Excerpts from Euripides’ Hippolytos

The Plot Against Chastity

The living goddess  APHRODITE appears.

   APHRODITE
The power I possess is sexual passion

which you mortals, in honoring me,

celebrate in your diverse ways.

I'm no less the darling of heaven.

I am the goddess Aphrodite.

My subjects live in the Mediterranean sunlight

from the Black Sea to the Atlantic beaches

and those responsive to my power

I reward; I delight them; but I make trouble

for any who ignore me, or belittle me,

and who do it out of stubborn pride.

Does it surprise you that gods are passionate,

that they like mortals to honor them?

If you will listen to this story 

the truth of my words is quickly proven.

There lives in this province of Troizen

Hippolytos, the bastard child

of Theseus and his Amazon mistress.

The old king of this province,

Pittheus the Pure, made him his protégé.

Now this young man, alone 

among his contemporaries,

says freely I am a despicable goddess.

Marriage is anathema to him,

he goes to bed with no girl.

The goddess he adores is Artemis, a virgin,

Apollo's sister, the daughter of Zeus.

Our young friend thinks her

kind of divinity the most exhilarating.

In the pale green forest they are inseparable,

they drive their killer hounds through it

until they've killed all the game.

Such a friendship between human and god

is a remarkable event--

I would not deny him this happiness.

I have no reason to.




  It's purely his

offenses against me which I resent

and will punish--today.

The revenge I have planned is now ready

to unfold with no further effort from me. 

These are the things already done: 

once, as he passed through Athens

on his way to see and enact 

the sacred mysteries at Eleusis,

his father's wife, the matchless Phaidra,

saw him and soon was inflamed,

in her eyes, in the soft depth of her being,

by all the insistent sexual longing

I could exert.  This was my plot.

So enamored was she,

even before coming to Troizen,

she built a stone temple, in my honor,

not far from the shrine of Pallas Athena.

From that slope Phaidra could look across water

to Troizen, since her love lived there.

Later, when Theseus fled Athens,

where he murdered a great man's sons--

defiling himself so badly his own city 

dared not keep him--he elected to spend 

his exile year in this country.

So it is here in Troizen that Phaidra,

groaning dismally, her mind turbulent

under the lash of continual lust,

fades into a wretched silence.

She has no intimate who can see or cure

what lies at the heart of this sickness.

But her love must not linger in this impasse--

which dissolves as my plans take shape.

The real facts I will force on Theseus,

the explosion will be public.

That youth who crosses me must die.

His father will kill him,

the murder weapon one of three curses

granted to Theseus as proof

of Poseidon the sea lord's esteem.

Three times may Theseus curse

before he exhausts this gift.

Though her celebrated purity will survive,

the woman herself will not.  That Phaidra dies

I regret, but not so much that I

would relinquish this great chance

to strike my enemy,

punishing him, satisfying me.

Hippolytos must be coming here--

I see him, just now free

from the exertions of the hunt.

This is my cue to disappear.

At his back come his hunters

shouting a hymn

pleasing to Artemis.

He doesn't know that the gates of Hades 

are wide to receive him,

nor that this sunlight,

with which he sees, through which he swings,

today he will leave forever.           
                 Exit.




                 

Enter HIPPOLYTOS with servants and huntsmen;   
they carry weapons and lead hunting dogs.

The Deadly Confession

 Enter PHAIDRA with NURSE supporting her; servants
      follow carrying a pallet on which PHAIDRA lies down.

            NURSE
The gloom of living wears me down,

and ugly sickness piled on that.

Now I must cope.  And with what next?

Phaidra, here's pleasant sunlight for you

and fresh sky to clear your head,

now that I've towed your sickbed

away from the stuffy hours.  (Here comes

that peerish scrunch of your brows.)

"Take me outside" were your orders all morning.

All right, we're here, and now I expect

you'll grow desperate again for your room.

Today you couldn't be more touchy and cross,

nothing pleasant relaxes you.

When I think you're content

with things as they are

you lust for something different.

I'd rather be sick than be their nurse.

It's so simple to lie in pain

but nursing is hard on the spirits,

nerve-racking!

