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Question: How have extremes of emotion expressed 
in Titus Andronicus and selected World War 1 poetry 
been effectively created by the writers’ craft and 
performance of the drama text on stage, on screen 
and in the classroom?  

The texts that have been selected all have expressed 
extremes of emotion in creative and extremely efficient 
ways, using a variety of language techniques and 
devices to portray the intense emotions displayed in 
the texts. Before we can compare these two texts we 
must first understand their context and thereby their 
cultural significance. Shakespeare work; Titus 
Andronicus, is a play that largely focuses on anger and 
grief throughout its story and is largely regarded a one of 
Shakespeare’s more brutal works. This play was also his 
first play, which leads to an understanding of the brutality 
of the play, Shakespeare needed to capture the attention 
of the audience and the best way to do that  back in the 
1500’s (and even today) is with plenty of violent action. 
The poetry that has been selected are all pieces written 
during the Great War. This was a time when many men 
went to fight for their country even those who did not 
agree with it due to conscription and the ever present 
threat of being shot as a coward. Wilfred Owen and 
Siegfried Sassoon were soldiers in the war and were 
both horrified by the slaughter and the sheer brutality of 
war, this is why their poems are all extremely anti-war 
which went against the trend of the popular media at the 
time who promoted and glorified the war. The same 
emotions of grief and anger, amongst others, are ever 
present in all of the texts.


“Why, ‘tis no matter, man: if the they did hear,/ They 
would not mark me; if they did mark, / They would not 
pity me; yet plead I must/ and bootless unto them.” 


Anger is one of the key themes of Titus Andronicus, it is 
the driving force of most of the characters in the play, not 
least of all the protagonist Titus. To understand the anger  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and bitterness of the quote above we must first 
understand the position Titus has been placed in. At this 
point in the play Titus’s sons have been sentenced to 
death for the murder of the emperor’s brother 
Bassianus. Previously Titus was pleading with the 
tribunes who had delivered the news of his son’s 
imminent execution. They had ignored Titus who had 
now descended into a madness which left him 
pleading with a stone for the life of his two sons. When 
his other son Lucius tells his father that no tribune can 
hear his pleas, Titus uses the quote above as answer. 
This quote is an example of breaking down of the 
meter in a piece of writing. Shakespeare purposefully 
omits the rhythm he was previously using to place an 
emphasis on specific parts of the text. In Shakespearean 
plays the main rhythm commonly used is the Iambic 
Pentameter. This is usually used to show higher stature in 
society and to place a person in a position of power. In 
this quote from Titus Andronicus for the most part of 
the stanza Titus speaks in perfect Iambic form with ten 
syllables per line, however in the final line of this quote 
the rhythm is completely broken by the use of only six 
syllables. Taken with the context of the quote it is 
obvious that Shakespeare is trying to portray how Titus’s 
mind is being broken down by his own anger and grief. 
The extra four syllables of space after this line is key as 
well as the silence of those syllables sets up the emotion 
of grief and rage after Titus says the last line. Also the 
phrase, “And bootless unto them.” Is a direct threat and 
is an even bigger indicator of Titus’s emotion.


“For they’ll know that you fought for your country, / and 
no one will worry a bit.”


Siegfried Sassoon was one of the many soldiers who 
fought in the First World War, although he was at the time 
serving he harboured deep resentment for the slaughter 
and waste of the war and as such extremely disliked the 
understatement of the war after it was all over. In this 
poem, “Does It Matter?” Sassoon uses sarcasm and 
irony to enforce his anger and severe bitterness towards 
the propaganda driven feeling across the country 
enforcing the fact that it was right and honourable to die 
for your country and that the immense loss did not 
matter. Sassoon also uses a breakdown of the rhythm to 
infuse these emotions into the poem and affect the 
reader subtly. In the poem he poses questions to the 
reader in the second person to make the reader more a 
part of the events of the poem and forces them to really 
empathise with what the poet is trying to emote. In the 
quote above Sassoon uses an unusually long line  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followed by an unusually short line to emphasise the 
meaning and emotions of the poem. “And no one will 
worry a bit” this line is quite short and primarily 
monosyllabic which makes it a very concise and 
simplistic sentence. This is used to good effect by 
Sassoon to draw the attention of the reader towards that 
point. This simplicity of the statement is used to 
emphasise the underlying anger and bitterness of the 
poem without using such a crude method as actually 
suggesting it. This is a very intelligent method of writing 
used to good effect to properly illustrate the main 
emotions of the play.


Shakespeare has also used another technique to break 
rhythm and to give the actors more direction without 
having to have written in stage directions. “…Filling the 
aged wrinkles in my cheeks,/ Be pitiful to my condemned 
sons,” This quote comes at the very beginning of act 
three scene three when Titus is pleading with the 
tribunes to spare his sons from being executed for the 
murder of the emperors younger brother Bassianus. In 
the quote Titus speaks in the Iambic pentameter 
mentioned above but in the next line for “Be pitiful to my 
condemned sons” he only uses 9 syllables. This forces 
the reader to end on an unstressed syllable, this is to 
show weakness in the character or an overflow of 
emotion. In this case it is used to show that Titus 
Andronicus is failing to cope with the massive emotional 
impact that losing his sons to a dishonourable cause is 
having on him. The amount of grief is causing him to not 
be able to hold the rhythm of his speech. This really does 
express to the viewers and the actors how they should 
interpret this section of the play.


