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 Twelve years separate the plays Titus Andronicus and Macbeth and yet the 

similarities between Tamora and Lady Macbeth seem to indicate that the former served 

as a model for the latter female revenge character. Despite the many characteristics that 

connect the two powerful women, Shakespeare not only intensifies Tamora but questions 

her maternal traits, exaggerates her competition with the male characters, and replaces 

her motives for madness in order to create Lady Macbeth. While it is often assumed that 

a female’s identity is defined through her male counterpart, the opposite is true of the 

male characters in Titus Andronicus and Macbeth who are defined through the strength 

and personality of Tamora and Lady Macbeth, respectively. Analyzing the characteristics 

of these two women offers a new perspective on the characters, challenging the 

traditional observation that they are cruel and evil. Rather than viewing them as 

supernatural, controlling beings, my analysis allows the characters to simply be 

considered as driven, yet flawed women equal to the tragic heroes they encounter in the 

plays. 



 v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
Introduction………………………………………………………………………………..1 
 
Chapter 1 – Tamora and Lady Macbeth’s “Family Values”……………………......……10 
 
Chapter 2 – The Serpents Under’t: the Interactions of Tamora and  
        Lady Macbeth with their Anxious Male Counterparts………………..…….23 
 
Chapter 3 – Madness and Hysteria: Tamora’s motives versus  
        Lady Macbeth’s insanity………………………………………….…………39 
 
Conclusion – Reading Tamora and Lady Macbeth in the 21st Century………………….50 
 
Bibliography……………………………………………………………………………..55 

 

 

 

 



 1 

Introduction 

 In her introduction to Titus Andronicus, Katherine Eisaman Maus notes the 

differences between Lavinia and Tamora claiming, “in a world in which women are 

treated as the sexual property of their male relatives, ‘good’ women like Lavinia seem 

destined for passivity and victimization,” whereas Tamora thrives by “refusing to play by 

the rules” of Rome; thus through manipulation, ruthlessness, and cunning she “transfers 

herself from the extreme of subjugation, as Titus’s captive, to the apex of power as 

empress of Rome.”1 Similarly, Queen Elizabeth I reached “the apex of power” and as 

ruler of England from 1558-1603, she reigns as one of the earliest examples of powerful 

women, a contradictory portrait of a woman, one who defies rules and establishes her 

own set of standards. In literature, two powerful female monarchs also demonstrate a 

contradictory portrayal of women, women who are not frail and compliant, but strong and 

independent. Tamora, former queen of the Goths and newly crowned Empress of Rome 

of William Shakespeare’s early tragedy Titus Andronicus, acts strongly and her 

domineering and controlling personality gave her the ability to manipulate the other 

characters of the play. Tamora’s actions sharply contrast with Shakespeare’s other 

representations of femininity including Lavinia, Juliet of Romeo and Juliet, and Hero of 

Much Ado About Nothing. As Maus argued in her introduction to Titus, Tamora’s 

opposition to the idea that women are the weaker sex allows her to thrive in the male 

dominated Roman society. Instead of slipping into the background or submitting herself 

to the masculine authority of Rome like Lavinia, Tamora’s domineering personality 

allowed her to escape submission and escalate herself to a position of power. Similarly, 

                                                
1 Maus, Katherine Eisaman. “Titus Andronicus”. The Norton Shakespeare. p. 376.  
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Shakespeare’s Lady Macbeth also represents an opposing view of traditional femininity. 

Lady Macbeth, like Tamora, uses manipulation and dominance over the seemingly 

weaker characters of Macbeth in order to gain control over her husband’s weak 

personality, contradicting and redefining the rules of society. Scholars often blame Lady 

Macbeth for planting ideas of murder and manipulation in her husband’s mind; Stephen 

Greenblatt writes,  

 But though she speaks of the crown as though it were already on Macbeth’s head, she 
 fears that he is too full of the “milk of human kindness” (1.5.15) to seize what has been 
 promised him. She resolves to “chastise” her husband, to urge him, in a phrase taken 
 from archery, to screw his courage to the sticking place. Lady Macbeth manipulates him 
 in two principal ways. The first is through sexual taunting…And second is through the 
 terrible force of her determination.2 
 
Although Greenblatt states that Lady Macbeth’s manipulations cannot take full blame for 

Macbeth’s actions he seems to imply that they hold a great deal of control over the 

thane’s thoughts and behaviors following Lady Macbeth’s taunts. Challenging the 

historical conception that women were less intelligent, Lady Macbeth asserts her power 

through her intelligence. As Greenblatt notes, Lady Macbeth can read which was not only 

uncharacteristic of women at the time the play was written, but also extremely rare. She 

also denies motherhood and any tendencies she has toward it, claiming that these 

“feminine tendencies” are dangerous to her pursuit for power. In a sense Lady Macbeth 

and her husband appear to have switched roles; he becomes feminized as he “is too full 

o’th’ milk of human kindness,” whereas Lady Macbeth is masculinized through the 

rejection of her body.3 Both Lady Macbeth and Tamora throughout the plays contradict 

and challenge the idea of women as subservient and weak.  

                                                
2 Greenblatt, Stephen. “Macbeth”. The Norton Shakespeare. p. 2557-8.  
3 Shakespeare, William. Macbeth. Act I Scene 5 line 15.  
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 The striking similarities and subtle differences between Tamora and Lady 

Macbeth are worth noting. The plays themselves are separated by a period of twelve 

years; Titus was Shakespeare’s first tragedy and was approximately written in 1594, 

while Macbeth, one of his late tragedies, was written in 1606.4 During the period between 

the two plays, it is conceivable, especially considering Shakespeare’s other tragedies, that 

Shakespeare was consistently developing his concept of tragedy and what makes a tragic 

production. An important element of tragedy that was of interest to Shakespeare during 

the twelve years separating the plays was the development of the tragic hero. In some 

ways, his tragic male figures examine the concept of the tragic hero and that character’s 

single fatal flaw. Exploring other qualities of the tragic hero, many of Shakespeare’s 

plays suggest that either ambition or paranoia could lead to a character’s downfall by the 

end of the plot. In Titus, the title character’s stubborn pride and strict adherence to the 

rules of Rome eventually led to the destruction of his entire family and his death in Act V 

of the play. Similarly Macbeth’s weakness toward superstition and ability to be easily 

manipulated led to his horrific actions, increasing insanity, and death at the end of the 

play.  

 Interestingly, there is no concept of a “tragic heroine,” and women seem to be 

excluded from the tragic action and serve only as instigators moving the plot. Female 

characters are often considered “one dimensional” and are regarded as unchanging and 

not complex.5 In addition, most Shakespearean criticism casts women off as simply 

masculine constructions, arguing that female characters are understood only in terms of 

                                                
4 Rosenblum, Joseph. A Reader’s Guide to Shakespeare. p. xix.  
5 Hill, James L. “What, Are They Children?” Shakespeare’s Tragic Women and the Boy Actors”. Studies in 
English Literature, 1500-1900, Vol. 26, No. 2, Elizabethan and Jacobean Drama. Spring 1986. p. 244 
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the male characters. For example, in “‘What, Are They Children?’ Shakespeare’s Tragic 

Women and the Boy Actors” James L. Hill writes: 

 But I am sure as well that his characterization of women is governed and limited in a very 
 pragmatic way by the conditions of his theater. If, for instance, for an Elizabethan, 
 woman's mind was held to be changeable and inconstant as the moon, there would be 
 every reason to dramatize inconstancy through motivational changes within single 
 speeches. All the male protagonists show such changes, but they are extremely rare for 
 the women, even for Cleopatra.6  
 

Not only does Hill analyze Shakespearean females through their comparisons with the 

male characters, he also suggests that women are less developed than their male 

counterparts. Earlier in his essay, Hill states that “Lady Macbeth's characterization is one-

dimensional and nondeveloping” and refers to her as “singleminded,” especially in 

comparison to the “complex” characterization of Macbeth.7 Hill’s description of the 

characterization in Shakespeare’s plays follows the treatment of female characters as 

subordinate to the male characters. Women who step outside the boundaries of traditional 

femininity, such as Tamora and Lady Macbeth, are often considered more masculine than 

feminine. Jeanne Addison Roberts, author of The Shakespearean Wild: Geography, 

Genus, and Gender, notes: 

 Basing [Greenblatt’s] hypothesis on Renaissance theories that women are unfinished men 
 and that thus ‘there are not two radically different sexual structures but only one – 
 outward and visible in the man, inverted and hidden in the woman,’ Greenblatt develops 
 the idea that ‘Shakespearean women are…the representation of Shakespearean men, the 
 projected mirror images of masculine self-differentiation.’ (77, 92, 93).8 
 
Greenblatt’s criticism follows an earlier rehearsed idea that is slowly starting to become 

challenged by feminist critics who acknowledge the importance of these female 

                                                
6 Ibid. p. 254 
7 Ibid. p. 244 
8 Roberts, Jeanne Addison. The Shakespearean Wild: Geography, Genus, and Gender. p. 13 
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characters on their own behalf rather than as purely masculine constructions. For 

instance, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick argues:  

 …that concomitant changes in the structure of the continuum of male “homosocial 
 desire” were tightly, often casually bound up with the other more visible changes; that the 
 emerging pattern of male friendship, mentorship, entitlement, rivalry, and hetero- and 
 homosexuality was in an intimate and shifting relation to class; and that no element of 
 that pattern can be understood outside of its relation to women and the gender system as a 
 whole.9 
 
Sedgwick’s statement that no male relationship can be understood “outside of its relation 

to women” is important in moving toward a new branch of criticism for interpreting and 

understanding Shakespeare’s powerful leading ladies. Although it is important to 

understand characters in terms of their counterparts, characters should also be studied for 

their own development throughout the play. Male characters, such as Macbeth or Titus, 

are often given this attention whereas their female counterparts are only understood in 

relation to the male characters. Shakespeare’s Tamora and Lady Macbeth ought to be 

given the same consideration as the male characters and be understood for their own 

flaws and merits as tragic heroines rather than as constructions and representations of the 

male characters. In this thesis I will argue that the similarities between Tamora and Lady 

Macbeth seem to indicate that the former served as a model for the female revenge 

character. Despite the many characteristics that connect the two powerful women, 

Shakespeare not only intensified Tamora but questioned her maternal traits, exaggerated 

her competition with the male characters, and replaced her motives for madness in order 

to create Lady Macbeth. While it was commonly believed, and in certain cases still 

believed, that women sought their identity through men, the traits and actions of the male 

characters in Titus Andronicus and Macbeth seem to be defined through the strength and 

                                                
9 Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Between men: English literature and male homosocial desire. p. 1  
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personality of Tamora and Lady Macbeth, respectively. Analyzing the characteristics of 

Tamora and Lady Macbeth offers a new perspective on the characters which challenges 

the traditional observation that they are evil. Peter Stallybrass continues this tradition in 

his analysis of Lady Macbeth and the witches. Comparing the women, he argues that 

because Lady Macbeth appears when the witches are not around she plays the role of the 

evil temptress; he writes:  

 Are we not asked to accept a logical contradiction for the sake of symbolic unity: Lady 
 Macbeth is both and unnatural mother and sterile? This links her to the unholy family of 
 the Witches, with their familiars and their brew which includes “Finger of birth-strangled 
 babe” and the blood of a sow which has eaten its own litter (4.1.30 and 64-65). Like the 
 Witches, Lady Macbeth and her husband constitute an “unholy” family, a family whose 
 only children are the “murth’ring ministers.”10  
 

Although their actions are morally questionable, I argue that instead of simply casting 

these women off as inherently evil, readers ought to analyze their cruel actions and take 

into consideration their complex character development. Rather than viewing them as 

“witch-esque,” controlling beings, my analysis allows the characters to simply be 

considered as driven, yet flawed women equal to the tragic heroes they encounter in the 

plays.   