And an ache to your arms as well.

All life is bitter and no end of sweat.

If there be something sweeter than this life

I can't see it, the dark mists hide it.

Maybe we've grown to love too much

whatever it is that dazzles us here,

only because we haven't felt on our skins

the strange drench of a new life--we're earthbound.

As for the good things in the World Below--

they aren't talking, though the poets do,

and their tales pull us on like the children we are.

         PHAIDRA
Could you shift my weight a little

and prop my head straighter?

Something has melted in my limbs.

Pull me up by my wrists, please,

my delicate wrists.

                  The combs holding my hair

are too heavy.  Take them out, please.

Turn my hair loose down my shoulders.

    




  NURSE unbinds her hair.

            NURSE
Hold still, child, and cheer up.

It's wrong to keep churning like this.

Your sickness would be easier

to bear if you stayed quiet

and minded your dignity.

You learn to suffer if you want to live.

         PHAIDRA
Ah!

What I most want 

is to drink from a cold mossy spring

and to stretch out under a poplar

with the meadow beneath flowing like soft hair.

            NURSE
Phaidra, what are you saying?

You're talking wildly!  In public!

Stop pouring out words that don't make sense.

         PHAIDRA
Take me into the mountains--

I will go to the pine forest

behind our killer hounds,

stalking the mottled deer,

closing in--lord, let it happen!

I want to cry on the dogs

and flash a keen Thessalian spear

past my flying yellow braids--

I want my hands grazing the steel

and hefting the spear shaft.

            NURSE
Can you tell me why

these pictures harrass your mind?  Child, why

do you leap from a tomboy's enthusiasm--

hunting dogs!  toward this thirst

for mountain spring water?

Do you see that hillside drenched with springs

as it slopes away from our walls--

you can drink there.

         PHAIDRA
Lady Artemis, now on your salty lagoon,

and now in your exercise track

bombarded with hoofbeats,

I would be there with you,

riding hard and breaking

colts from the plains of Venice!

           NURSE
More mad words!  Child, why are you so strange?

First you go in this daydream

chasing game through the hills,

now you can't stop, your desire keeps galloping, 

suddenly you love horses racing on packed sand

where the surf never reaches.

All this will need some expert

god-watching, to discover which god

has swerved your mind,

and has you trembling with madness.

         PHAIDRA
I must have said terrible things.

I'm so humiliated!  I feel as though

I'm being shoved hard

somewhere I must not go.

Where?  My mind's going, I feel unclean,

twisted into this madness

by the brawn of a god who hates me.

Help me, nurse, I am wretched.

Pull the bedclothes over me.

What I have spoken aloud

is eating me alive.

Cover me up!  I'm starting to cry

because my shame is welling up inside--

can't you see it in my eyes?

To keep sane, to act coolly,

is pure agony for me,

but this madness is much worse.

It would solve everything

to let my mind go blank

and die out of all this.

                         NURSE draws bedclothes over her face.
            NURSE
Yes, I can hide your face.

And when will Death consent

to give me--these old bones--

the same protection?

But living too long, as I have,

can be instructive:

I know we mortals must prepare

our loves for each other

blandly, keep them dilute,

never so strong that the wine

of sympathy for another

finds the deepest marrow of our being.

Better if the heart's affections 

can quicken or relax at will, so

indifference may slacken them

and free us, or when passion is safe

the strings may tighten and thrill us.

My love for her makes me feel

all the pain she suffers.  I can't
bear it.  I have my own miseries.

I've heard it said 

that living by austere rules

has broken more good men

than it's given permanent well-being.

There's something sick in loving her so much.

I do not like excessive

anything one bit,

and like much better moderation

and the calm approach.

A wise man would tell me I'm right.

          LEADER
Old woman, you take good care of our queen.

Phaidra's misery is plain to us,

but none of us knows what sickness it is.

Can you tell us?


  NURSE
I don't know.  She's not going to explain.

          LEADER
Not even what first made her suffer?

           NURSE
Not even that.  Her silence is total.

          LEADER
How ravaged and listless she looks!

           NURSE
How else should she look?

She's starved for three days!

          LEADER
Is this insanity or is she willing death?

