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  SCENE Thebes




  Œdipus was written when M. de Voltaire was but nineteen years of age. It was played for the first time in 1718, and ran five-and-forty nights. Du Frêsne, a celebrated actor, and of the same age with the author, played the part of Œdipus; and Madame Desmarêts, a famous actress, did Jocaste, and soon after quitted the stage. In this edition, the part of Philoctetes is restored, and stands exactly as it was in the first representation.




  ACT I.




  SCENE I.




  Philoctetes, Dimas.




  Dimas: Is it my friend, my Philoctetes? Whence And wherefore comest thou to distempered Thebes In search of death, to brave the wrath of heaven? For, know, the gods on this devoted land Wreak their full vengeance: mortals dare not tread The guilty soil, to death and horror long Consigned, and from the living world cut off: Away, begone!




  Philoctetes: It suits a wretch like me: Leave me, my friend, to my unhappy fate; And only tell me, if the wrath divine Hath, in its rapid progress, spared the queen.




  Dimas: Jocaste lives; but round her throne still spreads The dire contagion; every fatal moment Deprives her of some faithful subject: death Steals closer by degrees, and seems to threat Her sacred life. But heaven, we trust, will soon Withdraw its vengeful arm: such scenes of blood Will sure appease its rage.




  Philoctetes: What horrid crime Could bring down so severe a punishment?




  Dimas: Since the king’s death—




  Philoctetes: The king! ha! Laius—




  Dimas: Died Some four years since.




  Philoctetes: Ha! Laius dead! indeed! What sweet seducing hope awakes my soul? Jocaste! will the gods at length be kind? May Philoctetes still be thine? But say, Dimas, how fell the king?




  Dimas: ’Tis four years since For the last time towards Bœotia, led By fate, you came; scarce had you bent your way To Asia, e’er the unhappy Laius fell By some base hand.




  Philoctetes: Assassinated, sayest thou?




  Dimas: This was the cause, the source of all our ills, The ruin of this wretched country: shocked At the sad stroke, we wept the general loss, When lo! the minister of wrath divine, (Fatal to innocence, and favoring long Unpunished guilt) a dreadful monster came, (O Philoctetes, would thou hadst been here!) And ravaged all our borders, horrid form! Made for destruction by avenging heaven, With human voice, an eagle, woman, lion, Unnatural mixture! rage with cunning joined United to destroy us: naught remained To save but this alone; in phrase obscure The monster had proposed to affrighted Thebes A strange enigma, which who could unfold Should save his country; if he failed, must die. Reluctant we obeyed the hard decree. Instant the general voice aloud proclaimed The kingdom his reward, who, by the gods Inspired, should first unveil the mystery. The aged and the wise, by hope misled, With fruitless science braved the monster’s rage; Vain knowledge all! all tried and trying fell, Till Œdipus, the heir to Corinth’s throne, Endowed with wisdom far above his years, Fearless, and led by fortune, came, beheld, Unfolded all, and took the great reward; Lives still, and reigns o’er Thebes; but reigns, alas! O’er dying subjects, and a desert land. Vainly we hoped to see the wayward fates Chained to his throne, and yielding to the hand Of Œdipus, our great deliverer. A little time the gods propitious smiled, And blessed us with a gleam of transient peace; But barrenness and famine soon destroyed Our airy hopes: ills heaped on ills succeed, A dreadful plague unpeoples half the realms Of sickly Thebes, snatching the poor remains Just escaped from famine and the grave: high heaven Hath thus ordained, and such our hapless fate. But say, illustrious hero, whom the gods Have long approved, say, wherefore hast thou left The paths of glory, and the smiles of fortune, To seek the regions of affliction here?




  Philoctetes: I come to join my sorrows and my tears, For know the world with me hath lost its best And noblest friend: ne’er shall these eyes behold The offspring of the gods, like them unconquered, Earth’s best support, the guardian deity Of innocence oppressed: I mourn a friend, The world a father.




  Dimas: Is Alcides dead?




  Philoctetes: These hands performed the melancholy office, Laid on his funeral pile the first of men; The all-conquering arrows, those dear dreadful gifts The son of Jove bequeathed me, have I brought, With his cold ashes, here, where I will raise A tomb and altars to my valued friend. O! had he lived! had but indulgent heaven, In pity to mankind, prolonged his days, Far from Jocaste I had still remained; And, though I might have cherished still my vain And hopeless passion, had not wandered here, Or left Alcides for a woman’s love.




  Dimas: Oft have I pitied thy unhappy flame, Caught in thy earliest youth, increasing still And growing with thy growth: Jocaste, forced By a hard father to a hateful bed, Unwillingly partook the throne of Laius. Alas! what tears those fatal nuptials cost, What sorrows have they brought on wretched Thebes! How have I oft admired thy noble soul, Worthy of empire! conqueror o’er thyself: There first the hero shone, repressed his passion, And the first tyrant he subdued was love.




  Philoctetes: There we must fly to conquer; I confess it: Long time I strove, I felt my weakness long; At length resolved to shun the fatal place, I took a last farewell of my Jocaste. The world then trembled at Alcides’ name, And on his valor did suspend their fate; I joined the god-like man, partook his toils, Marched by his side, and twined his laurel wreath Round my own brows: then my enlightened soul Against the passions armed, and rose superior. A great man’s friendship is the gift of heaven. In him I read my duty and my fate; I bound myself to virtue and to him: My valor strengthened, and my heart improved, Not hardened, I became like my Alcides. What had I been without him! a king’s son, A common prince, the slave of every passion, Which Hercules hath taught me to subdue.
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