 Chapter 1 discusses Tamora and Lady Macbeth’s actions toward their families, 

particularly their children, and their attitudes toward motherhood. Unlike Lady Macbeth, 

Tamora seems more dedicated and loving toward her sons, as Act I of Titus depicts her 

begging for her eldest son’s life and later vying against Titus for revenge for his death. 

Tamora acts in ways that are expected of mothers: the desire to protect her children and 

the will to sacrifice oneself for their well-being. Coppélia Kahn writes, “While the 

                                                
10 Stallybrass, Peter. “Macbeth and Witchcraft” Shakespeare’s Late Tragedies: A Collection of Critical 
Essays. Susanne L. Wofford, ed. p. 112 
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mothers show not the slightest sign of conflict between affection and patriotism, the 

implied reader is expected to shudder at but nonetheless admire such maternal 

sacrifice.”11 In her definition, Tamora’s actions, although morally questionable, can be 

overlooked because of her desire to sacrifice herself to honor her eldest son. In stark 

contrast, Shakespeare’s newly evolved female revenge character, Lady Macbeth, rejects 

Tamora’s family values and maternal instincts for control and power. Although Tamora 

expresses her desire for power over Titus, as her marriage to Saturninus reflects, Lady 

Macbeth’s desire runs deeper as she is willing to sacrifice what Tamora does not: her 

maternal duties. Lady Macbeth’s infamous “unsexing” speech indicates her readiness to 

sacrifice children for personal gain. Tamora’s motivation for power falls below her duties 

as a mother; however in Shakespeare’s later female revenge character, Lady Macbeth 

exhibits a stronger, albeit less ethical, will toward gaining command over her weaker 

husband and the authority that comes from reigning as queen. 

 In Chapter 2, “The Serpents Under’t: the Interactions of Tamora and Lady 

Macbeth with their Anxious Male Counterparts” I will discuss the anxiety experienced by 

the two leading men, Titus and Macbeth, and the insulting banter expressed by Tamora 

and Lady Macbeth. Although the two characters differ in their approach to domestic 

duties, the similarities between their interactions with the men in the play show the 

connection between Tamora and Lady Macbeth. Tamora exercises power not only over 

Titus, but also her husband Saturninus and lover Aaron. Using commanding language and 

her influence over the male characters, Tamora threatens masculine authority and 

changes the gender dynamics of the play by insisting that the women in the traditionally 

                                                
11 Kahn, Coppélia. Roman Shakespeare. p. 146 
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masculine Roman society hold more power than expected. Similarly, Lady Macbeth 

controls her husband in extraordinary ways, convincing him to commit seemingly 

unimaginable acts. Lady Macbeth’s insults toward Macbeth and exertion of control over 

him solidify her forceful personality and insist the reader to accept the women of 

Macbeth as authoritative, yet deviant characters. The extensive similarities between 

Tamora and Lady Macbeth suggest Shakespeare’s use of the former as a model for the 

latter character. Although Tamora preys on masculine anxiety in Titus Andronicus, 

Shakespeare’s Lady Macbeth acts in a more intensified manner and seems to thrive upon 

her husband’s weaknesses and insecurities.  

 The final chapter, “Madness and Hysteria: Tamora’s Motives versus Lady 

Macbeth’s Insanity,” again details the differences between the characters in terms of what 

drives the women to commit the horrific acts of the tragedies. Unlike Lady Macbeth, 

Tamora’s actions seem driven by her motivation toward a goal. Throughout the play, 

Tamora’s main goal is to avenge her eldest son’s death through vengeful acts directed at 

Titus. Indirectly, Tamora acquires authority and influence over her new husband and 

lover; therefore elevating her status and increasing her power may be a subordinate goal 

for this seemingly “evil” woman. Lady Macbeth, in contrast, differs greatly from 

Tamora’s motive driven behavior and her actions seem to reflect early modern definitions 

of madness. Unlike Tamora, who first appears as a prisoner of war, Lady Macbeth begins 

in a position of authority therefore it is difficult for the reader to imagine and comprehend 

her quest for an unchanged sovereignty. In addition, Lady Macbeth’s similarity to the 

witches also associates her with the supernatural and, therefore, non-human desires. 

Eventually, Lady Macbeth’s madness culminates to cause her demise in Act V. Despite 
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the differences between Tamora and Lady Macbeth, the similarities between the two 

characters show the connection between the former as a model of the vengeful female 

character that Shakespeare would later shape into Lady Macbeth. 

 As twenty-first century readers encounter characters like Tamora and Lady 

Macbeth old styles of interpretation must give way to new understandings. Phyllis 

Rackin’s studies of characterizations of Tamora led her to conclude in Shakespeare and 

Women, “Nonetheless, the anachronism of Tamora’s costume is suggestive because it 

implies that even when her male antagonist is seen as belonging to a specific historical 

context, the woman’s characterization is untouched by the contingencies of place and 

time.”12 Shakespeare’s timeless representation of these two tragic females encourages 

modern readers to redefine and change their understandings of femininity and “what it 

means to act like a woman.”13 Instead of understanding these women as simply products 

of a misogynistic society or as some kind of evil being, readers ought to approach 

Tamora and Lady Macbeth understanding them in terms of the masculine characters, but 

moving beyond this one style of interpretation to read their actions, merits, and flaws on 

their own accord. A new reading of these “evil” women as ambitious, yet tragically 

imperfect will hopefully lead to their classification as tragic heroines equally comparable 

to the male characters in the plays. 

 

 

 

 
                                                
12 Rackin, Phyllis. Shakespeare and Women. p. 115-6 
13 Ibid. p. 94 
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Chapter I 

 Tamora and Lady Macbeth’s “Family Values” 
 
 Throughout many of his plays, Shakespeare continually develops the concept of 

the family and the important roles of each family member. In her essay, “Gender and 

Family”, Catherine Belsey argues: 

 “Indeed, we might see Shakespeare’s plays as contributing directly to the early modern 
 process of naturalizing the affectionate nuclear family. But because this was a moment of 
 change, they also make apparent to us now the anxieties provoked by the values 
 themselves and the gender-models they construct.”14 
 
Shakespeare’s works, as explained by Belsey, have provided our modern definitions of 

the family and the important roles of each member. The mother is perhaps one of the 

most fascinating roles in the nuclear family structure. Holding influential power in the 

domestic sphere, the mother has the ability to love, smother, and manipulate her family. 

Janet Adelman’s critical work, Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in 

Shakespeare’s Plays, discusses the role of the mother in Shakespeare’s plays and, using 

historical treatises, such as Edward Jorden’s 1603 text “A Briefe Discourse of a Disease 

called the Suffocation of the Mother”, Adelman analyzes power and horror of the 

“mother” as an integral member of the nuclear family. Adelman writes of the terror 

Richard III feels, claiming:  

 “This terror finds its psychological locus in the despoiling maternal origin that haunts 
 Richard III in the shape of his own misshapen body and as always, the infantile fantasies 
 that Shakespeare invokes to empower his fictions would themselves have been shaped by 
 the actual conditions of infancy and reformulated in adulthood according to the terms 
 provided by his culture.”15 
 

                                                
14 Belsey, Catherine. “Gender and Family”. The Cambridge Companion to Shakespearean Tragedy. Claire 
McEachern, ed. p. 124. 
15 Adelman, Janet. Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare’s Plays, Hamlet to 
The Tempest. p. 4. 
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Richard III, perhaps one of the most troubled characters in Shakespeare’s plays, attributes 

his misshapen appearance and psychological problems directly to the suffocation he felt 

in his mother’s womb, a belief widely held and summarized in Jorden’s treatise. 

Although women were consistently oppressed beneath masculine authority, through their 

roles as mothers, women were able to overcome the stereotype exerting control over 

those in her family. For example, Adelman argues that a child was considered to be 

vulnerable while inside its mother’s womb, which “reiterates the belief that the mother 

could literally deform a fetus through her excessive imagination, her uncontrollable 

longings, [and] her unnantural lusts.”16 Adelman’s research indicates the powerful role 

mothers played within their own families; mothers had the power to shape and influence 

their children in dramatic ways and in Shakespeare’s plays, the mother often maintains 

this powerful influence for better or worse. Although they were able to exert their 

authority through motherhood, outside of their private, domestic world women were 

virtually powerless. Restricting women to the domestic realm worked as a way for men to 

keep women from exercising their influence in the masculine social world. However, as 

Shakespeare’s plays and Adelman’s analysis have shown, feminine “Wild” influence was 

something to be “feared” both socially and domestically.  

 In her book, Shakespeare and Women, Phyllis Rackin writes:  

 “As we have seen…the restriction of women to the private, domestic sphere, defined by 
 their ‘natural’ vocation as wives and mothers, which was to become a leading feature of 
 modernity, was only beginning in Shakespeare’s time; and many of Shakespeare’s plays 
 had an uneasy  relation to emergent notions of women’s nature. Devoted mothers are 
 notoriously difficult to find. There are far more fathers than mothers, and the mothers 
 who do appear are usually unsatisfactory.” The preconceptions with her sexuality and her 

                                                
16 Ibid. p. 6.  
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 relationship with her husband that have dominated modern conceptions of her 
 character.”17 
 
According to many scholars, including Rackin, Shakespeare’s plays are notoriously 

devoid of women who represent “good” mothers, but provide examples of women 

incapable of fulfilling motherly roles; I will refer to these women as “anti-mothers.” 

Attempting to classify Shakespeare’s women, Rackin lists the anti-mothers of his plays 

which include Shakespeare’s famous leading ladies Lady Capulet, Gertrude, Volumnia, 

and, of course, Lady Macbeth. Rackin avoids listing the controversial character Tamora, 

who acts as a seemingly loving mother, avenging her son’s death, yet later in the play 

turns against the “bastard” child she produced with her lover, Aaron.18 Tamora’s altered 

and contradictory behavior later in the play confuses the reader; however, in comparing 

her with the actions and thoughts of Lady Macbeth, Tamora’s erratic behavior becomes 

clearer. Titus Andronicus was Shakespeare’s first tragedy, therefore it is conceivable that 

he was playing with tragic themes and attempting to perfect the art of the tragedy. In 

perfecting his art, Shakespeare used the character of Tamora as an early attempt at the 

female revenge character; a character he would later use as a model to create his other 

tragic heroines, including Lady Macbeth. In terms of family values, Tamora and Lady 

Macbeth differ, yet their subtle similarities show that Tamora’s character served as an 

early model for the development of Lady Macbeth. By analyzing and then comparing 

Shakespeare’s characterization of Tamora as a mother and Lady Macbeth as the “anti-

mother,” readers will understand the characteristics of Shakespeare’s revenge female: her 

motivation to increase her own status and dedication to her cause. These characteristics 

                                                
17 Rackin, Phyllis. Shakespeare and Women. p. 134.  
18 Shakespeare, William. Titus Andronicus. Act IV, Scene 2. 
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are strikingly similar to the flaw of the tragic hero. Recognizing the connections between 

Tamora and Lady Macbeth and the attributes of the tragic hero will not only encourage 

new interpretations and analyses of what it means to be a Shakespearean mother, but also 

persuade readers to understand these women as equal, not subordinate to, the masculine 

tragic heroes of their plays.  