           NURSE
Who knows?  But she will surely die

if she fasts much longer.

          LEADER
How amazing Theseus lets this happen.

           NURSE
She's calm in his presence and chokes back pain.

          LEADER
But can't the man look at her eyes

and fathom she's in trouble?

           NURSE
Not now.  He happens to be traveling.

          LEADER
There's none but you, then, to make her

tell us the truth about this illness

and why she's so delirious.

           NURSE
I've pressed her very hard.  It doesn't work.

Even so, I don't quit.  I'll probe again--

watch me, everyone here, please be my witnesses

that my concern for our sick queen 

doesn't vanish in a crisis.




NURSE lifts cover from PHAIDRA'S face.

Child, may we erase our previous words

and start fresh?



      You try to be more receptive--

stop frowning!  You're so tense!

Relax all this.

I will stop my rude badgering of you.

I was wrong-headed, I'll change.

See how gentle my questions are.

Even if your illness is one

not usually talked about freely,

remember we are all women here.

Perhaps our tact can find a remedy.

But if you've courage to discuss

your disease with men, speak firmly,

our doctors will take it in hand.

Please answer me.  If what I say is wrong

correct me.  But if I happen to be right, 

come home to my advice.





   At least look at me!

You see, ladies, all this turmoil is pointless:

we have not moved her.

From the moment her sickness took hold

she's been immune to words.

I will promise you this, Queen--

and it's worth thinking clearly 

whether it's better to be human

or stubborn like the thrashing ocean--

your death will be plain 

treachery to your children,

since they will inherit nothing

of their father's money

or a place in his palace.

It's by the bareback Amazon queen

I swear this, the one who has borne your children

their future master--

a bastard in fact, even though

in mind and everything else

he's an aristocrat.

you know who I mean--Hippolytos!

       PHAIDRA
Aiiiya.

          NURSE
           So that hits the quick.

       PHAIDRA
Nurse, you will kill me.  O gods!

If ever thought of that man

springs to your tongue, crush it!

         NURSE

Good, you're growing rational again.

But even so, you still 

won't fight to save your children

or even your own life.

       PHAIDRA
I love my children.  There's a different storm

driving me at the rocks.

          NURSE
Phaidra, it can't be murder--

you've had no hand in some crime

paralyzing you with guilt?

       PHAIDRA
My hands are clean--

the stain is in my heart.

         NURSE
Has some enemy hurt you?

Are you caught in some psychic spell?

       PHAIDRA
No, someone very close,

blood close, destroys me.

Neither he nor I wills it.

          NURSE

Is it Theseus who is cruel to you?

       PHAIDRA
No.  I'm the one who must spare him.

          NURSE

What is this evil thing

that wants you to die?

       PHAIDRA
Let me go wrong!

It isn't you I injure.

          NURSE

You do wrong me--I am trying to save you,

and if I fail, the fault will be yours.




    NURSE kneels and grips PHAIDRA'S hand.

       PHAIDRA
What are you doing to my hand?  Are you

trying to force my secret from me?

          NURSE

I want your knees as well.








 She seizes PHAIDRA'S knees.

I will not let you go!

       PHAIDRA
Madwoman!  What you would find out

will be ugly--horrible for yourself.

          NURSE

Would that be worse than to see you die?

       PHAIDRA
Your questions will kill me--

and yet I want you to realize

staying quiet fills me with honor.

          NURSE

Why would you hide what honors you?

Isn't it honest, my wish to know?

        PHAIDRA
I must hide it.  Shame may be purified,

it may be made completely noble.

           NURSE
Less mysteriously noble

if you frankly explained.

         PHAIDRA
For god's sake stop, go away,

let my hand go!

           NURSE
I will not let go.  You have not given me

what I am begging you to give.

       PHAIDRA
I will give it.  There is something holy

in your hand's pressure, and I must trust it.

          NURSE

I will be quiet while you speak.

       PHAIDRA
I'm thinking of you, Pasiphaë, mother!

And how savagely you loved.

          NURSE

She gave herself in lust to a bull.

Why bring up this scandal, child?

