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HIPPOLYTUS

















Trozene.


Aphrodite on stage.




Aphrodite


Very powerful


And famous


On earth


As well as in heaven,


I am called the Cypriot:


Also known as Aphrodite.


When:


Those who live between the Black Sea to the east and the boundaries of Atlas to the west, I mean those who have access to sunlight, that is, human beings,


When these worship me and respect my power


I look after them.


But I crush


Anyone who takes a lofty attitude towards me:


The gods too enjoy celebrity and honours.


And I will quickly demonstrate the truth of my words.


See over there


The young shoot of the Amazon –


The bastard son of Theseus –


Brought up by the wise Pitheus


There – Hippolytus,


Alone of all the denizens of this city of Trozene


He calls me the worst of the gods.


He’s not interested in sex


Won’t even contemplate marriage,


The only god he worships is Artemis


That lilywhite virgin sister of Apollo.


And he claims that in his considered judgement


She is the greatest of all the gods.


And so he gallops through the green forests


Always in the company of the chaste goddess


Decimating the wild animals of this land.


Social climbing his way into the high society of immortals.


I might allow that, why should I care?


But not his failings towards me:


For those, I’ll have my revenge this very day.


I don’t even need to do much because I advanced the matter some time ago.


You see, Hippolytus once came from Trozene to Athens to view some holy mysteries and his father’s royal wife, Phaedra, took one look at him and was seized by the most violent desire.


Which was what I had intended.


Some time later, Theseus slaughtered the entire family of the Pallantides, his rivals for power in Athens, and he had to leave the city to purge himself of all that blood.


And he sailed to this land of Trozene


To the hunting forests of Hippolytus.


He sailed with Phaedra


Who, goaded by sharp spasms of desire, moans


But will not speak.


She’s dying


And no one can name her fatal disease.


But it won’t work out that simply.


I’ll make Phaedra’s passion known to Theseus.


And then the father will kill this young man who dared to declare war on me.


Phaedra will keep her good name but she’ll have to die as well


Collateral damage of my revenge.


I can’t put her suffering above mine, can I?


Not when I’m seeking the satisfaction of seeing justice done.


But here he comes


The child of Theseus


That very same Hippolytus


He’s finished his hunt for the day.


Time to leave.


He’s followed by a great crowd of hunters


All shouting praises to the pure goddess,


To Artemis.


Well:


Hippolytus does not sense the gates of death opening before him


He doesn’t know this is the last day he will ever see.




Hippolytus enters with his hunting companions, singing.





Hippolytus


Hepesth’ aedontes hepesthe.


Follow me, friends, follow me


And sing


To the goddess:


Heavenly Artemis


In whom we trust.


Chorus of Hunters


Potnia potnia semnotata,


Almighty goddess,


Glorious child of Zeus,


Xaire xaire moi,


Glory be to you


Virgin most venerable


In your house of gold


Queen of heaven.


Xaire moi o kallista,


Oh most beautiful and


Blessed virgin


Artemis!


Hippolytus


For you:


This garland


Woven from the grasses of a pure meadow


Which the shepherd dares not defile with flocks


Nor does the blade of the scythe ever touch it,


Undisturbed untouched meadow


Where the bee sucks the cool spring dew


Sprinkled with the water of rivers


Whose source is reverence.


Only those whose unschooled nature


Is moulded by self-control,


Those with temperance


Flowing in their veins –


Only they can pluck its holy grass.


But for all others, the impure:


No trespassing.


Beloved mistress,


Take this garland


Woven by a reverend hand


And bind your golden hair.


I, alone of all human beings,


Have this honour


To cohabit with you to speak to you


Always your voice in my ears


Even if I may not see you


And let me complete the course of my life


In this way always.


Servant


My lord –


I reserve the term master for addressing the gods –


Would you be willing to accept a word of advice from someone who wishes you well?


Hippolytus


I would appear most unwise if I didn’t.


Servant


Do you know the law established among human beings?


Hippolytus


Which law? Why the question?


Servant


It is to hate those who give themselves airs and are generally rude.


Hippolytus


Quite. Putting on grand airs brings trouble to human beings.