 When Shakespeare’s audience is first introduced to Tamora in Act I, Scene 1 of 

Titus, the former Queen of the Goths appeals to her Roman captors and pleads for her 

son’s life and, unsuccessful, vows, “I’ll find a day to massacre them all, / And raze their 

faction and their family, / The cruel father and his traitorous sons / To whom I sued for 

my dear son’s life, / And make them know what ’tis to let a queen / Kneel in the streets 

and beg for grace in vain.”19 Tamora’s plea and desire for revenge solidify her as a 

“good” mother, one that is willing to sacrifice her life and honor for her children. In 

Roman Shakespeare, Kahn writes, “While the mothers show not the slightest sign of 

conflict between affection and patriotism, the implied reader is expected to shudder at but 

nonetheless admire such maternal sacrifice.”20 In her argument, Kahn claims that readers 

admire Tamora for her maternal attitudes and, despite knowing that her actions are 

immoral, readers are willing to support the character. Arguably, Tamora’s actions are 

maternal instincts and therefore somewhat excusable to the reader.  

 According to other critics, Tamora’s actions also reinforce the idea of the family, 

thus further emphasizing her role as the “good” mother. In The Shakespearean Marriage, 

Lisa Hopkins argues, “The very emphasis on the eldest son is, though, validated and 

                                                
19 Ibid. Act I, Scene 1, lines 447-52. 
20 Kahn, Coppélia. Roman Shakespeare. p. 146 
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underpinned by the institution of marriage.”21 In Hopkins’s analysis, Tamora fulfills the 

role of the “good” mother by placing emphasis on her eldest son, the member of the 

family who validates the marriage and is responsible for carrying on the lineage. The 

eldest son also serves to protect his family. Khan writes: 

 “What the mother infuses into the baby he then releases as a warrior; in a socially 
 adaptive way (Adelman 1992: 132). She nurses him in contempt, as it were, of erotic 
 options; she uses her body not to make love, but to help make war. But the instrument of 
 aggression is, interestingly, not a sword but a wound, a wound that behaves like a sword, 
 spitting forth blood against the sword-wielding enemy.”22  
 
In Khan’s argument the mother’s role in the family is to produce strong sons to protect 

the family and, presumably, the country, while the eldest son must embody and vivify the 

warrior and protective essence, which is only possible through the mother. As Belsey 

argues, these family positions are extremely important; she writes, “Families, as we 

know, construct positions for their members to occupy, including gender positions, but 

the family can be made to obscure the construction process itself by rooting it in 

‘nature’.”23 The family structure, as both Khan and Belsey have noted, was important to 

Roman society and Tamora’s desire to protect her children and keep the family intact 

reflects these beliefs.  

 Sometime later in the play, Tamora’s maternal nature seems to take a distinctly 

opposite turn; instead of focusing on her maternal instincts, Tamora redirects her energy 

toward vengeance on Titus, becoming Shakespeare’s “anti-mother.” As was previously 

noted, by Act IV of the play, Tamora and her lover Aaron have produced a child which 

she promptly rejects and orders a nurse to kill. After dismissing the baby as a devil, the 

                                                
21 Hopkins, Lisa. The Shakespearean Marriage: merry wives and heavy husbands. p. 110. 
22 Khan, Coppélia. Roman Shakespeare. p. 151. 
23 Belsey, Catherine. “Gender and Family”. The Cambridge Companion to Shakespearean Tragedy. Claire 
McEachern, ed. p. 124.  
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nurse says, “A joyless, dismal, black, and sorrowful issue. / Here is the babe, as 

loathsome as a toad / Amongst the fair-faced breeders of our clime. / The Empress sends 

it thee, thy stamp, thy seal, / And bids thee christen it with thy dagger’s point.”24 Unlike 

her pleading at the beginning of the play, Tamora does not hesitate to discard this symbol 

of her lustful affair and it seems that this change in attitude could be a redirection of her 

maternal urge; instead of focusing on her power as a mother, Tamora’s revised goal is to 

maintain her solid claim to power as Empress of Rome, which would be thwarted if her 

affair were discovered. When this newfound position was threatened by the birth of her 

biracial child, Tamora’s motives suddenly changed from instinctual revenge from her 

maternal nature to the driving force of power and the will to hold on to her status. 

Tamora’s sudden change in attitude likens her to Shakespeare’s “anti-mother”: the 

prominent female character in his plays that rejects her motherly duties for personal gain.  

 Lady Macbeth’s character is often considered one of the most evil, vile, and 

uncaring “anti-mothers” in all of Shakespeare. Although Macbeth’s “children” do not 

appear anywhere in the play, Lady Macbeth famously claims that she had “given suck” 

and would gladly exchange her milk for the power of vengeful action.25 Lady Macbeth’s 

fierce rejection of motherhood directly contradicts the behavior of a “good” mother, thus 

solidifying her role as one of Shakespeare’s anti-mothers. Rackin argues: 

 “The same assumptions about female sexuality can also be seen in the fascination of post-
 Shakespearian readers with the issue of Lady Macbeth’s motherhood. If, as she says, she 
 has ‘given suck’, then where is the baby, and why does Macbeth complain that the royal 
 scepter he has acquired is ‘barren’ (3.1.63)? Questions like these were famously 
 discredited by L.C. Knights in his satiric essay How Many Children Had Lady Macbeth? 
 (1933), but they persist because motherhood is now generally regarded as the necessary 
 fulfillment of a woman’s ‘nature’ – an  assumption that is already adumbrated in 

                                                
24 Shakespeare, William. Titus Andronicus. Act IV, Scene 2, lines 66-70.  
25 Shakespeare, William. Macbeth. Act I, Scene 5, lines 45-6.  
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 Shakespeare’s playscript, where both Lady Macbeth and the weird sisters are associated 
 with infanticide.”26  
 
Although there seems to be conflict among critics about whether Lady Macbeth was 

truly a mother, Rackin’s connection between Lady Macbeth and the witches and 

infanticide seems to be strongly argued and consistent. Lady Macbeth’s consistent 

rejection of her femininity is highlighted by Jeanne Addison Roberts in her classification 

of Lady Macbeth as the crone; she writes: 

  “Motherhood is explicitly, even gratuitously, renounced in Lady Macbeth’s unsexing of  
  herself, in the murder of Lady Macduff, and in the denial of female participation in  
  Macduff’s birth. Lady Macbeth propels herself into the category of crone with her  
  renunciation of fertility, and, indeed at the moment of her death female Nature itself  
  rebels, making it possible for Birnam wood to come to Dunsinane in defiance of Natural  
  process. The remnant of the fragmented female inspires  neither reluctance nor delay, but 
  rather a headlong rush toward death.”27 
 
Lady Macbeth’s characterization as the crone solidifies her connection with the witches 

in the play and also establishes her role as the “anti-mother.” Unlike Tamora during the 

early acts of Titus Andronicus, Lady Macbeth consistently dissociates herself from her 

“womanly” characteristics; she rejects her body and, unlike the traditional 

characterization of women as loving and compassionate, Rackin notes that “Lady 

Macbeth’s association of her woman’s milk with remorse and compunction also implies 

that women have a natural aversion to killing, physically grounded in their sexed and 

gendered bodies, which are designed to feed and nurture. Before she can kill, the spirits, 

which ‘wait on nature’s mischief’, will have to ‘unsex’ her.”28 An important question 

driving critics is Lady Macbeth’s motivation behind her anti-mother attitudes. Unlike 

Tamora who seeks revenge to honor the memory of her eldest son, Lady Macbeth’s 

                                                
26 Rackin, Phyllis. Shakespeare and Women. p. 132 
27 Roberts, Jeanne Addison. The Shakespearean Wild: Geography, Genus, and Gender. p. 178. 
28 Rackin, Phyllis. Shakespeare and Women. p. 123.  
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familial urges are redirected inward as she desires to elevate her own status through her 

husband. In “Gender and Family” Belsey writes, “Surely a corruption of this 

companionate ideal also drives Lady Macbeth when she urges evil spirits to ‘unsex’ her, 

to make her capable of taking an equal part in Duncan’s murder, blocking all natural 

scruples, turning her life giving milk bitter…”29 Lady Macbeth’s sole motivation is her 

own personal attainment of power and, in order to obtain that power, she must reject 

what is considered her feminine tendencies. Despite her rejections, Lady Macbeth does 

not reject her “duty” to Macbeth as a faithful, loving wife. Hopkins notes: 

 “Despite their childlessness, however, there can be no doubt that the Macbeths’ 
 relationship is – initially at least – a happy one. Barbara Everett calls them ‘probably 
 Shakespeare’s most thoroughly married couple’, and as a couple, they function in striking 
 contrast to the Macduffs’ marriage, in which the husband inexplicably abandons wife and 
 children in his flight to England, and the wife responds with bitter recrimination and open 
 criticism of him in front of the children. Even when she is most grossly provoked, by 
 Macbeth’s extraordinary behaviour in the banquet scene, Lady Macbeth never does this, 
 desperately trying instead to find excuses for him; indeed A.C. Bradley famously 
 remarked that ‘strange and almost ludicrous as the statement may sound, she is, up to her 
 light, a perfect wife’.”30 
 
The characterization of Lady Macbeth as the loving and even “perfect wife” connects her 

to the other “good” mothers of Shakespeare’s plays. Yet at the same time Lady 

Macbeth’s characterization seems to illustrate a conflict between her roles as the 

influential mother and submissive, dutiful wife. Lady Macbeth opts for a combination of 

the two becoming an influential wife, which allows her to direct the course of the action 

in the play. Like the early characterization of Tamora, Lady Macbeth’s feminine power 

through her motherly role is redirected to influence her husband.  

                                                
29 Belsey, Catherine. “Gender and Family”. The Cambridge Companion to Shakespearean Tragedy. Claire 
McEachern, ed. p. 134.  
30 Hopkins, Lisa. The Shakespearean Marriage: merry wives and heavy husbands. p. 148.  
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  According to Adelman, Lady Macbeth’s role as the anti-mother is important as 

she “is not the overwhelming mother but the tyrannical husband/father.”31 Lady 

Macbeth’s inherent power, not the power she gains from her vengeful actions, results 

from the control she exhibits over her husband. The authoritative behavior of Lady 

Macbeth also connects her to the witches who exhibit the same kind of hypnotic control 

over the tragic hero. Although Macbeth fears the witches, he relishes in their prophesies 

and visits later in Act IV Scene 1 to listen again. The powerful role of the witches and 

Lady Macbeth cause the play to take on a misogynistic tone and, as Roberts notes, 

Macbeth “is Shakespeare’s most relentlessly male play.”32 By the end of the play, the few 

women are completely absent or murdered and any men associated with women, 

Macbeth, have also been killed, completely expunging women from the male-dominated 

culture.33 Adelman further discusses this idea of Macbeth arguing that “the fantasy of 

caesarian self-birth is the answer to the mother’s power over her feeding infant: if 

vulnerability comes of having a mother, the solution is to be self-born, not born of 

woman.”34 Although women are considered essential to life as mothers and wives, 

Macbeth offers a different interpretation in which the women of the play, particularly 

Lady Macbeth, abuse and reject their feminine power, which causes the downfall of the 

Scottish regime. It is only through the elimination of the female, the excision of the 

mother, that the “true” hero, Macduff, can gain control of the chaotic Scottish world. 

Through the collaborative effort of the witches and Lady Macbeth, the chaos erupted 

                                                
31 Adelman, Janet. Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare’s Plays, Hamlet to 
The Tempest. p. 227.  
32 Roberts, Jeanne Addison. The Shakespearean Wild: Geography, Genus, and Gender. p. 178. 
33 Adelman, Janet. Suffocating Mothers: Fantasies of Maternal Origin in Shakespeare’s Plays, Hamlet to 
The Tempest. p. 165. 
34 Ibid. p. 161.  
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throughout Scotland and it was not until a completely natural male, one who has no 

connection with the feminine, that peace can be restored.   