       PHAIDRA
And my sister Ariadue,

wretched bride of Dionysos.

          NURSE
Child, has the madness come back?

Why do you dwell on your family's shame?

       PHAIDRA
I am the third victim

and it is hell to be so brutally used.

          NURSE
I am astounded!  What are your words getting at?

       PHAIDRA
At a compulsion that tortures

all the women of my clan.

          NURSE

Speak more bluntly--it's still too

elusive, you must say more.

        PHAIDRA
Ohhh, I wish you would say it

for me.  Don't make me say it!

           NURSE
I'm not clairvoyant,

I can't make sense of vague hints.

        PHAIDRA
Do you know what really happens

to human beings when they love?

           NURSE
It brings you sweetness and pain, almost 

beyond our human power to feel.

        PHAIDRA
I am now experiencing just the pain.

          NURSE

So it is love, child.

Who is the man?

       PHAIDRA
How shall I call him . . . speak his name . . . the





     Amazon's . . .

          NURSE
Son!  Lord, you're telling me it's Hippolytos!

        PHAIDRA
It came from your mouth, not from mine.

           NURSE
What next will you make me say?

This finishes me.  I can stand no more of it,

now I know that even the chaste

are capable of the rankest lechery--

oh, they don't wish it, but there it is.

Life is not worth slogging to the end.

It's disgusting.

I see nothing but hate in the sunlight.

I hate what life is in this day.

I'm letting go of my flesh,

I'm letting it rot so I 

can vanish from this stinking life.

Goodbye.  This breath is my last.

I no longer believe that Aphrodite

is a mere goddess,

she's more powerful, more ruthless!

Phaidra is past all hope, so am I,

so is everyone living in this house.       NURSE exits.

         CHORUS
We've seen it all now, and heard

our choked and weeping queen

reveal her calamity to us,

better forever beyond our hearing.

And better death than living with such knowledge,

though our knowing brims us with love for her,

for all the agonies swarming upon mankind.

But it was your own speech which laid you open,

doomed child Phaidra!  Nothing can change now,

the hours will lapse, each swollen by pain,

all love gliding to the one inevitable finish

for you, luckless girl from distant Crete.

  PHAIDRA slowly rises from her bed, to address the CHORUS.

        PHAIDRA
May I tell you, because you're close to me,

Troizenian friends,

how often, when insomnia made endless

the raw hours before daylight,

I have worked out in my mind 

why people's lives come crashing down.

I don't think all our failure and suffering

can be blamed on our blundering minds.

There's more to it.

Most people see clearly what's right for them.

We understand virtue and are even

attracted by it, but

we can't make it, we freeze--

because we're lazy or because we're distracted,

some of us openly find 

a world of pleasures more intense than duty.

And life, especially a woman's, seethes with pleasures--

exhilarating hours of gossip,

and daydreaming, that sweet waste of time.

Even shame gives us pleasure.

But there are two shames:  the kind

that makes us do what pleases our own soul,

and then there's the kind that tempts us

to do what the world wants--

that kind annihilates dynasties.

If we could always tell

which of the two shames pleasured us

we wouldn't have one word for both.

Once I have had this insight,

nothing, not even a magic healing drug,

could return my mind to a happier mood.

Let me tell you now what happened to me.

My thoughts grew out of my life.

I fell in love; the pain, the denial, got fierce.

I wondered what I could do to survive.

My first attempt was absolute silence--

camouflage for my sick spirit.

How could I trust my tongue--which can

set others right, but cannot even sense 

the damage it does to itself?

Next I hoped to cool down my passion,

believing in my modesty, its cold power.

I was twice wrong.  Neither tactic

overcame the lust that Kypris made me feel.

Death--I wonder if you understand this--

death was the only solution

I knew would work.

I want people to notice my splendid moments,

but should my life become shameful and lewd

I could not stand witnesses!

I knew that my passion, indulged or not,

would make me repulsive to others, especially since

I am a woman--our very sex is a disgrace.

There is one woman who should die horribly--

the one who first polluted her marriage,

provoking strange men till they slept with her.

That first slut was an aristocrat,

and what seems chic in the palace

no matter how truly filthy

will swiftly thrive in every modest street.

