it is important to note the rape and statutory laws 

have not always been as they are now. During Shakespeare’s time, the laws were “conflated 

sexual assault with abduction, blurring the distinction between the two” (Detmer-Goebel, 77). As 

far as the laws on rape went, “Before the definition of rape excluded abduction, a woman’s voice 

was subsumed under her father’s or husband’s authority… in medieval law, the right to accuse a 

person of rape/abduction did not rest with the victim but with her male relatives such as her 

father, husband, or guardian” (Detmer-Goebel, 78). Using modern logic, it could be argued that 

Lavinia was both abducted and raped due to her assailants dragging her out into the woods to do 

their deed, while Lucrece was attacked in the comfort of her own room. This explains the 

importance of Lavinia telling her father who performed the rape, and Lucrece telling her husband 

Tarquin was the one who raped her. This is why men were needed to aid them in their revenge; it 

was social and political policy.  

Lavinia and Lucrece begin as pure and perfect characters, but transform into passionate 

characters after they are raped. Lucrece is portrayed as the perfect wife, daughter, and woman at 

the beginning of the poem, “…the Roman dame / With whose face beauty and virtue strived…” 

(“Lucrece”, 51-52). Lavinia is also depicted as an ideal woman, “She is Lavinia, therefore must 

be loved” (Titus, 2.1.88). These two characters are taken advantage of by others who are 

instinctual and passionate in nature, and in Lavinia’s case, literal barbarians. In the article 

“Blood, Barbarism, And Belly Laughs: Shakespeare's Titus And Ovid's Philomela” by Jessica 

Lugo, she states “To successfully implement such monstrous brutality…It becomes essential to 

mute the ‘good’ ones, and this silencing becomes a major factor” (Lugo, 2007). In order to apply 
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the animalistic cruelty, the “good ones” of Lavinia and Lucrece must be dehumanized to 

emphasize the enemies. After Lucrece and Lavinia have been silenced and raped, they transform 

from pure and perfect women into rage and sorrow filled characters, showing that once the good 

ones have been dehumanized, they become fuelled by emotion and passion. Lucrece grieves for 

herself, claiming her life useless and priceless after the rape. She laments the coming of day, 

begging it to “ ‘Make me not object to the tell-tale day; / The light will show charactered in my 

brow / The story of my sweet chastity’s decay…” (“Lucrece”, 806-808). The light of day would 

reveal Lucrece’s newfound state of dismay and dishonor to her husband. She wants to hide in the 

night forever, letting the darkness cover the foul deed that had been done that night. 

While Lucrece reacts with her rage-filled voice, Lavinia can only let tears roll down her 

cheeks as her ability to talk and communicate has been taken away from her. When her uncle 

finds her, he describes a very animalistic and barren scene, 

  Speak, gentle niece. What stern ungentle hands 

  Hath lopped and hewed and made thy body bare 

  Of her two branches, those sweet ornaments 

  Whose circling shadows kings have sought to sleep in, 

  And might not gain so great a happiness 

  As half thy love? Why dost not speak to me? 

  Alas, a crimson river of warm blood, 

  Like to a bubbling fountain stirred with wind, 

  Doth rise and fall between thy rosed lips. (Titus, 2.4.11-24) 

Marcus uses a lot of natural imagery to describe Lavinia’s state, emphasizing the horrors that 

were committed on her in the name of lust and claimed love. Her hands and tongue have been 
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taken from her, leaving her silent and useless, much like a barren tree. The rape alone striped 

Lavinia of her life’s worth, but revoking her ways of communication makes her out to be even 

less of a human. As Lugo states, “When Lavinia loses her tongue and hands, her humanity falls 

away like a dead husk” (Lugo, 412). Communication is a big part of what makes humans so 

different from animals. Without communication, Lavinia is reduced to nothing more than a 

barren tree. 