  Although Tamora and Lady Macbeth seem different in their attitudes toward 

children and family, the subtle similarities connecting the two characters demonstrate that 

Tamora served as Shakespeare’s early model for Lady Macbeth. Tamora’s transformation 

from the mother to the anti-mother has been described in contradictory terms by multiple 

critics. For instance, those who originally depicted Tamora as the “good” mother later 

change their analysis to reflect her rejection of the illegitimate child; Adelman writes, 

“…there is the horrific devouring mother in Titus Andronicus, in whose presence all 

identity and all family bonds dissolve.”35 Shakespeare’s change in characterization of 

Tamora parallels his later characterization of Lady Macbeth as the anti-mother. Lady 

Macbeth, like the Tamora in the later acts of Titus, rejects her role as a mother for power 

and her rejection of the child can be described as her desire to become or remain barren, 

like her future counterpart Lady Macbeth. Roberts characterizes both Lady Macbeth and 

Tamora as “Wild women” arguing that “Wild women who have been domesticated are 

frequently rendered barren.”36 The association of both women as “Wild” further reiterates 

the idea that they are connected and Tamora’s change from the mother to the anti-mother 

anticipates Lady Macbeth’s full characterization as the anti-mother. Rackin, supporting 

this argument, claims that Lady Macbeth is often defined by characters that previously 

came before her; she writes: 

  “The beginnings of the process can be seen in Shakespeare’s transformations of his  
  character’s historical prototype, and post-Shakespearian transformations of the character  
  he created illustrate its realization, especially in twentieth-century readings which  

                                                
35 Ibid. p. 9. 
36 Roberts, Jeanne Addison. The Shakespearean Wild: Geography, Genus, and Gender. p. 144.  
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  emphasize her sexuality and analyse her behaviour in psychoanalytic terms. But the  
  version of Lady Macbeth that looks so familiar to modern audiences is the product of a  
  long history of anachronistic revision, not only because the psychological motivation we  
  so easily recognize is distinctly modern also because Shakespeare’s own representation  
  of her character required a radical revision of the descriptions of ancient Scotswomen he  
  found in his historical source.”37 
 
Rackin’s argument that Lady Macbeth’s character has been based upon revisions of early 

characters and the early model of the ancient Scotswomen in Holinshed’s Chronicles of 

England, Scotland, and Ireland support the assumption that Tamora served as an early 

model for the development of Lady Macbeth. Just as Shakespeare borrowed from other 

sources, such as Holinshed’s Chronicles, it is conceivable that he borrowed from his 

earlier play Titus Andronicus in the creation of the characterization of Lady Macbeth. By 

comparing the characterization of Tamora and Lady Macbeth’s treatment of family 

values, the connection between the two characters becomes clearer and the understanding 

of Tamora as the early model for Lady Macbeth becomes significantly apparent.  

 As the Tamora of Acts IV and V of Titus and Lady Macbeth show, some women 

held a stronger role in the social sphere than many readers originally suspect of 

Shakespeare’s time. Within the domestic sphere women had the power to influence and 

mold their children in dramatic ways. In Suffocating Mothers, Adelman notes the strong 

influence of the mother when she cites Richard III claiming, “the masculine selfhood 

embedded in maternal origin.”38 Adelman’s analysis of Richard III, Hamlet, Macbeth 

and other plays that contain examples of anti-mothers illustrates an essential observation 

of beliefs of motherhood from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: “infantile terror 

[stems] from the period when the mother or her surrogate was not seen as a whole and 
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separate person, when she – or the body – parts through which she was imagined – had 

the power to make or unmake the world and the self for her child.”39 The defining 

characteristics of masculinity, as Adelman argues, are completely enveloped within the 

mother, reiterating the argument that the mother is someone to fear for her power and 

influence. A mother’s thoughts, actions, attitudes, and beliefs were also believed to 

impact the family in either a positive or negative manner; Hopkins writes: 

 “…what female dishonesty compromises is not the place in the family tree of the women 
 themselves, but that of their husbands, who may find themselves written out of their own 
 lineage  if they are tricked into rearing progeny not genetically theirs. If there are doubts 
 about a woman’s fidelity, it must affect his sons as much as her daughters. What these 
 lines do expose is the doublethink which displaces such threatening anxieties about 
 paternity onto the demonised figure of the woman, preferably her altogether while a 
 father-son-psychodrama is played out.”40 
  
As Hopkins describes, the mother has a powerful effect on the family as a whole, not just 

her children, but also their husbands. Lady Macbeth’s control over Macbeth, for 

instance, has been compared to both the overbearing mother and the tyrannical father 

and her character has often been read as domineering and influential, further proving that 

the mother acts strongly in the domestic sphere. Roberts argues:  

 “It is commonplace of modern feminist criticism that depictions of women in male works 
 of art tend to fall into three categories defined by their relations to males…The 
 Elizabethans probably would have referred to maid, wife, and widow. Sigmund Freud 
 speaks of the three ‘inevitable relations’ that a man has with a woman: the mother who 
 bears him, the beloved who mates him, and the ‘woman’ who destroys him (“Caskets” 
 301).”41 
 
In relation to her husband or lover, the female’s power includes the ability to bolster or 

“destroy” her male counterpart. Like the mother, the female character as the lover has the 

power to greatly shape the future of her man and both Tamora and Lady Macbeth take 

                                                
39 Ibid. p. 4.  
40 Hopkins, Lisa. The Shakespearean Marriage: merry wives and heavy husbands. p. 91.  
41 Roberts, Jeanne Addison. The Shakespearean Wild: Geography, Genus, and Gender. p. 142.  
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advantage of this feminist role. By viewing these two characters in their powerful roles, 

the feminine interpretation of Shakespeare’s leading ladies shifts from an understanding 

of the female as the feeble or wicked to an understanding of the female as influential and 

powerful, outside of the domestic sphere. 
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Chapter II 

The Serpents Under’t: the Interactions of Tamora and Lady Macbeth with their Anxious 

Male Counterparts 

 Powerful women, rather than being praised, are often feared or sharply criticized 

and authoritative female figures in Renaissance and early modern history are often few, 

especially compared to the treatment of men historically. Jeanne Addison Roberts argues 

that the socially constructed societies were often male dominated with women becoming 

defined as the “Wild other” and when women enter the male Culture, chaos seems to 

become a norm. Commenting on Shakespeare’s early works, including Titus Andronicus, 

Roberts notes that the works “play out the association of the female with the forest, 

revealing a barely repressed fear of and revulsion to the mysterious ‘other’ and 

emphasizing the importance of male Culture and male rivalry over erotic attraction.”42 

The association of women with the “Wild” legitimated the notion that men ought to rule 

over families and societies and confined women to the home, enabling the men to 

separate women from their Culture. Due to this separation of women from the social 

realm, the structure of the nuclear family also became based on masculine authority and 

the suppression of the female. Peter Stallybrass, author of “Macbeth and Witchcraft” 

writes: 

“If kingship is legitimated by analogy to God’s rule over the earth, and the father’s rule over 
the family and the head’s rule over the body, witchcraft establishes opposite analogies, 
whereby the Devil attempts to rule over the earth, and the woman over the family, and the 
body over the head.”43  
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As Stallybrass argues, male authority was justified through the divine and fathers were 

considered the “head” of the house, just as they were respected outside of the domestic 

sphere. Within the family, the father is often granted absolute authority despite the fact 

that the mother is often restricted to simply performing domestic duties. The rank of 

authority within the home is extremely important to the way that the household and 

society functions. In The Shakespearean Marriage, Lisa Hopkins notes that the 

similarities between the ranks of family members and the ranks within a monarchy; she 

writes, “This consistent emphasis should alert us to the fact that a seventeenth-century 

family is indeed as much a social grouping as a personal one.”44 The importance of the 

family within society often places a great deal of stress upon the concept of marriage 

rather than on the personal relationship between the couple; Hopkins further notes, “The 

stress, though, is very clearly on the social rather than the personal element of the marital 

relationship” and this aspect often causes stress on the defined roles of husband and 

wife.45 The nuclear family’s strongly defined roles often restricted women to the 

domestic sphere and women who rebelled were feared and considered rebellious and wild 

by the dominant male authority.46  

 Masculine identity itself is often shaped by the fear of powerful, rebellious 

women. Women who do not follow their domesticated, weaker, socially defined roles are 

considered “masculine,” as they do not submit to the male-defined concept of “women.” 

For instance, “[o]lder masculinized women, [such as] Lady Macbeth, the witches, 

Volumnia, and even Paulina, become viragoes, mankind witches, threatening and 
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potentially destructive;” the rejection of femininity by these female characters 47 In many 

Renaissance and early modern works, the rebellious warrior women must be suppressed 

in order to keep masculine authority intact. Roberts writes: 

 “There seems to have been a fine line in the Elizabethan consciousness between the 
 acceptable warrior woman, epitomized by Edmund Spenser’s Britomart and by some 
 representations of Queen Elizabeth, and the threatening Amazon, embodied by Radigund 
 in Spenser’s Faerie Queen. The distinguishing quality of the acceptable warrior is 
 adherence to the established order – and thus Spenser makes it seem fitting that the 
 lascivious Radigund, subjugator of men, should be destroyed by the chaste Britomart, 
 devoted to her quest for her virtuous knight and content to be subject to him.”48 
 
As both Spenser and Shakespeare’s writing suggests, powerful women were often 

reduced, by any means, to their “proper” role as subjugated under male authority and 

those who were able to exercise their power were few and far between. Most 

uncontrollable women, those who still refused to conform, were often excised from the 

masculine culture.   

 Both Tamora and Lady Macbeth follow Roberts’s description of the “Wild,” 

undomesticated women. Both characters infiltrate male society and cause their famous, 

heroic counterparts, Titus and Macbeth, to feel anxious and question their identities. In 

fact, both women help to form the concept of masculinity for the two characters as they 

insult and push their male counterparts to commit some of the most violent actions in 

theatre history. The similarities between both the male and female characters increase the 

subtle connections that can be found between Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus and 

Macbeth. In this chapter I will discuss the heightened anxiety in both plays and show how 

both Tamora and Lady Macbeth create this high tensioned state. The similar actions of 

the two characters in their competition with their male counterparts prove that Tamora 

                                                
47 Roberts, Jeanne Addison. The Shakespearean Wild: Geography, Genus, and Gender. p. 96 
48 Ibid. pp. 101-2  



 26 

was Shakespeare’s model for Lady Macbeth. By reading Tamora and Lady Macbeth as 

powerful women attempting to claim a place in their male-dominated societies and 

understanding the male characters as constructions of their female counterparts, readers 

may begin to understand female characters in a new way. Rather than being viewed as the 

“cronelike reminders of death” set on creating a state “of fears of unbridled lust, 

infidelity, infertility, entrapment, intractable virginity, [and] incest,” female characters 

can be understood, first and foremost as strong, powerful women refusing to accept 

masculine authority.49 By subverting the masculine authority through their abilities to 

overthrow and manipulate the dominant paradigm while simultaneously working within 

it, Lady Macbeth and Tamora demonstrate strong personalities, motivation, and 

dedication which allow the characters to be interpreted as individuals rather than as 

subordinate, masculine constructions.  

 Tamora’s powerful personality and strong attacks against the male-dominated 

Roman society resonate throughout Titus Andronicus and serve to create a heightened 

sense of anxiety in the male characters of the play. From the outset of the play, even 

while Tamora begs for her son’s life, she exudes strength and commands attention. 