I hate those women who speak with chaste discretion

while reckless lechery warms their secret lives.

How can such frauds, Kypris, goddess of the green depths,

look quietly into the eyes of their husbands?

What keeps them from shaking in honest terror 

at the darkness, their accomplice?

What keeps them poised in the embrace 

of the wooden skeletons of their homes

which might any second break their disgusted silence?

Let me say out the thing that is bringing me down,

killing me.  I will not let anyone

see the squalor into which I am plunging

my husband and the children I bore.

I want them to live openly and speak their minds

in the city famous for that, Athens,

enhanced in their own fame

because I was their mother.

To my thinking a man becomes a slave,

even if he's well born and free,

when he's obsessed by a parent's disgrace.

Only one thing frees a person

to thrive in life's competition, 

if he's lucky enough to have it:

a decent character braced by self-respect.

Those who are rotten among us, time will expose

just as casually as a young girl

looks in her mirror at her perfect youth;

that's how without warning time's sudden shock

shows up the living sinner.

May I never see my face in such a mirror.

          LEADER
Such a steady rational mind

is everywhere admired, for its abundant loveliness.







                  NURSE enters.

           NURSE
My lady, the way I behaved just now

was unthinking--blame the suddenness

with which your awful dilemma

struck home to me.

I was so frightened I was stupid.

We're always wiser about the emotions

when we've had time to reflect.

What you experience is nothing exceptional--

we can be sensible about it.

A violent goddess has invaded you

and made you love someone.  It's not a miracle,

it's normal.  Hundreds receive from fate

exactly this treatment.

So, tell me, is love going to kill you?

It's not going to give you very much pleasure

to those who love a person now,

and his lovers to come, if all

that person lusts for is death.






    For Aphrodite

comes on like an enormous breaker,

nobody can stand up to her.

Once you give in, though, she's kind and attentive.

But let her find a man making arrogant claims,

she takes that man and cuts him down to size.

And believe me he suffers.

Aphrodite is at home in the high air,

the turbulent ocean is full of her.

Everything alive thrives in her presence.

We are her children, because she starts the desire

flowering that is the seed of us all.

Ask any man of the arts,

who is deep in the things poets have always known,

how the passionate Zeus

wanted Semele to sleep with him,

or ask what happened to Kephalos--

Dawn, who has enough light for the whole world,

took him bodily where the gods live

there to delight in his love.

Zeus and Dawn don't suffer in exile

because they were reckless;

they live in heaven, and are thought good company,

to say the least, by the rest of the gods.

These great ones, you might say, are "resigned"

to their amorous enslavement.

And yet you insist you'd hate such defeat.

Maybe your father should have driven

a unique bargain when he conceived you,

or looked for a different race of ruling gods,

in order to free you from our human condition.

How many intelligent men, do you think,

feel their marriages sicken, and see their wives

slipping away to make love, and then don't see it?

How many fathers lend Kypris a hand,

putting a warm young thing in their sons' wild way?

For when we come to these unsavory facts,

negligence is wisdom.

To spend your life in a neurotic drive

for perfection is simply not worth it.

Look at the roof of your own house.

Is there a single timber not slightly askew?

As a roof it's a great success.

Sexual passion is a big rough sea

and not something you, especially

your frail majesty, can swim through.

The best that you, like any person, can hope for in life

is a little more good luck than bad.

It's high time, Phaidra,

to drop your crazy talk of suicide.

No more conceit, for it's ungodly conceit

to imagine you can win, when you fight

the powers who control your whole being.

Your passion is what the god 

has chosen you to become.  Accept it.

And though you suffer, be gallant about it.

There are certain incantations

and spells with magic potential

available--cures, I feel sure,

for ailments like yours.

Our men would have little facility

in these black arts,

if we women didn't open their eyes.

         LEADER
Phaidra, she speaks straight to the heart

of your present distress.  But I respect

your words more.  Such stern encouragement as I give

may be acrid for you to hear, I suspect,

much less pleasant than what the nurse has in mind.

        PHAIDRA
It's just these too seductive words

that make our teeming cities fall apart,

ruining homes and families.

