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Translator’s Foreword





These two plays, written one after the other, are more strongly contrasted than any other of Racine’s eleven tragedies, and might each be thought of as exceptions in his output. Bajazet (1672), much the less familiar play to a modern audience, is his most violent drama; it ends, like Phèdre, with a female character’s onstage suicide, here the culmination of a vividly described sequence of offstage murders. The air of bloody menace that hangs over the play from the outset derives in part from the history it enacts, a recent episode in Turkish history. This choice of subject was controversial, since French neoclassical drama, at its apogee in the work of Corneille and Racine, found its subjects on principle in antiquity or in the Bible. But in this instance Racine was working with material in living memory, something excused in his defensive Second Preface to the play by his claim that the manners and morals of the modern Turks were so remote from those of France that his characters – absent sultan, scheming vizier, captive prince and ferocious slave-turned-sultaness – could be thought of almost as dwellers in another age. The setting, in a claustrophobic space within the harem at Constantinople, menaced from both without and within, seems to license a violence of emotion as well as of deed. Violent too are the repeated reversals of fortune, and the terrifying acceleration of the play towards its inexorable catastrophe.




 





With Bérénice, first performed two years earlier, Racine had had to counter quite different criticism, that the play, in which no one dies, was insufficiently violent to qualify as a tragedy. His defence of this hauntingly beautiful play was that blood and death are not essential to such dramas, which require above all grandeur of action by heroic figures, the power to excite the emotions, and that majestic sadness – cette tristesse majestueuse – ‘which is all the pleasure of tragedy’. Such sadness is indeed the keynote of the play, and the avoidance of much of the customary machinery of tragedy is one of the things that make it feel so disconcertingly modern. It presents the agonising enactment of a foregone conclusion. The critical event in the play – the death of Titus’s father, the Emperor Vespasian – has happened a week earlier. Thereafter Titus knows that his separation from Berenice is inevitable. The breaking off of a great love affair involves too the hopes of Antiochus, himself long in love with Berenice. The play pushes all three of its principals to the brink, not of revenge but of self-murder, before in her sublime last speech Berenice redeems and directs them all in an act of collective abnegation. Many tears are shed, but not a drop of blood. The effect is unconventional, and profound: the pained acceptance of the irreconcilable in human affairs, and the surrender, by each of the main characters, of the person they most love.




 





No one will ever capture in English the music of Racine’s verse, generated by a strict form which, inescapable as time itself, rises on occasion to incantatory heights. All his plays are written in rhyming alexandrines – a twelve-syllable line alien to English poetry. The heroic couplet (rhyming pentameters) was used by Dryden in several plays contemporary with Racine’s, and Thomas Otway, later the author of Venice Preserv’d, made a rhyming translation of Bérénice in 1667. But the dangers of both monotony and comedy in English, where rhyme is far more emphatic than in French, make it essentially unsuited for tragic plays. When Dryden wrote his greatest play, All for Love (a neoclassical version of Antony and Cleopatra), he did so in blank verse; and my feeling is that blank verse, as the staple form of English verse tragedy from the Elizabethan period on, is the proper, if still very inexact, parallel to alexandrine couplets, the staple form of the French. I have none the less tried to translate both plays couplet for couplet, and so to preserve the formal containment of Racine’s thought and the irresistible architecture of his great speeches.




 





There has been an occasional nervous tendency among English translators, raised on the richly metaphorical theatre of Shakespeare and trained to avoid repetition as a stylistic fault, to introduce colour and variety into their versions of Racine – Robert Lowell’s version of Phèdre being perhaps the most egregious example. Racine rarely uses more than a handful of metaphors in an entire play, his language is essentially direct and unfigurative, and his vocabulary, though highly charged, is small and repetitive – about two thousand words as against the twenty thousand of Shakespeare. I have done my best to respect these restrictions, and hope by choosing an idiom which is neither modern nor seventeenth-century pastiche to have conveyed something of both the clarity and the otherness of Racine’s incomparable originals.