Critics have often looked to Act II Scene 3, when Tamora looks upon a snake gently and 

calmly, comparing her to the snake “rollèd in the cheerful sun.”50 Roberts notes: 

 “With the approach of erotic consummation Shakespeare’s snakes seem to embody 
 female threats to the male. Tamora, looking forward to a ‘golden slumber’ wreathed in 
 her lover’s arms ‘([their] pastimes done)’ finds the snake ‘rolled in the cheerful sun’ a 
 blessed omen, but Aaron, whose mind is on other things, imagines it rather an adder 
 (specifically feminine) unrolling ‘to do some fatal execution’ (2.3.34-36).”51  
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Although Tamora seemed “weak” begging for her son’s life at the beginning of the play, 

she literally and, through the symbol of the snake, figuratively embodies a threat to 

masculinity and male authority. Aaron, Tamora’s lover, fears the snakes and their ability 

to turn on the innocent quickly, which symbolizes his similar fear of Tamora. Critic 

Douglas E. Green also notes Tamora’s importance as both a threat to and rejection of 

masculinity threat, claiming that “[e]very desire she voices threatens Titus, Rome, and 

the patriarchal assumptions of the audience.”52 One of the most famous scenes depicting 

Tamora’s ability to manipulate occurs at the end of Act IV Scene 4. Tamora entreats her 

husband Saturninus, the emperor of Rome, to allow her to speak with Titus. Throughout 

the scene, Tamora describes herself as “high-witted” and witty giving her the ability “to 

smooth and fill his agèd ears / With golden promises” which would cause Titus to “obey 

[her] tongue.”53  Her confidence in her own speech and ability to manipulate her husband 

rather easily in this scene solidifies Tamora’s strength and ability to create a heightened 

sense of anxiety within her male counterparts. Tamora’s manipulation of the male 

dominated Roman society depicts her powerful personality, which not only works as a 

construction of her character, but her domineering nature can be read as a tool for 

constructing Titus’s identity. 

 In his essay “Interpreting her ‘Martyr’d Signs’: Gender and Tragedy in Titus 

Andronicus,” Green argues that it is through the female character in the play that Titus’s 

characterization is largely constructed; he writes: 

 “I maintain that the pressures of Shakespeare's characterization of Titus, of creating this 
 tragic protagonist, are evident in the Others-notably Aaron, Tamora, and Lavinia-who 
 surround the revenge play's central Self. In the case of Tamora and Lavinia, on whom I 
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 will focus, gender both marks and is marked by Shakespeare's first experiment in revenge 
 tragedy. It is largely through and on the female characters that Titus is constructed and 
 his tragedy inscribed.”54  
 
According to Green, Tamora defines Titus as both a measure of his evil extremes and as 

his direct opposite, where he opposes revenge and she openly seeks it. Titus’s 

characterization as the masculine authority of Rome, in a sense, would not exist without 

Tamora’s urging and provoking him to retaliate against her actions. Titus was strongly 

opposed to the idea of revenge and it was not until Tamora instilled fear and anxiety 

through the organization of Lavinia’s rape and mutilation that Titus began to practice 

revengeful tactics. Tamora’s actions against Titus’s family caused him to question the 

law that he once, foolishly and righteously, believed and through his new found 

insecurities, Titus’s retaliation against Tamora became based on his insecure and fearful 

nature; he became fearful in knowing that the Roman law could no longer protect him. 

Coppélia Kahn notes that Titus “recoils from revenge” at the beginning of the play, yet 

after the rape of his daughter he is quick to become more like Tamora.55 Titus’s 

construction as the “tragic hero” of the play can be seen in this understanding of his 

characterization. In a drama, a tragic hero’s one flaw or fatal mistake contributes to his 

downfall and the downfall of the Andronicus family itself can be seen as a direct cause of 

Titus’s ability to be influenced by the revengeful Tamora. Titus, as a result of Tamora’s 

influence, becomes feminized; Titus rejects his identification with Culture at the 

beginning of the play and opts for the “Wild” in an attempt to combat Tamora, Titus 

seeks revenge to prove his patriarchal authority. Kahn argues that “[in] terms of the 

play’s gender politics, Titus repossesses the initiative illicitly seized by the mother, and 
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re-establishes patriarchal control over her.”56 Titus’s strong masculinity, although 

seemingly a construct of the Roman society, is actually constructed through his 

interactions with Tamora.  

 Similarly, Macbeth’s identity can only be understood through his interactions 

with his domineering and powerful wife, Lady Macbeth. Throughout Macbeth, the title 

character and his wife constantly question “masculinity” and “femininity” and the 

characteristics that make up the two dichotomies. Janet Adelman writes:  

 “The loss of masculine autonomy that is the psychological threat of Macbeth everywhere 
 infects that play’s dramaturgy: for the play’s audience as for its hero, distinctions 
 between inner and outer fail as discrete objects blur and fuse, overwhelmed by their own 
 boundary stability.”57  
 

Throughout the beginning of the play, Lady Macbeth is traditionally noted for acting as 

the more “masculine” character; while Macbeth’s meek and cautious qualities define him 

as “feminine.” Kahn accuses Macbeth of not representing all that is masculine claiming 

that his manliness “might be only a costume he wears… [his ‘borrow’d robes’].”58 Lady 

Macbeth, who claims to represent masculinity, provides a strong example for her husband 

and it is through her example that his own masculinity is later formed. Macbeth is often 

compared to another Shakespearean work, Coriolanus, whose title character, like 

Macbeth defends his masculine in fear that he is becoming feminized. Adelman argues 

that both plays “record the attempt to create an autonomous masculinity in the face of 

[the] discovery [of the suffocating mother’s influence].”59 In addition, both plays also 

stress the point that the only true way for masculinity to exist is to suppress its opposite, 

                                                
56 Khan, Coppélia. “Shakespeare’s Classical Tragedies”. The Cambridge Companion to Shakespearean 
Tragedy. Claire McEachern, ed. p. 211 
57 Adelman, Janet. Suffocating Mothers. p. 163 
58 Kahn, Coppélia. Roman Shakespeare. p. 154. 
59 Adelman, Janet. Suffocating Mothers. p. 37 



 30 

femininity; Adelman writes, in Macbeth and Coriolanus “masculinity depends on the 

excision of the female: the mother’s death is the price of the son’s survival; if she wins, 

he loses.”60 At the end of Macbeth, survival depends upon dissociating oneself from the 

mother, or femininity. The witches’ predict that “none of woman born / Shall harm 

Macbeth,” yet in Act V Scene 10, Macbeth learns that his killer, Macduff, “was from his 

mother’s womb / Untimely ripped.”61 Here, as Adelman argues, women have been 

completely separated from the idea of “masculine” identity as the surviving character did 

not have the same connection to femininity as Macbeth. Macbeth’s identity was strongly 

based on his connections to the feminine, both through his “natural birth” and through his 

marriage to Lady Macbeth. As was stated in chapter one, the mother has the ability to 

influence her unborn child in dramatic ways and this early modern belief reiterates the 

argument that it is, in fact, femininity that defines masculinity. Without the opposite in 

the dichotomy, the female, maleness would be indefinable. Despite this distinction, 

however, in order to become wholly masculine, connection with the feminine must be 

terminated, which is why Macduff’s personality eventually conquerors over the weaker 

Macbeth.  

 Macbeth’s identity is strongly based on his connections to femininity through his 

marriage to his powerful and influential wife. In The Shakespearean Marriage, Hopkins 

writes: 

 “‘All comedies end with marriage,’ said the maiden English teacher at my all girls’ 
 school, ‘and all tragedies begin with them.’ In the four great works of Shakespeare’s 
 central tragic period, Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello, and King Lear, marriage functions as a 
 site of stress, disruption and destruction of the individual identity.”62  
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As Hopkins alludes, Macbeth may have entered his marriage with a strong sense of 

individual identity; however, as Othello suddenly became the quick-tempered jealous 

husband, Macbeth’s identity began to be shaped by the influence of his powerful wife. 

Continuing to compare Othello and Macbeth, Hopkins notes that Macbeth offers a 

different, more intimate view of marriage than any other Shakespearean play and, 

although the marriage is seemingly based on power and violence, “[the] institution of 

marriage radically fashions not only the individual life of Macbeth, but also the whole 

mindset of the society in which he lives.”63 Macbeth’s relationship with his wife is quite 

unique, especially compared to other Shakespearean characters. Othello, for instance, 

grows increasingly distrustful of his wife as time passes and, although he loves 

Desdemona, his anger eventually outweighs any of his remaining love for her. Similarly, 

Macbeth has also been compared to Coriolanus and between the two characters there are 

many similarities; “[h]owever, there are also differences, [for instance] Macbeth, if he 

loves and trusts no one else, clearly enjoys a deeply important relationship with his 

wife.”64 More than any other character in the play, Macbeth looks to his wife for support 

and advice, valuing her opinion over both Banquo and the witches’ prophecy. Macbeth’s 

trust in his wife is extremely important to the play overall as it is through Lady Macbeth’s 

influence in their marriage that Macbeth is given the tough encouragement to advance his 

own status in Scottish society.  

 Lady Macbeth is perhaps one of the most powerful, influential, and manipulative 

women in the history of literature and it is through her influence over her husband and 
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sharp tongue that the plot of Macbeth begins. Lady Macbeth encourages her husband to 

murder the king in Act I Scene 5 telling him to “look like the innocent flower, / But be 

the serpent under’t.”65 Although this line is spoken in “encouragement,” Lady Macbeth 

embodies the statement as she is both fair to outsiders, yet foul in her thoughts and 

actions. This scene from Macbeth resonates with the passage from Titus Andronicus 

previously discussed. Both Lady Macbeth and Tamora are like the gentle snake curled in 

the sun; seemingly innocent yet highly dangerous and the cause of fear and anxiety in 

those close to her. Lady Macbeth creates a state of anxiety within her home and 

encourages her husband to become more “masculine” thorough a series of “encouraging” 

insults. In “The Language of Tragedy” Russ McDonald writes: 

 “To overcome Macbeth’s high-mindedness, Lady Macbeth resolves to ‘chastise with the 
 valour of [her] tounge’ (1.5.25) everything that prevents him from killing the king. She 
 bullies and ridicules him, using contemptuous terms to belittle his manliness: ‘beast’, 
 ‘infirm of purpose’, as timid as ‘the poor cat i’th’adage.’ Macbeth is finally destroyed and 
 his bloody career halted by a pair of prophecies: that ‘none of woman born / Shall harm 
 Macbeth’ (4.1.79-80), and that ‘Macbeth shall never vanquish’d be until / Great Birnam 
 wood to high Dunsinane hill / Shall come against him’ (92-94).”66 
 
Lady Macbeth’s “chastising” her husband continues as she consistently reminds him that 

he lacks presence and strength, masculine qualities which would easily and freely allow 

him to kill. She tells her husband to “screw your courage to the sticking place,” a 

reference to archery that reiterates the comparison between masculinity and potential 

violence.67 In the same scene, Lady Macbeth responds to her husband’s cautious and 

conscientious nature and questions his masculinity saying, “When you durst do it, then 

you were a man; / And to be more than what you were, you would / Be so much more the 
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man.”68 Like Tamora, Lady Macbeth’s insulting and alluring language manipulates 

Macbeth into committing an act that he, most likely, would not have accomplished 

without her influence. Lady Macbeth’s words, like Tamora’s, also arouse anxiety within 

Macbeth. His actions later in the play, such as his neurotic suspicions against Banquo, 

reflect his anxious nature. Adelman argues that Macbeth:  

 “…insists that we share in his claustrophobic and phantasmagoric space: meeting the 
 witches that are ambiguously inside and outside Macbeth, seeing the dagger that both is 
 and is not a dagger of his mind, we do not know where we are, whose voice to hear, any 
 more than Macbeth knows whose voice cries out ‘Sleep no more!’ (2.2.34).”69 
 
Macbeth’s hallucinations and false accusations against his friends were directly caused 

by his wife’s powerful influence. Like Tamora, Lady Macbeth uses her strength and foul 

influence to achieve her own personal quest for power.  