Wilfred Owen was another poet who served in the 
military during the First World War. He is famous for his 
disdain for the war and the intense horrors of the 
battlefield. In his poem Dulce Et Decorum Est, Owen 
uses Caesura to impart on the listener the immense 
sadness and pain of the war.  “Till on the haunting flares 
we turned our backs/ And towards our distant rest began 
to trudge. / Men marched asleep. Many had lost their 
boots/ But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all 
blind;”       The overwhelming use of punctuation mid-line 
that is present in the majority of this quote shows how 
the men were feeling broken and hopeless, they’re 
injuries and hardships finally becoming to overpowering. 
The use of caesura to make the rhythm rapidly change 
mid-sentence ensures that the listener focuses on the 
lines after the break in rhythm because the rapid and 
random change in flow catches their attention  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subconsciously. The use of this caesura to focus the 
listener on the subject of the play is extremely effective in 
illustrating the emotions Wilfred Owen wants to show.


Siegfried Sassoon had also used sarcasm in his text to 
make his poems seem like they are suggesting one thing 
when once read with a more observant eye you will 
notice that his true meaning is not the literal translation of 
the words he has used. “Like Christian soldiers; not with 
haste/ And shuddering groans; but passing through it/ 
With due regard for decent taste” In this quote Sassoon 
seems to be glorifying the soldiers and making them out 
to be fearless heroes who die with honour if you were to 
take the writing literally, however this is ironic for 
Sassoon to write this considering his previously 
established views on the war completely oppose this. 
That is the reason we know that Sassoon is being 
sarcastic because the views he has put across in this 
poem do not match with his own personal views. This is 
a very subtle way to show the emotion of bitterness that 
Sassoon felt towards the governments responsible to the 
war and the romanticised view of the roles of soldiers in 
the First World War. 


Irony is also a key feature of all the war poetry. Irony is 
defined as the combination of incongruous information, 
things that do not follow expectations. For example in 
the above quote Sassoon states that the men who died 
in the war were “ good Christian soldiers” and that when 
they died they had “Due regard for decent taste”, all of 
these statements are incongruous with Sassoon’s 
personal belief and therefore are regarded as irony. He 
also utilises this effect to create yet more feelings of 
bitterness and resentment in his other poems. For 
example in “Does It Matter?” Sassoon repeats 
throughout the poem “Does it matter?” and then recites 
some war related injuries. Obviously to Sassoon these 
things would be of extreme importance to him but he 
uses subtlety and irony to reinforce these feelings to the 
reader. 


Titus Andronicus also uses its context and setting to 
cleverly hide obvious meanings within the play in a 
second language, Latin. Latin would have been the 
language of the Romans that Titus Andronicus is trying to 
portray so it would seem right for them to use it, however 
Shakespeare uses it as literary device to confuse the 
reader and to place status on the character. This is 
because Latin would have been regarded as the 
language of the upper-class, an unlikely language for the 
play-goers of the time. The way this is used to display 
emotion is fairly simple and very easy for the audience to  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understand in a play, the characters seem to only break 
down into Latin when under immense emotional stress 
for the plot of the play. One such example of this is when 
Titus discovers that Chiron and Demetrius the sons of 
Tamara the queen of the Goths were the men who raped 
his daughter Lavinia. “Magni Dominator poli,/ Tam lentus 
audis scelera? Tam lentus vides?” This can be translated 
as “Ruler of the great heavens, are you so slow to hear 
crimes? And so slow to see?” Titus is obviously 
distraught and angry and does not accept that God 
could allow this to happen. By concealing the meaning 
but leaving the audience to decide on what they believe 
is being said based on the performance of the actor 
Shakespeare makes the audience understand more with 
less actual input from the play.


Dulce et decorum est is also an example of using a 
second language to conceal and give extra meaning to a 
statement. The final line and the title both use Latin as 
this second language. “Dulce et decorum est pro patrio 
mori”. This translates to “It is right and honourable to die 
for your country”. Wilfred Owen uses the Latin in a very 
similar way to Shakespeare as he uses it to elevate the 
status of the reader, or at least the person accused of 
saying this phrase. What Wilfred Owen is trying to get 
across is that although it is the old, rich and powerful 
people saying that is right and honourable to die; it is 
usually the young and poor who do it for them. And yet 
again by influencing the audience to make their own 
decisions on what the final two lines mean he his making 
them focus on the themes of the poem.


Both the play and the poetry use extensively intelligent 
and subtle ways to influence the way a reader thinks on a 
certain theme or to make them think more on some 
sections of the verse than others. This is the way that the 
immense extremes of emotion have been expressed to 
the audience without blindly stating the emotion of the 
characters, instead helping the audience emphasise with 
the characters or views of the poet or playwright. The 
emotions shown throughout the Titus Andronicus script 
is also used for guiding the performance of the actors 
into being emotional at the correct times as Shakespeare 
would have originally directed it to be without even using 
generic stage directions. This improvement on the 
emotional performance set apart the two pieces of 
literature in the way that they express the emotion. 
Whereas the poetry is to be read and understood to have 
the emotion affect the reader, the performance of the 
play should require no deeper understanding than what 
is happening on stage.
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