Alan Hollinghurst,


August 2012
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First Performance





Berenice was first performed in this translation at the Donmar Warehouse, London, on 27 September 2012. The cast was as follows:




Berenice Anne-Marie Duff


Titus Stephen Campbell Moore


Antiochus Dominic Rowan


Phenice Rosie Jones


Paulinus Nigel Cooke


Arsace Kurt Egyiawan


Rutilus Derek Howard 







Director Josie Rourke


Designer Lucy Osborne


Lighting Designer Oliver Fenwick


Sound Designer Emma Laxton


Composer Michael Bruce 

























Preface





Titus reginam Berenicen, cui etiam nuptias pollicitus ferebatur, statim ab urbe dimisit invitus, invitam.




 





Which is to say that ‘Titus, who was passionately in love with Berenice, and who even, it is believed, had proposed marriage to her, sent her away from Rome, against his own will, and against hers, in the first days of his being Emperor.’ This deed is famous in history, and I have found it very suitable for the theatre, on account of the violence of the passions which it could excite there. Indeed, there is nothing more touching in all poetry, save the separation of Aeneas and Dido, in Virgil. And who could doubt that that which could provide matter for a whole book of a heroic poem, where the action lasts for several days, could not suffice for the subject of a tragedy, which can last only for a few hours? It is true that I have not pressed Berenice so far as to kill herself like Dido, since Berenice, not having here with Titus the final involvement that Dido had with Aeneas, is not obliged as Dido was to give up her life. Even so, her final farewell to Titus, and the struggle she has to prepare herself for it, is not the least tragic aspect of the piece, and I dare hope it will excite in the spectator emotions just as keen as the others did. Tragedy does not absolutely require blood and death; it is enough that the action be grand, the actors heroic, that the passions in it be excited, and that everything in it be charged with that majestic sadness which is all the pleasure of tragedy.




 





I believed I should be able to discover all these elements in my subject. But what pleased me more is that I found it extremely simple. For a long time I had wanted to see if I could fashion a tragedy with that simplicity of action which appealed so strongly to the ancients. For it is one of the foremost precepts they have left to us. ‘Whatever you do,’ says Horace, ‘always be simple, and unified.’ They admired Sophocles’ Ajax, which consists of nothing more than Ajax killing himself out of regret, caused by the rage into which he had fallen after being refused the arms of Achilles. They admired Philoctetes, whose subject is Ulysses, who comes to seize the bow of Hercules. Even Oedipus, though full of revelations, is less loaded with matter than the simplest tragedy of today. Finally we see that the supporters of Terence, who raise him with good reason above all the comic poets for the elegance of his diction and for the truthfulness of his morals, do not fail to admit that Plautus has a great advantage over him in the simplicity which characterises almost all Plautus’s subjects. And it is without doubt that marvellous simplicity which has attracted to him all the praise the ancients bestowed on him. We see that Menander was simpler still, since Terence was obliged to take two comedies of that poet to make one of his own.




 





There is no question of this rule being founded merely on the whim of those who made it. Nothing that is not lifelike touches us in tragedy. And what is there lifelike in showing in one day a multitude of things which could scarcely happen in several weeks? There are those who think this simplicity shows a want of invention. They do not reflect that on the contrary all invention consists in making something from nothing, and that a mass of incidents has always been the refuge of poets whose genius showed insufficient abundance and force to hold their spectators for five acts by a simple action, sustained by the violence of the passions, the beauty of the sentiments and the elegance of expression. I am very far from believing that all those things are to be found in my own work. But nor do I believe that the public can be annoyed with me for having given them a tragedy which has been honoured by so many tears, and whose thirtieth performance was as well attended as its first.




 





That is not to say that certain persons have not reproached me for that very simplicity that I had studied with such care. They believed that a tragedy so little taken up with intrigues could not be in observance of the rules of drama. I enquired whether they had complained of being bored by it. I was told that they all swore they had not been bored by it, indeed that it moved them at several points, and that they would see it again with pleasure. What more did they want? I beg them to have a good enough opinion of themselves not to think that a play that moves them, and which gives them pleasure, can be entirely in breach of the rules. The principal rule is to please and to move. All the others are made only so as to achieve this first one. But all these rules are so many details, which I advise them not to trouble themselves with. They have more important things to do. Let them take a rest with us from the struggle of clarifying the difficulties of Aristotle’s Poetics. Let them retain the pleasure of weeping and of being moved; and let me say to them what a musician said to Philip, King of Macedon, who claimed that a song did not follow the rules: ‘God forbid that your majesty should ever be so unhappy as to know such things better than me.’