 In her book Suffocating Mothers, Adelman argues that “[female] power per se 

will be dangerous: in Goneril and Regan, Lady Macbeth and Volumnia, sexuality will 

become the sign of villainy, maternity the sign of overwhelming destructive power.”70 

Both Tamora and Lady Macbeth exude this dangerous female power, which often strikes 

fear and anxiety in their male counterparts. The similarities between the two characters 

are not coincidental, but the similarities between the behavior of Tamora and Lady 

Macbeth suggest that the former served as Shakespeare’s model of the female revenge 

character for the latter. Both women, for example, hold such a strong, powerful influence 

over their lovers that often makes the two women the central focus of the plays’ action. In 

terms of Lady Macbeth, and I would argue Tamora, critic James L. Hill notes “[if] the 

actress playing Lady Macbeth is not matched in power by her Macbeth, there is a real 
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danger that Lady Macbeth will become the central focus of the play.”71 As Hill 

speculates, Lady Macbeth, and therefore Tamora, is one of the most powerful characters 

in the play and, although I disagree with this notion, her power can become too 

overwhelming. Both Tamora and Lady Macbeth share this overwhelming quality, further 

showing the connections between the two characters. In addition to overwhelming the 

play itself, both characters arouse fear and anxiety within their male counterparts. As 

Kahn notes, femininity itself is enough to strike fear within the male characters; citing an 

example in Titus Andronicus she writes:  

 “Similarly, in Titus’s tragic plight Shakespeare tries to focus the anxieties that are 
 diffused (to say the least) in the crimes Tamora sponsors and in the over-elaborated pit 
 metaphorically equated with vagina (“secret hole”), ‘swallowing womb,’ tomb (“this 
 deep pit, poor Bassianus’ grave”), mouth and hell itself (“this fell devouring receptacle, / 
 As hateful as Cocytus misty mouth”) (2.3.129, 192-240).”72  

 
According to Kahn, it is Tamora’s powerful femininity that helps to arouse fear and 

anxiety within the male characters and Lady Macbeth’s intensity, similarly, causes the 

same reaction. Both women are also able to arouse this sense of anxiety due to their 

connections with the Amazonian “warrior women.” The warrior women, Tamora, and 

Lady Macbeth are all associated with Roberts’s definition of the “Wild,” women who 

exert their authority within the male-dominated Culture and cause a heightened state of 

fear. She writes: 

 “Reminiscent of Queen Margaret and Lady Macbeth, [Volumnia] verges on the 
 Amazonian; but instead of becoming a warrior woman like Margaret, she has devoted all 
 her energies, like Lady Macbeth, to promoting the career of a man – in this case, her 
 son…Volumnia emerges, then, as a facet of the female, but a severely limited one, a 
 mother figure divorced from sexuality and stripped of most of the qualities usually 
 associated with the maternal nature.”73  
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Like the Amazonian women, Tamora and Lady Macbeth become stripped of their 

femininity and are identified with the characteristics of masculinity. Warring for the 

benefit of their families and for their own personal goals, Tamora and Lady Macbeth’s 

actions throughout the plays cause the men around them to fear and question not only 

what it means to be a women, but their own identities.  

  In his essay “Tragedy in Shakespeare’s Career” David Bevington argues: 

 “The increasingly remorseless conduct of the protagonist as revenger comes at the 
 expense of sympathetic identification. The emotional effect in the catastrophe is more 
 ironic than personally tragic; Titus is the cunning avenger more than the fallen hero 
 struggling to understand his destiny and his place in an uncertain cosmos. This is a 
 problem to which Shakespeare will return in Hamlet, with stunning success.”74  
 
Although Bevington argues that Titus is the “cunning avenger” of Shakespeare’s play, I 

would argue that Tamora is more cunning than Titus and, in addition, Shakespeare 

returns to the problem of the “cunning avenger” in Macbeth with the construction of 

Lady Macbeth. Unlike Titus, a male living and surviving in a male-dominated society, 

Tamora struggles as an outsider, a Goth, and as a woman. Similarly, Lady Macbeth 

struggles as a powerful woman suppressed beneath the patriarchal Scottish culture. Both 

Tamora and Lady Macbeth represent the ability of women to use various types of 

“cunning” to achieve their personal goals and desires, while simultaneously working 

within and challenging the patriarchal climate. In order to accomplish their goals of 

power and status both characters provoke a state of anxiety within their male 

counterparts. Rackin writes: 

 “Recent scholars have often interpreted [The Taming of the Shrew type story] fantasy as a 
 response to the anxious desires of Shakespeare’s countrymen, confronted by various 
 manifestations of female power, ranging from the monarchy of Queen Elizabeth at the 
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 top of the social hierarchy to the railings of village scolds and the riots of unruly women 
 at its lower reaches protesting the rising prices of food.”75  

 
Powerful, “Wild” women were often shunned in Renaissance society, as Rackin alludes 

to in her book, and Shakespeare uses both Tamora and Lady Macbeth to allude to the 

“anxious desires” felt by many men during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. Shakespeare, 

experimenting with his first female revenge character, developed Tamora as the weak, 

innocent mother, a captive, in the beginning of the play, however her cunning abilities to 

manipulate and incite a sense of fear in her male counterparts strengthen the role of her 

character in the play and help to define Titus’s identity. Similarly, Lady Macbeth believes 

her own metaphoric advice as she looks “like the innocent flower,” but is “the serpent 

under’t” and, like Tamora, uses her alluring words as encouragement to manipulate and 

influence her husband to elevate his own status in the Scottish society.76 It is through her 

intelligent manipulation and ability to convince her husband that she is trustworthy that 

all the vengeful acts of the play are committed. Although Lady Macbeth has no clear 

motives for seeking revenge, her exploitation of the weaker characters connects her with 

Tamora, a character that was later perfected to become the manipulative Lady Macbeth. 

Tamora’s motives behind her actions are clear to readers: her eldest son’s death at the 

hands of Titus and the Roman law must be avenged. Lady Macbeth, however, ought to be 

perfectly content with her aristocratic status and equally noble husband, yet despite this 

she is dissatisfied and desires more than she already owns. Perhaps what Lady Macbeth is 

seeking revenge against is the patriarchal society that does not allow her to socially 

elevate but only her husband. Both Tamora and Lady Macbeth, although working in the 
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masculine paradigms, subvert authority through their manipulations, further connecting 

the two characters as models of revenge.  

 Despite their harsh, manipulative exteriors, however, both characters ought to be 

understood as integral parts to the play, yet outside the understanding of the male 

characters. For example, both women help to define their male counterparts and they also 

serve as strong female perspectives in a patriarchal culture. These two characters could 

stand alone, without their men and as symbols of surviving, strong women. Roberts, 

similarly, argues: 

 “Women should not be defined simply in terms of their sexual status or their relation to 
 men…If female audiences could learn to recognize and creatively analyze Shakespeare’s 
 deficiencies as well as his more positive achievements, to see the limitations as well as 
 the glories of his female characters, and to understand them as fantasy figures of a 
 mysterious Wild generated by the exigencies of male Cultural needs and fears, we might 
 become more adventurous and more tolerant.”77  
 
Both women, although their actions are morally questionable, exhibit traits that beg 

their characterization to be read more understandably and less harshly. Tamora and 

Lady Macbeth, like most people male or female, desire to raise their own status and the 

status of their families in society. Both women also contain values that are highly 

prized and celebrated: strength and perseverance. It is interesting that these 

characteristics are valued in tragic heroes, like Titus, however when they appear in 

female characters, the women are often punished, feared, or need to be ostracized. If 

these traits are essential to human nature and essential to the tragic hero, then both 

Tamora and Lady Macbeth ought to be understood as strong, yet flawed women, not 

evil, but motivated tragic heroines equal to their tragic male counterparts. Becoming 

“more tolerant” of these seemingly evil women can help lead future readers and critics 
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of Shakespeare away from the common assumptions that female characters are 

constructions of male fantasies, weak, or evil and open up a new type of character 

analysis where women are understood for their positive merits and contribution to the 

play as a whole. Both Titus Andronicus and Macbeth contain authoritative female 

figures who make a strong statement about how women ought to act that both 

contradicts and redefines femininity.  
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Chapter III 

Madness and Hysteria: Tamora’s motives versus Lady Macbeth’s insanity 

 In the essay “Tragedies of Revenge and Ambition” Robert N. Watson quotes 

Francis Bacon’s definition of revenge as “a kind of wild justice,” a justice that begins as 

revenge, but slowly consumes the individual moving motivation toward madness.78 This 

“madness” in Renaissance culture began to develop a new language, separating it from 

the medieval definition of madness, and began to take on an increasingly misogynistic 

connotation. Carol Thomas Neely, author of Distracted Subjects, analyzes the 

connections between the feminine and madness. In the Oxford English Dictionary, Neely 

notes, the first use of the term “madwoman” occurred in 1377, which was the same year 

that the term “madman” was also coined. Neely further argues:  

 “The designation of women, but not men, as ‘mad’ is difficult to account for. Here we 
 may notice that the term ‘madness’ seems to be just beginning to replace ‘distract,’ 
 ‘lunaticke,’ and ‘frantic’ as the general term for the condition of the inmates. But why 
 should it be applied specifically to women? The women may in fact have been more 
 acutely ill. But it seems more likely that they were viewed as more acutely ill – perhaps 
 because frantic madness was a more violent disruption of normative femininity than of 
 normative masculinity.”79  
 
The association of women with madness, as Neely notes, seems as old as the terms to 

describe madness themselves and madness, itself, seems closely associated with the 

feminine and is specifically a malady affecting women. The “new language” being used 

to describe mental illnesses differentiated between the maladies affecting the two 

genders and Shakespeare often played with these distinctions in his plays linking men 

and women with the “body and mind, natural and supernatural, [and] distraction and 
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feigned madness.”80 Blamed for being overly emotional or hyper-masculine or too 

focused on their bodies, women were often diagnosed as “ill” or “hysterical.” In 

Madness: A Brief History, Roy Porter cites Paul Möbius, “a blatant misogynist” who 

declared that women often fell victim to hysteria as they “were slaves to their bodies” 

and women who were educated were at a higher risk for becoming hysterical.81 In 

addition, madness was further linked to the feminine through the mother; Neely argues, 

“However, a women’s subset of the disease, which we will watch grow more prominent, 

is acknowledged in the special phlebotomy instructions given for melancholy that is 

caused by uterine congestion.”82 Women, more often than men, were also punished for 

their “mental illnesses.” For instance, Benedetto Luti’s painting St. Romuald Curing a 

Woman Possessed illustrates a seventeenth century exorcism of a possessed woman and, 

according to Neely, most paintings and case studies of the period depicted a majority of 

women as the mentally ill or possessed.83 Familiar with the beliefs of the period, 

Shakespeare often experimented with the idea of madness and the feminine and looked 

to historical writings such as Timothie Bright, writer of the first English treatise on 

madness, and Robert Burton’s Anatomy of a Melancholy. Unfortunately defining a 

person as “mad,” like the madness of Lady Macbeth, was often an excuse to silence and 

isolate rebellious members of society. In Psycho Politics, Peter Sedgwick claims that 

“the mad of Renaissance literature are already tamed by a secular, moralising focus on 

their individual misfortunes: and before long madness will lose even this qualified 
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license to stand and rave in public.”84 Dominated by the “normal” people of society, 

presumably those in power, the weaker, “abnormal” individuals, for example women, 

were controlled and forced into a submissive, isolated status. Michel Foucault also 

notices this important controlling mechanism in his infamous book Madness and 

Civilization; Porter writes: 

 “Michel Foucault… similarly argued that mental illness must be understood not as a 
 natural fact but as cultural construct, sustained by a grid of administrative and medico-
 psychiatric practices. The history of madness properly written would thus be an account 
 not of a disease and its treatment but of questions of freedom and control, knowledge and 
 power.”85 
 
Recognizing that madness is culturally constructed, Foucault argues that the term was 

used to control the rebellious or undesirable people within a society. As numerous 

feminist writers have suggested, particularly Jeanne Addison Roberts, women were 

considered outsiders, “Wild” individuals within the civilized “Culture.”  