Servant


And good manners always find favour?


Hippolytus


They cost little and bring great benefits.


Servant


Is this not the same for the gods?


Hippolytus


Yes, if humans have the same rules as the gods.


Servant


How is it then that you fail to address a revered goddess?


Hippolytus


Which one? Take care your tongue doesn’t trip you.


Servant


This goddess. Aphrodite, who guards these gates.


Hippolytus


I am chaste and so address her from a safe distance.


Servant


And yet she is proud and celebrated among humans.


Hippolytus


She is especially wonderful at night and as such doesn’t interest me.


Servant


My dear child, we must honour all the gods.


Hippolytus


With men as with gods: some appeal, others don’t.


Servant


I wish you luck and the good sense that is necessary.


Hippolytus


Go into the house, friends, and look after the meal. A good hunt demands good food.


Rub down and feed the horses so I can exercise them later.




To the Servant:







As for that Aphrodite of yours, I wish her good day.







He goes. The Servant addresses Aphrodite.





Servant


We will not imitate the young but I will pray to you, mistress, venerable Aphrodite, in a language fit for slaves.


But it is necessary to show understanding towards someone who because of his youth is wound too tight and speaks foolishly and with hubris. Pretend not to hear. Gods need to show more wisdom than humans.




He leaves as the Chorus of Women from Trozene come on.





Chorus of Women


Water


Drawn from the deep recess of the ocean


Cascades down a rock face


Into a pool


Where we plunge our pitchers.




There – a friend of mine





Had soaked her purple robes


And spread them out to dry


On the shoulder of a sun-baked rock.




And it was she who told me of my mistress





Her anguish


How Phaedra barricades herself inside


Enclosed in darkness


Shrouds her head in black cloths


And wastes away.




Three days without food





A secret torment


Storms through her


Tosses her into that black harbour


Death.




What god possesses you, youthful Queen?





Is it Pan of the night terrors?


Or Hecate?


Have you been bewitched by the wild Chorybants?


Did the fierce mountain mother call out to you?


Or


Did you neglect to worship the huntress Dictynna,


Goddess of wild things?


Did you forget to make an offering of water


As she roamed the sand bars


The moist eddies of the sea?


Or


Is it your husband Theseus


Leader of the Erechtides


Has he strayed into a secret bed


And abandoned yours?




Or did some sailor





Coming from your native Crete


Sail into the safe harbour of this land


Bringing such news


That it felled you, Queen,


And bound you to your bed in pain?




And women anyway are always helpless





Confounded by the female constitution


Pains of childbirth the madness


How well I remember


The torment coursing through my womb


But I called on Artemis


Goddess of childbirth


And she always came.


I was lucky


Thanks be to the gods.




But here comes the nurse





Holding up Phaedra’s frail body


Dark cloud over her brow.


What’s happened?


I long to know


What eats away at the Queen


Drains her face of all colour.


Nurse


To be human is awful and to be ill, hateful.


What must I do, what can I do for you?


Here is the light, here is the air,


You insisted on coming out here


But you’ll soon ask to go back inside.


You change so quickly, nothing gives you ease.


You don’t like what’s in front of you,


What’s somewhere else is always more desirable.


It’s really better to be ill oneself than to look after the ill.


The first is straightforward the other full of grief:


Hard work for the hands and even more for the mind.


And yet, there’s nothing better than life itself.


The rest is shrouded in darkness, veiled by clouds,


And so we love what glitters on this earth


We know nothing of any other world.


We drift to the echoes of strange tales.


Phaedra


Hold up my body, straighten my head


The strength of my limbs is melting away.


This head-dress is too heavy


Take it off


Spread my hair over my shoulders.


Nurse


Show some courage, child, and don’t contort your body so painfully.


Try to bear your illness with calm and a noble reserve.


It’s the lot of human beings to suffer.


Phaedra


Aiai.


If only I could drink pure water


From a fountain dripping with dew


Lie under tall poplars


Stretch myself out on the woven grass


Of a soft meadow


And rest.


Nurse


Dear child, don’t talk like that


Don’t say such things in public


Words that seem carried by a mad wind.


