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Antigone, has lived in history as the woman around whom cvolved one
of the most interesting legends of antiquity, the story of Oedipus.
Unwittingly married to her long-lost son, Jocaste gave birth to
three children before the death of her husband-son. Oedipus decrecd
that his sons Litéocle and Polinice should alternate as kings, cach
reigning for a year before yielding the crown to the other. Difficult
though the execution of this decree might be in a nomal family, it
vas absolutely impracticable in this race whose history had been
marked by hatred and violence.

As the play opens, Jocaste fearfully awaits news of the
imminent battle between Lktéocle, who refuses to abandon the throne,
and Polinice, who huad laid siege to the city of Thebes with the
aid of the army of Hycéne, kinz of argos. ler first words show
her self-accusing nature and her strong death-irish:

Mes yeux depuis six mois étaient ouverts aux larmes

EY le sommeil los ferme en de telles alarmesd

Puisse p}utob 1la mort les fermer pcur janais,

it m'empecher de voir le plus noir des forfaits!

il‘f;u; ;o;rir; 6l;m;c; ;p;a; ;e; inﬁu;ain;;. S

Il 1les faut séparer, ou mourir par leurs mains.
(Act I, Sc. i)

The word "inhumains" scems strange! She soon adds "monstres”
to their titles and revecals that she has yet to learn that detcrmined
men are not moved by tears. In depicting unsuccessful mothers
(and Jocaste is a classic example of tho type), Racine has showm
clearly that his knowledge of human bchaviour could bc used
negatively, that is, he knew what attitudes and actions would not

achieve their intended results.
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The innocence of Bajazet is preserved when, under threat of
death, he turns down the "throne in exchange for love" offer made by the
villainous Roxane. In Britannicus it was the hero (?) Néron who made
this same offer - to Junie. The threat of death, which traditionally
came from a minor character, here springs from the royal figure, the
sultan. Roxane, it is true, destroys Bajazet, but Racine has gone to
lengths to show that her power comes solely through Amurat, her husband,
who seems far removed from the scene of action, like "Rome et ie sénat”,

Let us retain these points: 1) Roxane marks the return of the
aggressive, maternal image. Her fury is greater than ever because she
has assumed Racine-Néron's sadistic impulses; 2) the now innocent hero
is threatened by a distant royal figure; 3) the "fréres ennemis" theme
(Amrat-Bajazet) has returned, and with it the element of incest.

In Mithridate, however, the "fréres-ennemis" theme has become
the core of the action. Ulhere this theme ocours, incest usually is
found (La Thébalde, Britannicus, Bajazet), and it is the central conflict
here. The situation, however, is unfolded in an entirely different
manner. lhen the aging king Mithridate returns to his homeland he finds

reason to suspect his sons of coveting his young wife Monime. Both sons

are guilty of planning this incestuous marriagze, but there the resemblance

ends. Pharnace deliberately plots to betray his father to Rome. Xiphares,

on the contrary, is the faithful son, ready to carry on his father's

struggle. Pharnace is rejected by HMonime as loathesome, whereas Xipharés

had won her love long ago (before she had attracted Mithridate). The

mother theme is very vague in this play. There is a hint of Andromaque's

L9

self-assurance in Monime, but the only direct reference to mothers concems
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mother and Achille (who protect her) we nave the diagram of a stalemate.
The aims of wsriphile and Achille are constant: Agamemnon is the variable.
I\ he moves to protect Iphizénie, he chanzes the balance in her favour
and sne lives. If he listens to Caléhas, Ulysse and the army, ne upsets
the balance, resulting in her death. Clyteinestre's role, then, is %o
act as Iphigénie's advocate in Apgamemnon's inner debate.

Clytemnestre's relationship with Iphizénio is heartwarminz., Her
tenderness, devotion and lack of selfishness form the essence of the
mother that Roacine would have wanted as his owne. It is not difficult to
imagine how much Hacine would have loved a mother whose only wish wras the
happy marriase of her child:

V'un spectacle si doux ne privez point mes yeux.
(Act III, Sc. i)

How diff{erent from liicole's words: "cet amour est vicieux et illégitime“!
In view of the possessiveness and violence of such as Jocaste
aud Agriprine, the figure of Clytcmnestre revcals how far Racine has
prosressed in his emancipation from Port-hoyal. His perch may be as
precarious as that of a tightrope walker, but he has reached the point
where, for the moment at least, the word "mother" does not reiaind him
of the reproaches of Aznés de Sainte~Thdcle.
L2t us now go back, in order to go forward. ve have followed

the developments in sacine's inner conflict throuzh Bérénice, Bajazet and

Hithridate. ile have expressed the opinion that they mark a period of
relative stability. The motliers! possessiveness has been counterbalauced
by the approval of thne {father. In Hithridate a neir stage is rcacned:

the hero receives the wowan of his chvice. The "fatuer's" approval secns
















































confessos her guilt there is the startling episode related by Panope
to Thésbes

Elle prend ses enfanta‘et les baigne de pleurs;

It soudain, renongant a 1l'amour maternelle,

S5a main avec horreur les repousse loin d'elle.

(Act V, Sc. v)
This so closely parallels Racine's early relationship with Port-Royal
that one might believe that it represents ltacine's last, meek self-
Justification before he accepts his guilt end hls punishment.
tihen the last step in Phedre's progress towards conscious

confessiocn oceurs, il is expressed in the symbols of darkness and light
which have recurred so frequently. Phédre reveals that the evil Uenone
has been returned, in death, to the black depths of the sea (the
subconscious?). She foresees that her own death will restore to the
daylight (Racine's conscience) "toute se pureté"., Thus all three -
the plays from La Thébalde on, Phédre's speech, (Act I, Sec. iii) and
the play'ggéggg, reach their culminstion in the conscious admission
of the guilt of this love and the vision of a clear consclence after

it is destroyed.

For Hacine the creation of his dramatic poetry was the expression

of an amorous "drive", to use the psychologists! term. This impulse
was condemned by Port-Royal, just as it condemned, no doubt, the normal
feelings of the child Racine for the "mothers"” that surrounded him
within its walls. Since the love impulses of the young poet were
incestuous in nature (there being, in thess surroundings, no possible
normal expression of love), love came to be assoclated with guilt.

His love for poetry, by analogy, was guilty. In this frame of mind

he would have buen attracted to plots which permitted him to protest
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