 The link of madness to the feminine is apparent throughout Shakespeare’s works 

and many critics note the importance of feminine madness to plays such as Macbeth and 

Hamlet. As Shakespeare’s early revenge female character, Tamora represents revenge 

driven purely by motive, while his later character Lady Macbeth acts seemingly 

motiveless. When compared in terms of madness, Tamora and Lady Macbeth seem to 

differ dramatically as the former is often conceptualized as having a motive for her 

actions and behaviors while the latter seems to act without motivation or reason; however 

if one reads Titus Andronicus closely, Tamora is often conceptualized as moving closer 

toward the realm of madness and this similarity with Lady Macbeth connects the two 

characters as the early and later models of female revenge. Although it is easy to write 

                                                
84 Sedgwick, Peter. Psycho Politics. p. 132 
85 Porter, Roy. Madness: A Brief History. p. 7 



 42 

Tamora and Lady Macbeth off as psychologically disturbed or inherently “evil,” I feel 

that one ought to examine the two women for their own flaws and merits, interpreting the 

characters in a new way for what they represent to Shakespeare, the perfection of the 

female revenge character, and what they represent to readers, the portrayal of strong, 

powerful women.  

 At the beginning of Titus Andronicus, Tamora’s motives are clearly stated, 

however as the play continues, the character moves closer toward a kind of madness that 

would later become fully developed in Lady Macbeth. After the murder of her eldest son 

Tamora viciously alludes to her revenge saying: 

  “I’ll find a day to massacre them all, 
 And raze their faction and their family, 
 The cruel father and his traitorous sons 
 To whom I sued for my dear son’s life, 
 And make them know what ‘tis to let a queen 
 Kneel in the streets and beg for grace in vain.”86 
 
Her motives during this monologue are clear and, through her organization of the rape 

and mutilation of Lavinia, Tamora accomplishes her revenge “by mocking and despoiling 

[Titus’s] investment in [his daughter].”87 Aside from her deep, hateful feelings toward 

Titus for the murder of her eldest son, Tamora also exhibits ambition which helps to 

further her goals; however it is this ambition that pushes her toward the classification of 

“madness.” In “Tragedies of Revenge and Ambition”, Watson classifies ambition as “a 

particularly alluring and dangerous sin in Shakespeare’s society.”88 Tamora commits the 

“sin” of ambition throughout the play; for instance, in Act V Scene II, although her act of 

revenge against Titus has been committed, cannot leave the character alone. She 
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disguises herself as the character Revenge and attempts to torment Titus who she believes 

has gone “mad.” Tamora’s inability to stop the cycle of revenge demonstrates not only 

her ambitious nature, but also her slow progression toward the animalistic insanity that 

Foucault describes in Madness and Civilization. He writes: 

 “In the thought in the Middle Ages, the legions of animals, named once and for all by 
 Adam, symbolically bear the values of humanity. But at the beginning of the 
 Renaissance, the relations with animality are reversed; the beast is set free; it escapes the 
 world of legend and moral illustration to acquire a fantastic nature of its own. And by an 
 astonishing reversal, it is now the animal that will stalk man, capture him, and reveal him 
 to his own truth. Impossible animals, issuing from a demented imagination, become the 
 secret nature of man; and when on the Last Day sinful man appears in his hideous 
 nakedness, we see that he has the monstrous shape of a delirious animal and it is 
 animality that reveals the dark rage, the sterile madness that like in men’s hearts.”89 
 
Tamora, like the wild, impossible animal, holds a dark rage against Titus and represents 

ambitious revenge, a “secret nature of man.” Although Tamora commits the act of 

revenge, her single act does not satiate her hatred for Titus, but rather sparks the desire 

for revenge as the action of the play continues. Coppélia Kahn writes:  

 “Titus’s sacrifice of Tamora’s son trips off the revenge mechanism that drives the play 
 toward its savage denouement. The quid pro quo that Tamora extracts for her murdered 
 son isn’t the murder of Titus’s son, though she does abet Aaron in murdering two of 
 them, nor even that of a daughter, but rather a daughter’s rape and mutilation.”90 
 
Tamora’s inability to break the vicious cycle of revenge and her comparison to 

Foucault’s description of the impossible animal representing mankind’s darkest rage 

illustrates the character’s slow progression toward madness.  

 Perhaps more often than Tamora, Lady Macbeth, given her strong, domineering 

characteristics, is defined as “mad.” Many critics, including Peter Stallybrass and Neely, 

connect Lady Macbeth to descriptions of madness, both claiming that as the play 

progresses the character maddens psychologically. Although it is often acknowledged 
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that both Macbeth and his wife experience some kind of psychological change, their 

illnesses are distinguished, which is similar to the distinguishing of mental illnesses 

between the two genders found in Renaissance and early modern medical treatises. As 

Neely observes, Lady Macbeth’s madness is “feminized and guilt-ridden” while 

Macbeth’s madness follows his “excessive, enraged, bloody ambition.”91 As Neely’s 

analysis shows, Shakespeare’s subtle distinctions between the madness of the two 

characters follows the Renaissance association of madness with the feminine. Further 

discussing this argument, James L. Hill writes: 

 “Unlike Macbeth, Lady Macbeth is not required to provide the audience with any 
 indication of what she was like before she read Macbeth's letter. Her transformation is 
 instantaneous and complete, with no sense of struggle whatever. The scene sets her 
 motivational spine for the rest of the play, and she never deviates from it until she goes 
 mad. Her goal is the realization of the witches' prophecy, and she is aware from the 
 beginning that Macbeth may vacillate, so that she will have to motivate him, as well as to 
 help him. These motives fully define her character, and she is given no further 
 dimensionality until her mad scene, when we discover that guilt has driven her insane.”92  
 
Although most of Hill’s essay is problematic in its treatment of Shakespeare’s female 

characters, his analysis of Lady Macbeth as differentiated from her husband is important 

in relation to the affiliation between madness and femininity. Female hysteria also has its 

connections to the supernatural, which Stallybrass indicates in his essay “Macbeth and 

Witchcraft.” Throughout the essay, Stallybrass draws parallels between Lady Macbeth 

and the witches and highlight how these female characters work as catalysts turning 

Macbeth’s deepest desires into actions. In addition, he connects femininity with madness 

and feminine madness with evil; Neely writes: 

                                                
91 Neely, Carol Thomas. Distracted Subjects: madness and gender in Shakespeare and early modern 
culture. p. 56 
92 Hill, James L. “What, Are They Children?” Shakespeare’s Tragic Women and the Boy Actors”. Studies 
in English Literature, 1500-1900, Vol. 26, No. 2, Elizabethan and Jacobean Drama. Spring 1986.p. 233-4 



 45 

 “The effect of these representations of an alienated Lady Macbeth and divided witches, 
 ambiguously connected with each other, is to create a continuum of malevolence in the 
 play that blurs the boundaries between natural and supernatural agency, between 
 witchcraft of English or continental sorts, between guilt and illness…It reproduces the 
 period’s ‘hovering’ between contradictory belief systems and conflicting attributions of 
 causality and agency: melancholy or the devil, madwomen or witches, castrating wives or 
 ambitious tyrants.”93 
 
Unfortunately, the “correlation” between women and insanity, as Foucault describes, 

works to control the “wild” members of society, which in the case of Macbeth happens 

to be an outspoken, dominant female character. The dominant female perspective of 

Lady Macbeth is often interpreted as “mad,” the same “madness” that has the 

misogynistic undertones, making it difficult for new readers to characterize Lady 

Macbeth in a new light. In Shakespeare and Women Rackin argues that although 

nineteenth century women found it difficult to connect with the characterization of Lady 

Macbeth, “[the character] has proved remarkably adaptable to twentieth-century 

understandings of feminine psychology.”94 As new groups of readers encounter Lady 

Macbeth it is imperative that the readers recognize the misogynistic undertones of 

classifying her as “mad.” Although it is commonly agreed upon that Lady Macbeth does 

experience some kind of guilt-driven mental illness, the language and historical 

implications of the term “mad,” as a way of subordinating undesirable characters in 

society, must be remembered and considered in her character analysis. Rather than 

casting Lady Macbeth off as the “madwoman” associated with uncontrollable 

malevolence and feminine immorality, I would argue, like most recent feminist 

scholarship, that her guilt-driven insanity ought to be based upon her own development 

throughout the play as a strong, female character.  
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 In “Tragedies of Revenge and Ambition” Watson writes: 

 “Ambition is as impractical as it is immoral, provoking a revenge as certain as gravity. 
 Lady Macbeth refuses this conscientious argument in the voice of the conscienceless id, 
 the individual appetite, coaxing the super-ego into dropping its defenses. She makes fun 
 of him for ‘Letting “I dare not” wait upon “I would”’ (1.7.44); she then proves that a little 
 wine and sexual provocation can wash away conscientious resistance. In this sense, the 
 portrayal of Macbeth’s fate as poetic justice falls far short of tragic complexity. He is not 
 caught between conflicting imperatives: all he has to do is ignore some obviously sinister 
 advice and he will be able to settle into the sociable contented old age he envisions 
 (5.3.24-6).”95  
 
Ambition, as Watson writes, becomes a dangerous trait associated not with sanity, but 

insanity. Although Tamora is driven by motivation at the beginning of the play, her 

strong association with ambition connects her with the attributes of Lady Macbeth, 

proving that Tamora served as Shakespeare’s early model of the female revenge 

character. Like Lady Macbeth, Tamora exhibits ambition from the beginning of the play 

and continues to grow more ambitious throughout the duration of Titus Andronicus. 

Douglas E. Green writes: 

 “Her evil, too, manifests itself early, before she takes any action or admits malign intent, 
 in that Saturninus' lust-at-first-sight represents Tamora as the very occasion of sin: "A 
 goodly lady, trust me, of the hue / That I would choose were I to choose anew" (1.1.261-
 62). Tamora's aside to Saturninus exposes the dangers of this woman's subtle power-"My 
 lord, be rul'd by me, be won at last, / Dissemble all your griefs and discontents" (1.1.442-
 43)-and exposes as well her intention to "find a day to massacre them all [the Andronici], 
 / And rase their faction and their family" (1.1.450-51). We know Titus by his opposite; if 
 he has erred in killing Alarbus, at least the motive, we are to believe, is "piety-albeit, from 
 the perspective of the queen of the Goths, a "cruel, irreligious piety" (1.1.130).”96  
 
As Green illustrates, Tamora is characterized as malignantly ambitious throughout the 

duration of the play and her subtle, slow progression toward the negative side of ambition 

connects her to the portrayal of Lady Macbeth’s ambition. Tamora and Lady Macbeth 

share other similar characteristics that heighten their tendency toward madness. In 
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Neely’s analysis of Burton’s medical tract she argues that symptoms of melancholy 

include “‘fits of the mother’: ‘dotage & griefe of some part or other, head, heart, breasts, 

sides, backe, belly, etc., with much solitarinesse, weeping, distraction, etc., from which 

they are sometimes suddenly delivered, because it comes and goes by fits’ (1: 414-

415).”97 Although Lady Macbeth only exhibits the “dotage” on a particular part of the 

body, the obsession with her hands in Act V, Tamora’s obsession with her motherhood 

and also with violence can be considered in the same light: as a distraction from the other 

action going on around her. Similarly, both characters fit the definition of “mad” due to 

their excessively violent speech. In Distracted Subjects, Neely writes: “[w]hile ‘madness’ 

and ‘distraction’ denote excessive and often violent activity and behavior visible to 

others, ‘melancholy,’ in contrast denotes torpor, passivity, and the inner emotions of fear 

and sorrow.”98 As chapter two discussed, both Tamora and Lady Macbeth’s speech, 

though violent and at times cruel in nature, held the ability to captivate and strike fear 

within their male counterparts. Unfortunately, their harsh speech, as women, caused the 

characters to be deemed as “madwomen” and both were considered as a threat to, and 

therefore ostracized from, male society. Neely writes: 

 “Two cultural polarities exist that encourage the formulation of women’s melancholy. 
 The first polarity is between the continuing belief in the reality of possession, exorcism, 
 and witchcraft and the growing skepticism about these. The second is between patriarchal 
 prescriptions that subordinate wives to husbands and denigrate or subdue their sexuality, 
 and an emerging view of marriage as a promoter of friendship and sexual satisfaction for 
 husband and wife.”99  
 
Although both Tamora and Lady Macbeth have been associated with witchcraft, I would 

argue that their relationship to madness falls within Neely’s second polarity of 
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“melancholy.” As powerful, domineering women, Lady Macbeth and Tamora challenge 

the patriarchal structures in which they exist and, as a consequence to their 

“insubordinate” nature, the women become ostracized and deemed as “mad.”  