It's crazy for us to tell each other

whatever charms the ear,

when what we need are words

that will keep honor in our lives!

         NURSE

My girl, that's a puritanical pose.

Frivolous moralizing is not what you need.

You need that man.




    Be open with me,

Don't hold back.  Let's both speak the truth

about you.  If your life were not in deep trouble,


if you'd shown more common womanly sense,

I would not have pushed you this far--

I would not have pushed you this far--

certainly not just to satisfy

your lustful fantasies.

The stakes now are too high--

this thing could kill you.

Don't despise my efforts to help.

        PHAIDRA
Woman, I hate what you're saying, it's hideous.

Better for you to bite shut your lips

than let these lewd words degrade us both.

           NURSE
Degrade us?  Better for you right now

than any noble stoicisms--now only the act

itself, which saves your life, will do.

Let the good name go which you love so much

and which is murderous to you.

        PHAIDRA
Stop it!  The gods hear you!









No further, because

Your voice for me is full of persuasive ruin!

Love has made me so churned-up and responsive

if I listen to you,

what I want to hide from 

will overwhelm me.

           NURSE
So be it.  If this is what you fear

you should have stayed out of love.

Since you're in it, hear me out,

that is the best thing left.

Something just now crosses my mind.

Somewhere in the palace I have a medicine

vital enough to change love in its course.

It will not disgrace you

or derange your mind,

but will free you of this disease--

if you will only keep your nerve.

We need only to take from him--our Hippolytos--

some token, either a thatch of his hair 

or a few threads from his clothes,

and by these spellbinding means

join two yearnings now at odds

into the one peace of gratified desire.

         PHAIDRA
This drug, do I drink it,

or will you rub it into my skin?

           NURSE
I'm not sure.  The secret works

when you give in to it,

not when you know it.  Let it save you.

        PHAIDRA
Your cleverness terrifies me--

I think it will ruin me.


 NURSE
You're upset, panicked by anything,

but what exactly do you fear?

       PHAIDRA
I'm afraid you'll give me away to Hippolytos.


 NURSE
There is nothing to fear, child.  What I do

will get rid of this agony.

    She approaches the statue of Aphrodite and whispers her


                                                      prayer.






Aphrodite,

sea goddess, share this adventure with me,

though I have my own tactics
and these, once set in motion,

once I share them inside with a certain young friend,

will carry our affair to its climax.

                   Exit.

         CHORUS
Eros, Desire!  Our eyes perplex and cloud over

when your essence dissolves within them,

your assault waves of crushing delight

pour into hearts marked by you for destruction.

May the cruel hand of your power

never touch me, may I escape

ever bearing too much of you, who

stampede to distraction our quiet pulse-beats.

Neither the shooting stars nor the slashing lightning

surpass in terror those shafts of Aphrodite 

aimed and thrown by your own hand:

they set our lives on fire.

They are futile,
those massive blood-lettings the Greeks make

on the banks of river Alpheus 

or in Apollo's house at Delphi,

cattle sacrificed in the wrong shrine;

they are futile

because man's premier tyrant,

Eros the god, is never worshiped

by any such honorable slaughter,

though he demands honor, since his keys 

open to ultimate delight

the dark sensual chambers of Aphrodite--

little wonder he is violent among us,

imagining bitter adventures

for those of our hearts he commandeers.

Think of that free-running filly,

Iole of Oikhalia--

the burden of sex never settled on her body,

no man took her to bed, or married her.

She surged like a translucent naiad

or a reveling Maenad through life,

But Aphrodite's hands took hold of her hard,

tearing her clear of her father's house

into the gore and fire

of a marriage charged with slaughter,

marriage with Herakles. 

Her bridal song was bloody murder.

Confirm me in this, observant walls

of Thebes, and you, voice of the river Dirke:

speak of the time that Kypris, with lithe

invisible skill, persuaded Semele to lie

with Zeus--a pregnancy

which the lightning, whose cutting edge

is flame, cut short in murderous childbirth.

Thus Dionysos was for the first time born.

Hovering at all times everywhere, like a bee,

is the goddess of love, sifting

upon our flowering fields her savage pollen.