Phaedra


Take me to the mountains


Let me run into the forest


Through the stiff pine trees


Where the sharp-jawed hounds chase spotted deer.


Oh yes, by the gods.


I too would give tongue,


Take in my hand the Thessalian javelin,


Draw it back over my shoulder,


Throw:


It whizzes past my flowing hair.


Nurse


What’s all this about hunting dogs


And flowing streams?


Why don’t you drink from the fountain just outside the palace?


It has excellent water.


Phaedra


Mistress of the salt marshes


Sacred Artemis


Guarding the sandy racetracks by the shore


Let me go down there,


Listen to the beat of galloping hooves


And tame the high-spirited foals.


Nurse


First you’re off to the mountains hunting wild beasts,


Now you’re down by the seaside taming horses.


I’d need to be a sorcerer to guess


What god has yanked you off course and pulls you this way and that.


Phaedra


What am I doing?


The reckless impulse of some god drives me


Whips away my good sense.


Feu feu tlaimon


Sweet nurse cover my head again,


Hide my shame.


What have I said?


Tears pour from my eyes,


My face burns.


The disgrace –


Terrible to thrash about in madness,


Best not to be conscious – yes – to die.


Nurse


I’m covering you.


But what about me? When will death cover my body?


Life has taught me many things


For example


Human beings should be measured in their attachments


And never disturb the marrow of their soul.


Any attachment should be easily dissolved,


Tightened and loosened at will because when one soul suffers for two people


As I do for Phaedra


That’s a lot of pain.


They say that conduct that is too exacting creates more problems than rewards.


It’s actually unhealthy


And so in my book excess comes way down after moderation.


Nothing in excess I say


And all wise people will agree with me.


Chorus


Old woman, faithful nurse, we see Phaedra’s unhappy state but we don’t know what the disease is.


Nurse


I don’t know either, she won’t say.


Chorus


Can she explain how it began?


Nurse


Nothing. She remains silent.


Chorus


How weak she seems, unravelled.


Nurse


She hasn’t eaten for three days.


Chorus


Is it some malevolent fate or does she want to die?


Nurse


She’s fasting to death.


Chorus


Her husband doesn’t mind?


Nurse


She hides her grief.


Chorus


Doesn’t he see it in her face?


Nurse


He’s gone away on some pilgrimage.


Chorus


Can’t you make her speak so you may understand the disease and the wanderings of her mind?


Nurse


I’ve tried everything. I’ll try again. Listen and you’ll hear to what lengths I’ll go for my unfortunate mistress.




To Phaedra:







Come, dear child, loosen that frown from your brow and change the course of your thoughts. I will try to use more skilful words.





Child, if you are suffering from a disease that ought not to be made public, then here are women who can help ease matters.


If, on the other hand, your distress can be mentioned in front of men, then speak quickly and we can refer the matter to doctors.


Well then? Why are you still silent?


Don’t remain silent, child, argue with me if I haven’t spoken well, or agree with me if I have.


Say something.




To the Chorus:







Women, these efforts are hopeless.





She wasn’t softened by words before and she won’t be persuaded now.




To Phaedra:







You ought at least to know this:





You may be as stubborn as the sea


But if you die you betray your children.


They will inherit nothing from their father


And your children’s master will be the son of the galloping Amazon,


That bastard who parades himself as legitimate heir


You know well who I mean


That Hippolytus –


Phaedra


Oh you gods!


Nurse


That hit the mark!


Phaedra


You’re killing me, maia, I beg you never to mention that man again.


Nurse


You see, you can still think clearly. And yet you refuse to help your own children by sparing your life.


Phaedra


I love my children but I’m caught in the whirlwind of a different fate.


Nurse


Do you have blood on your hands, child?


Phaedra


My hands are clean, my heart is soiled.


Nurse


Has some enemy put a curse on you?


Phaedra


A friend destroys me, despite himself, despite myself.


Nurse


Theseus has done something wrong?


Phaedra


May I never wrong him.


Nurse


Well, what’s this terrible thing driving you towards death?


Phaedra


Let me be, my failure is not yours.
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