 According to Watson, revenge allows the “good guys [to] do what the bad guys 

did” which allows for “emotional gratification,” albeit unethical.100 Tamora, as the early 

female revenge character, seeks this emotional gratification as the “good guy,” yet she 

allows this satisfaction to continue in her constant emphasis on violence and her inability 

to break the cycle of revenge, connect her with Lady Macbeth. This striking similarity, 

the characters’ inability to break the cycle of revenge, not only supports my argument, 

but helps to define the traits of revenge and prove that the desire for revenge becomes 

based upon the restoration of justice and equality rather than grounded in an individual’s 

inherent wickedness. In his essay “Tragedies of Revenge and Ambition,” Watson writes:  

 “These two types of tragedy are reciprocal: one depicting the will to superior power, the 
 other depicting an unwillingness to be overpowered. Tragedies of ambition depend on the 
 protagonist’s illusion that an exception can endure, that no mindless or jealous reflex in 
 nature or heaven will produce a reaction equal and opposite to the heroic action, 
 recapturing exertion as merely lost heat. Tragedies of revenge depend instead on the 
 protagonist’s illusion that things can and must be made even (an eye for an eye, a 
 humiliation for a humiliation). The plays suggest that Shakespeare often thought of 
 ambition as a doomed effort to rise above a position of equality, and of revenge as a 
 doomed effort to restore equality.”101  
 
According to Watson’s statements, both Tamora and Lady Macbeth struggle for equality; 

Tamora seeks revenge to restore balance, an exchange of Titus’s prized daughter or 

Tamora’s prized son. Similarly, Lady Macbeth’s ambition works as an attempt to 

increase her social status with the hope that she may, somehow, become equal to the 

males in society. Although, as Watson indicates, ambition and revenge are “doomed 
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[efforts] to restore equality,” they seem, nonetheless, natural desires of humans to 

maintain or strive for equality. Tamora’s desire to avenge her eldest son’s murder is 

based on her maternal love and instincts, which Kahn argues, is based on something 

natural that readers feel sympathy toward and therefore not based on evil motives.102 The 

drive toward equality, albeit unethical, that Tamora demonstrates closely connects her 

with the humanistic values of the tragic hero rather than the evil nature of characters like 

the crone or the witch. Similarly, Lady Macbeth struggles between two different worlds. 

As the Greenblatt statement quoted earlier reveals, Lady Macbeth’s education sets her 

apart both socially and intellectually from other women of her time period.103 At the same 

time, however, she is significantly subordinate to the men of her society. Her ambition 

ought to be understood as the simple desire to belong rather than driven by madness or 

evil. Both Tamora and Lady Macbeth’s traits, as motivated women driven toward 

equality, are not necessarily evil, but rather are similar traits to the tragic hero. Both 

characters, although doomed by their single flaw, ought to be read as the definition of the 

tragic heroine, equal to the masculine tragic hero.  
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Conclusion 

 Reading Tamora and Lady Macbeth in the 21st Century 

 In an interview with Donna Haraway, interviewer Thyrza Nichols Goodeve says:  

 “I read this wonderful distinction recently that said theory should found change not find 
 it. I had this problem in graduate school. I always read for what a text gives me rather 
 than what it doesn’t and so I was continually taken aback when ‘reading’ meant everyone 
 descended on some author yelling about all the things he or she left out. Looking only for 
 the flaws or the absences seems like such a weird way to learn. In fact it seems like the 
 opposite of learning.”104  
 
As Goodeve claims the goal of theory, all genres of theory, ought to “found change.” 

Rather than searching for an answer within a text, theorists need to think critically about 

how they can effect change. Instead of focusing on the flaws of a work to critique it, one 

should look beyond those simple errors to create something new. Responding to 

Goodeve’s comment, Haraway speculates that this negative critical style that exists in 

academia “is rooted in a fear of embracing something with all of its messiness and 

dirtiness and imperfection.”105 Many critics tend to focus on Shakespeare’s 

“misogynistic” tones in his writing, especially in his consistent representations of women 

as easily corruptible, immorally wicked, calculating, and fragile. Although it is not 

pleasant to view one of the greatest and most canonical writers in history as misogynistic 

or prejudiced, as Haraway claims, it is important to embrace the “messiness” and the 

negative qualities in order to better critique his art. Contradiction itself does not have to 

be negative; contradiction can teach the critical reader to understand various situations 

and view what is really behind the writing. By embracing these muddled, negative 

aspects of Shakespeare’s plays, a new understanding of women can be formed. 
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 In Shakespearean criticism, female characters are often interpreted as a reflection 

of their male counterparts. Critic James L. Hill, focusing on the role of boy actors during 

Shakespeare’s time, notes that the female characters are less developed than their male 

counterparts. He writes, “In creating these tragic women for the boy actors, Shakespeare 

has carefully avoided complex motivational and emotional development, and the very 

shortness of the roles is indicative of his dramatic tact.”106 By claiming that the female 

characters are not only created reflecting the male characters, but also the boy actors who 

would later play them, Hill falls victim to the traditional and seemingly unfair view of 

women. Expressing a different view in The Shakespearean Wild, Jeanne Addison 

Roberts elaborates on forms of critique similar to Hill’s claiming, “To read 

Shakespeare’s women as variations of facets of the female reflected and refracted by 

male eyes is disturbing and enlightening.”107 My goal was to conceptualize Tamora and 

Lady Macbeth outside of the male characters in their respective plays in order to move 

away from what Roberts deems as “disturbing.” By analyzing Tamora and Lady 

Macbeth for their own flaws and merits rather than as a male creation and reflection, 

readers of Shakespeare can interpret these female characters in a different light. Instead 

of finding and reiterating critiques that do not consider male and female characters as 

equal, such as Hill’s argument that it is an “injustice if we…approach his characters as 

tragic men and women realized with equal fullness,”108 does not fit well with the goal of 

theory, which is to found new ways to interpretation.  

                                                
106 Hill, James. L. “What, Are They Children?” Shakespeare’s Tragic Women and the Boy Actors”. Studies 
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 In sum, my argument traced the characteristics between Tamora and Lady 

Macbeth in order to show that Tamora served as Shakespeare’s earliest model of the 

female revenge character. In Titus Andronicus, Shakespeare develops traits in Tamora 

that he would, twelve years later, intensify and slightly alter in order to create Lady 

Macbeth. Many scholars note Shakespeare’s tendency to borrow themes and concepts 

from other authors and his own works. In his essay “Tragedy in Shakespeare’s Career,” 

David Bevington writes, “The parallels between The Spanish Tragedy and Titus 

Andronicus are so extensive, indeed, that we cannot be sure when Shakespeare is 

modeling his writing on Seneca and when on Kyd.”109 Bevington continues his argument 

claiming that Shakespeare often attempted to resolve conflicts from his earlier plays in 

his later plays. If Bevington’s argument is correct, then it is easy to understand the 

connections between Tamora and Lady Macbeth. Both characters are associated with 

their families and interact with their “loved ones” in a unique way, both arouse anxious 

feelings in their male counterparts, and both challenge the boundary between motivation 

and madness. The development of Tamora and her relationship with her family took a 

contradictory turn that identified her with Lady Macbeth’s lack of nurturing beliefs. At 

the beginning of Titus Andronicus, Tamora was viewed sympathetically as a mother 

vowing to avenge her eldest son and protect her living children; however, in the later acts 

of the play, Tamora began to focus on her own selfish desires and disregarded a son she 

had just recently birthed. Lady Macbeth’s attitudes toward family follows the Tamora of 

the later acts, as the character famously rejects her body and children she may, or may 

not, have. In the second chapter, I have shown that both Tamora and Lady Macbeth 
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interact similarly with their male counterparts, inciting fear and anxiety in both Titus and 

Macbeth, respectively. The final chapter of my thesis has shown another trait connecting 

the two characters: the exchange of motivation for madness when seeking revenge. 

Although Tamora begins the play with a strong motive, her strong desire for revenge 

pushes her closer to the border of madness, which is Shakespeare began in his 

development of Lady Macbeth twelve years later. The characteristics I have presented 

throughout my thesis not only define the two characters, but the show how the same 

characteristics in Tamora later shaped the similar traits in Lady Macbeth.  

 Another characteristic Tamora and Lady Macbeth share is their ability to 

captivate readers and audiences. Phyllis Rackin argues that their popularity stems from 

their creation as anachronistic characters. In the introduction I quoted Rackin's discussion 

of Tamora’s anachronistic costuming. Rackin implies that unlike the male characters of 

the play Tamora’s popularity stems from her characterization as “untouched by the 

contingencies of place and time.”110 The anachronistic nature of Tamora, and 

Shakespeare’s other females, has allowed the characters to captivate and remain 

understandable and relatable to audiences centuries beyond their time. Although their 

anachronism is often interpreted as stereotypical, yet one can also understand it as an 

enduring explanation of “it means to act like a woman.”111 Although Shakespeare’s 

representation of women has been considered “less sympathetic than those of other 

playwrights working at the same time” and many critics have offered unforgiving 

explanations of Tamora and Lady Macbeth’s behavior, I feel that by understanding and 

observing the characters’ essentially human and tragic traits, such as their desire for 
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equality, longing to increase the status of their families, and unyielding ambition, the 

“definition” of women as the weak, meek, and gentle gender becomes contradicted.112 As 

the new interpretation of Tamora and Lady Macbeth has shown, it is time for the 

conception of female characters to change. Rackin notes that opinions and criticism on 

Lady Macbeth has changed significantly since the play was written; she writes: 

 “Because this conception of womanhood has become so well established, Shakespeare’s 
 characterization of Lady Macbeth has been both accessible and acceptable to modern 
 audiences. But it would not have seemed so familiar at the beginning of the seventeenth 
 century. In fact, Shakespeare’s Lady Macbeth differs as much from the women of the 
 playwright’s own time as she does from the ancient Scotswoman described in his 
 chronicle source.”113  
 
Based on Rackin’s claim, the conception of Lady Macbeth has changed throughout the 

centuries and, today, the character is more “accessible and acceptable.” I want to 

encourage future readers of Titus Andronicus and Macbeth to found ways of 

understanding that follow the most recent feminist scholarship on these two leading 

ladies, rather than simply finding and reiterating the older assumptions that the women 

are evil, not relatable, and a simple reflection of their male counterparts.  
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