 





That is all I have to say to these persons, whom I shall always take pride in pleasing. As for the libel that has been made against me,1 I think my readers will happily excuse me from replying to it. And what reply could I make to a man who thinks nothing, and who does not even know how to set out what he does think? He speaks of protasis as if he understood that word, but desires that this first of the four parts of a tragedy be always closest to the last, which is the catastrophe. He complains that his excessive knowledge of the rules prevents him from enjoying the drama. Certainly, to judge from his dissertation, no complaint was ever less well founded. It seems indeed that he has never read Sophocles, whom he praises quite wrongly for a great multiplicity of incidents; and that he has never even read the Poetics, except in certain prefaces to tragedies. But I pardon him for not knowing the rules of drama, since happily for the public he does not himself attempt that genre of writing. What I do not pardon is his knowing so little of the rules of good humour, he who aims to say nothing without joking. Does he suppose he will delight decent people with his Alases in his pocket,2 his Mademoiselle Rule-books,3 and a quantity of other low affectations that he will find condemned by all the best authors, if he ever deigns to read?




 





All these criticisms are the lot of four or five unfortunate little authors, who have never been able to excite the public’s interest on their own behalf. They are always hoping for the arrival of some work that succeeds, so that they can attack it. This is not out of jealousy. For on what basis could they be jealous? But in the hope that one will take the trouble to reply to them, and thus drag them from the obscurity in which their own works would have left them for their whole lives.




1. La Critique de Bérénice by the abbé Nicolas Montfaucon de Villars (1671).


2. Villars described Antiochus as a man ‘who always has a However, and an Alas! in his pocket to entertain the audience’.


3. Villars wrote at the beginning of his libel, ‘the second day […]: I left Mademoiselle Rule-book at the door [of the theatre]’.






















Characters







Titus


Emperor of Rome


Berenice


Queen of Palestine


Antiochus


King of Comagene


Paulinus


confidant of Titus


Arsace


confidant of Antiochus


Phenice


confidante of Berenice


Rutilus


a Roman


Titus’s Attendants





The scene is in Rome, in a room between the apartment of Titus and that of Berenice 
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SCENE ONE





Antiochus, Arsace.




Antiochus






Let’s stop a moment. I can tell, Arsace,


You’ve never seen such splendid rooms before.


This proud and private chamber often guards


The secrets of the Emperor himself.


Here Titus can seek refuge from his court,


And come to plead his love for Berenice.


His own apartment lies beyond that door,


While this one here gives access to the queen’s.


Go to her – say, importunate, alas,


I dare to beg a secret interview.








Arsace






You, sir, importunate? You, the faithful friend,


Who’ve shown such generous concern for her?


You, that Antiochus who loved her once;


You, one of the great rulers of the East?


What! can her hopes of being Titus’ wife


Set such a gulf of rank between you both?








Antiochus






Go, I say; and ask her only this,


That I may see her promptly and alone.

























SCENE TWO





Antiochus, alone.




Antiochus






Well then, Antiochus, are you still the same?


Can you tell her you love her and not tremble?


But look! I’m trembling now, my shaking heart


Takes fright before the moment it has craved.


Berenice, long since, relieved me of all hope.


More, she imposed eternal silence on me.


Five years I have been silent – and till now


The veil of friendship has disguised my love.


As wife to Titus will she more incline


To hear me than she did in Palestine?


He weds her: is this what I’ve waited for,


To come and tell her that I love her still?


What good can such a rash avowal do me?


Since I must go, let’s spare her all displeasure,


Withdraw, depart, without her seeing us,


Go far off to forget her or to die.