Even though both women have been rendered unfeminine and useless, they still find a 

way to avenge them selves. Lucrece sets herself free by killing herself. Lucrece tells Collantine 

who committed the crime, managing to say, “She throws forth Tarquin’s name… ‘He, he, fair 

lords, tis he / That guides this hand to give this wound to me’ ” (“Lucrece”, 1717-1722) before 

she commits suicide. When Lucrece reveals her rapists name, she disgraces Tarquin in the same 

way Tarquin disgraced her. In this time period, “He is what he is to others. His honor is his worth 

in the eyes of his fellow citizens” (Blitz, 413). By destroying his reputation, she destroys his 

honor as the rape destroyed her virtue. In this way, “Lucrece’s suicide and revenge will thus 

constitute her double victory over Tarquin. Reversing his threat, they will return against him the 

lasting infamy that he had intended for her and give her the fame that he had imagined for 

himself” (Blitz, 424). In a similar way of revenge, Lavinia spells her rapists’ names in dirt, 

“Stuprum. Chiron, Demetrius” (Titus, 4.1.79). Her father, Titus, helps her gain a little dignity in 

their death by giving her a small part in the revenge plot. Her own death closely follows this 

revenge plot. Even though these two characters are considered to be the two weakest characters 

in the poem/play due to their femininity and dreadful circumstances, they still find ways to carry 

out their rage-filled thoughts. While the two female characters are not guided and driven by 

passion at first, the events that transpire cause them to seek passionate revenge on their 
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assailants. Lucrece and Lavinia were weak, wounded animals, but still managed to execute the 

male criminals in both plays. This would make them even more powerful than Tarquin or Chiron 

and Demetrius because they, especially Lavinia, have been abused and crippled, but they still 

find a way to get revenge. 

Titus is a very interesting character that fits peculiarly into these conclusions. He 

resembles a male character that become animalistic due to tragedy, much like Lavinia and 

Lucrece. Near the beginning of the play, he is an honorable and respected man. The Roman 

populace even offers for him to be emperor, but Titus declines saying, “Give me a staff of honor 

for mine age, / But not a sceptor to control the world” (Titus, 1.1.199-200). He recognizes that he 

is too old to rule an empire and respectfully refuses the position. In this instance, Titus is a 

logical and law-abiding without letting passions interfere with his state of mind at all. Titus can 

be very easily seen as an honorable figure, and in Roman society “The honorable is the honored. 

For a Roman, the inner and the outer, the personal and the public, are not easily distinguished” 

(Blitz, 413). For a Roman, what other people think of a person and how a person portrays 

themselves is how honorable that person is. It does not matter if it is true or not. Later in the 

play, he lets passion consume him when Tamora achieves her revenge on him through the rape 

of his daughter and the slaughter of his sons. This passion causes him to seek revenge for his 

family. This transcends into madness as he lets these passions completely take over his mind. In 

the article “Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus”, Jeanette White states,  

From the depths of despondency emerges a new Titus, one hell-bent on making 

his enemies pay. That he is beginning to savor revenge is readily apparent when 

he urges his two surviving children and his brother to pledge themselves to 
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vengeance as they stand a tragic tableau before the bloody heads and hands. 

(White, 208) 

After Tamora takes away his family, Titus’s sole purpose becomes revenge. He lets the rest of 

his family claim this purpose with him, and his passions and madness take over him. Titus even 

pretends a fly is Aaron the Moor and elates in the fact that “…between us we can kill a fly / That 

comes in likeness of the coalblack Moor” (Titus, 3.2.78-79). He finds this revenge in killing and 

cooking Chiron and Demetrius, and serving them to Tamora, reveling in his revenge as he says, 

“Eating the flesh that she herself hath bred. / ‘Tis true, ‘tis true! Witness my knife’s sharp point” 

(Titus, 5.3.63-64). He then finds his honor once more, and kills his own daughter and Tamora. 

 Titus is a male character that is completely taken advantage of, just as Lucrece and 

Lavinia are. His honor is taken, just as the female characters’ virtue is taken. This shows that 

even a male character can be brought down by animalistic tendencies. But all the characters, 

even through the animalistic acts they experienced, gain the revenge of death on their adversaries 

in the end regardless of their gender. 

When Shakespeare’s characters let passion take over them, the power line between males 

and females is erased. The characters of Tamora and Tarquin are examples of a male and a 

female character two are animalistic in nature, but also members of the opposite sex. They 

achieve similar goals, and let passion cloud their thought patterns. Lavinia, Lucrece, and Titus 

are all victims of allegedly barbaric and animalistic characters. Due to being victimized, they 

themselves become victims of passion and animalistic characteristics. The character of Titus 

proves that even males can succumb to being victimized, and can be forced into being 

animalistic themselves. Gender does not affect a character’s ability to seek revenge and succeed. 

Either gender is capable of causing and receiving death. 
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