What! suffer torments she knows nothing of,


For ever swallowing my grief alone?


What! fear her fury even as I leave her?


Fair queen, why would you even take offence?


Do I demand you give the empire up?


Or that you love me? I have come, alas,


To say that having long convinced myself


That Titus’ plans must meet some fatal check,


Today, when all is his, his marriage sure,


I, hapless figure of long constancy,


After five years of futile love and hope


Must part, still faithful though I hope no more.


She may take no offence, but pity me.


But speak I must, I’ve curbed myself too long.


What can a lover fear who, without hope,


Alas, resolves to see her never more?




























SCENE THREE





Antiochus, Arsace.




Antiochus






Am I admitted?








Arsace






                      Sir, I’ve seen the queen –


Though it meant struggling with the ever-surging


Flood of the adoring populace


That her impending greatness draws behind her.


After eight days of an austere retreat


Titus has done with mourning his late father.


A lover, he resumes the cares of love.


Sir, if the word at court’s to be believed


Perhaps before tonight the happy queen


Will bear the name of empress instead.








Antiochus






Alas!








Arsace






           What, these words cannot dismay you?








Antiochus






And so I may not speak to her alone?








Arsace






You’ll see her, sir. Berenice knows your desire


To meet her here, alone and unattended.


With a mere glance the queen conveyed to me


Acceptance of your pressing plea to her.


No doubt she seeks a moment to escape


The stifling attentions of the court.








Antiochus






That’s good. Have you meanwhile remembered all


The urgent orders that I charged you with?








Arsace






My lord, you know my prompt obedience.


Armed ships at Ostia thoroughly prepared,


Ready at any time to leave the port,


Wait only your commandments to depart.


But whom do you send home to Comagene?








Antiochus






When I have seen the queen, it’s time to leave.








Arsace






Who leaves?








Antiochus






                   I.








Arsace






                       You?








Antiochus






                               When I leave the palace


I leave Rome, Arsace, never to return.








Arsace






I am astonished, sir, and with good cause.


What? when Queen Berenice so long ago


Removed you from the bosom of your lands;


When she has kept you here three years in Rome;


And when this queen, now triumphing in love,


Seeks you as witness to this noble rite,


When the adoring Titus, as her groom,


Gives her a fame that shines as well on you …








Antiochus






Let her enjoy her fortune then, Arsace.


We’ll say no more upon this irksome matter.








Arsace






I understand, my lord; these very honours


Have made the queen ungrateful for your favours.


A tenderness betrayed soon turns to hate.








Antiochus




No, never did I hate her less, Arsace.





Arsace






What then? Has the new emperor, possessed


Too soon of his own greatness, slighted you?


Perhaps some premonition of his coolness


Leads you to flee his presence, far from Rome?








Antiochus






Titus has shown no sign of slighting me,


I can’t complain of him.








Arsace






                            And then why go?


What madness makes you turn against yourself?


Heaven sets a prince who loves you on the throne,


A prince who, long since witness of your wars,


Saw you seek death and glory in his train,


And whose great valour, aided by your strength,


At last crushed the rebellious Judaeans.


He well recalls that grim and famous day


That sealed the fate of a long doubtful siege.


Within their triple rampart our calm foes


Observed our fruitless batteries unscathed;


The powerless boar had menaced them in vain.


You, and you only, sir, with ladder in hand,


Bore death aloft on to their very walls.


That day came close to seeing your own end:


Titus embraced you dying in my arms,


The whole victorious camp wept your demise.


Now is the time, sir, you should taste the fruit


Of all that blood of yours they’ve seen you shed.


Filled with desire to see your realms again, 


You tire of living where you are not king.


But must Euphrates see you come unhonoured?


Wait and return when sent by Caesar there


In triumph, charged with further sovereign names


Such as the love of Rome still heaps on kings.


Sir, is there nothing that will change your plans?


You make no answer.








Antiochus








                               What would you have me say?


I await a moment’s talk with Berenice.








Arsace






Then, sir?








Antiochus






               Her destiny decides my own.








Arsace






How so?








Antiochus






             I’ll hear how she explains this marriage.


If what she says confirms the public rumour,


If it is true she mounts the Caesars’ throne,


If Titus is to marry her, I go.








Arsace






What makes these vows so terrible to you?








Antiochus






When we have gone, I’ll tell you all the rest.








Arsace






Into what trouble, sir, you throw my spirits.








Antiochus






She comes. Goodbye. Do everything I said.




























SCENE FOUR





Berenice, Antiochus, Phenice.




Berenice






At last, I have escaped the oppressive joy


Of the new crowd of friends my fortune brings;


I flee their tedious and needless homage


To seek a friend who speaks to me from the heart.


I must not lie: so keen was I to see you


I had already charged you with neglect.


What! that Antiochus, I said, whose deeds


Rome and the whole East bear witness to;


He who has stood by me in all my woes


And shared my changing fortunes step for step;


Today, when heaven sees fit to offer me


An honour that I mean to share with him,


That same Antiochus avoids my sight


And leaves me to an unknown crowd alone?








Antiochus






It’s true, then, madam, as the people say,


That marriage is to crown your long amours?








Berenice






My lord, I must confide my qualms to you.


The days just passed have seen me shed some tears.


The mourning Titus had ordained at court


Had frozen up his love in private too.


No longer did he show the ardent care


He showed me when our days were one another’s.


Mute, weighed down with grief, with weeping eyes,


He said no more to me than sad farewells.


Picture my pain, who know my yearning soul


Loves him, and loves him only for himself.


Had he no shred of all his greatness now


I’d still seek out his virtue and his heart.








Antiochus






Has he resumed his earlier tenderness?








Berenice






You were a witness to last night’s events


When, in fulfilment of his sacred vows,


The Senate placed his father with the gods.


This rightful duty done, his piety


Has yielded, sir, to duty to his lover.


And at this moment, without telling me,


He’s in the Senate, met at his command.


There he enlarges Palestine, and joins


Arabia to it, and all Syria too.


And if his friends’ reports can be believed,


And his own vows, renewed a thousand times,


He’ll crown me queen of all these other lands,


And to my other names add empress too.


He’ll come here then himself to say it’s so.








Antiochus






And so I come to bid a last farewell.








Berenice








What are you saying? Heavens! what farewell?


You are shaken, Prince, your look is altered.








Antiochus






I must go, madam.








Berenice




                                       May I not know why?





Antiochus(aside)






I should have gone and not seen her again.








Berenice






What do you fear? Speak, you are mute too long.


What is the meaning of your going, sir?











 Antiochus






Recall at least that I obey your laws,


And so you hear me now for the last time.


   If in your high degree of power and state


You should recall the lands where you were born,


Madam, you will recall in those lands too


My heart received the dart of your first glance.


I loved – your brother gave me his consent.


He spoke to you for me. And happily perhaps


You would have borne the tribute of my heart,


But Titus, to my grief, came, saw, and pleased you.


He stood before you with the force of one


Who held all Roman vengeance in his hands.


Judaea grew pale. The wan Antiochus


Of all the vanquished knew himself the first.


And soon, severe diviner of my grief,


Your mouth commanded silence from my own.


I made my eyes my voice and fought you long.


My tears pursued you everywhere you went.


You steeled yourself at last: you knew


Silence or banishment must be my lot:


You made me promise it, swear it, indeed.


But after five years I dare tell you now


That when you dragged that cruel oath from me


My heart made other oaths to love you still.








Berenice






What are you saying?








Antiochus






                                 Madam, for five years


I have been mute, as I shall henceforth be.


   I was my happy rival’s friend in arms,


And hoped after my tears to shed my blood,


Or else that borne to you by my exploits


My name might speak to you, if not my voice.


Then heaven seemed to grant my griefs an end. 


You wept for my, alas uncertain, death.


What useless dangers! And how wrong I was!


Titus’ valour far surpassed my own.


I must acknowledge my regard for it.


Madam, though he was called to rule the world,


Loved by the world, loved above all by you,


He seemed to draw all blows upon himself,
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