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			Jean Racine

			French dramatist

			
					Born in La Ferté-Milon in 1639

					Died in Paris in 1699

					Notable works:	Andromaque(1667), tragedy

	Britannicus(1669), tragedy

	Bérénice(1670), tragedy




			

			Jean Racine (1639-1699) was the main figure of classical tragedy in the 17thcentury, as Molière (1622-1673) was of comedy. After an advanced education at the convent of Port-Royal, he moved to Paris where, from 1663 onwards, he held a position in the court of King Louis XIV and had a brilliant career as a dramatist. He is mainly known for his tragedies, of which he wrote eleven. They are written in simple, poetic language, are inspired by Greek mythology (Andromaque), Roman history (Britannicus) or Christian history (Athalie), and explore human passions.

		


		
			Andromaque

			Greek mythology in the style of Racine

			
					Genre:play (tragedy)

					Reference edition:Racine, J. (2000)Racine: Three Plays. Trans. Chilcott, T. Chatham: Wordsworth Editions Limited.

					First edition:1667

					Themes:passion, dilemma, revenge, death, humiliation

			

			Performed for the first time in 1667,Andromaqueis Racine’s third tragedy afterLa Thébaïde(1664) andAlexandre le Grand(1665). It was also his first great success. The play depicts four heroes from Greek mythology: Orestes, Hermione, Pyrrhus and Andromache. Beset by passions, dilemmas or internal obstacles, each character loves another unrequitedly, which leads to a string of humiliations and desires for revenge, eventually causing the deaths of most of them.Andromaquestill remains Racine’s most-performed play.

		


		
			Summary

			The story takes place a year after the end of the Trojan War, in the palace of Achilles’s son, Pyrrhus, king of Epirus. He has been holding the Trojan Andromache, wife of Hector (the Trojan hero killed by Achilles), and her son Astyanax prisoner for a year now.

			Act I

			Orestes, the son of the Greek king Agamemnon, arrives in Epirus on a diplomatic mission. He has been tasked with convincing Pyrrhus to kill Astyanax who, due to his Trojan origins, constitutes a threat for Greece. However, Pyrrhus has fallen in love with Andromache, Astyanax’s mother, and therefore refuses to hand her son over to the Greeks. The situation is made even more complicated by the fact that Pyrrhus is betrothed to Hermione, a Greek princess.

			However delicate the situation may be, it suits Orestes, as he is in love with Hermione. If Pyrrhus stands his ground and marries Andromache, Hermione will be free for him alone, or so he thinks. He is therefore determined to make his own diplomatic mission fail.

			Eventually, the mission does fail. Pyrrhus does not want to hand Astyanax over to the Greeks and says that he is ready to face all of Greece to protect him and Andromache, whom he loves (lines 229-236). However, when he announces his devotion to her and asks her to marry him, she rejects him with a tone of sarcasm. She will never have anything but contempt towards him, the son of Achilles, who killed her husband. Pyrrhus, tired of Andromache’s attitude, calls her ungrateful and starts to threaten her. If she continues to refuse to marry him, her son will die (“Your son will answer for his mother’s scorn”, line 370).

			Act II

			Hermione is furious at Pyrrhus but, on the other hand, her passion for him is more alive than ever. Without admitting it, she secretly hopes that he will abandon Andromache to come back to her.

			When Orestes comes to Hermione and declares his love for her in a moving lamentation, she lets him believe that she could love him (lines 533-536). She orders him to go and tell Pyrrhus that he must choose between her and Andromache. If he chooses the latter, Hermione will leave Epirus with Orestes.

			Orestes believes that he has more or less won. He thinks that Pyrrhus loves Andromache too much to abandon her, which means that Hermione is now his. However, Pyrrhus has changed his mind. Faced with Andromache’s cold indifference, he has eventually listened to reason. He will send Astyanax to his death and marry Hermione. Orestes is distraught by this change of heart. Pyrrhus, on the other hand, is delighted at the thought of soon beholding Andromache’s humiliation as she bemoans the death of her son (“How great a scene is being set up now. / It will kill her, […] and I’ll be the cause”, lines 697-698).

			Act III

			Orestes is convinced that Pyrrhus has decided to marry Hermione with the sole aim of humiliating him. To pacify him, Hermione assures him that Pyrrhus is mainly marrying her for political reasons. Orestes retreats. Hermione is overcome with joy: she believes that Pyrrhus is marrying her because he truly loves her (“If he weds me, he loves me”, line 846).

			Enter Andromache. She begs Hermione to intercede for her and her son, but the Greek princess replies with a scornful irony before leaving. Andromache then throws herself at Pyrrhus’s feet and begs him for mercy upon her son. He reiterates his conditions: she must marry him if she wants Astyanax’s life to be saved.

			Andromache is torn. On the one hand, as Hector’s widow, she cannot marry Pyrrhus, the son of her husband’s assassin. On the other hand, the only way of protecting Astyanax is to marry Pyrrhus.

			Act IV

			Eventually, Andromache decides to marry Pyrrhus to save Astyanax, although she intends to commit suicide after the wedding. Hermione learns of the new change in the situation and, overcome with a desire for revenge, orders Orestes to stab Pyrrhus in the temple during his wedding.

			Hermione is thinking gleefully about the crime she has planned when Pyrrhus arrives. In a falsely remorseful tone, he apologises to her for his marriage to Andromache. Driven mad by rage, Hermione shouts at him and threatens him (“Take to the shrine the heart that leaves me now. / Go quickly now. Fear lest you find me there”, lines 1385-1386). Far from paying attention to the Greek princess’s maledictions, Pyrrhus leaves, thinking only of Andromache.

			Act V

			Hermione is beset by opposing emotions. She looks forward to Pyrrhus’s death, but equally fears it. Orestes arrives and announces that Pyrrhus, just as she wanted, has been stabbed in the temple by his soldiers. Hermione’s reaction takes him by surprise: instead of applauding his action, she condemns him and treats him like a monster (“Enough! / You cowardly parricide. You are to blame. / Go flaunt your bravery to the Greeks. / Go. I disown you. Go. You sicken me”, lines 1533-1536).

			Once Hermione has left, Orestes considers the scale of the disaster. He has committed parricide (as well as regicide in this case), betrayed the law of hospitality by killing the man who had welcomed him, and committed sacrilege by committing this deed in a temple, all for an ungrateful woman.

			In the meantime, Andromache has become the queen of Epirus and has already raised the whole country against the Greeks to avenge the death of her two husbands, Hector and Pyrrhus. War has broken out and Orestes must flee, but he refuses to abandon Hermione. He learns that she has committed suicide upon Pyrrhus’s body, while he was still warm. At this last blow, Orestes, distraught, ironically thanks the heavens (“The heavens be praised…! such steadfastness / Applied without respite to punish me”, lines 1614-1615) and, seized by hallucinations, descends into madness.

		


		
			Character study

			A ‘love rectangle’ forms between the four main characters, in which love is unrequited. It is therefore tragic, as each one of them loves without being loved in return:
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			Andromache

			Andromache is Hector’s widow and Astyanax’s mother, as well as Pyrrhus’s prisoner. She is faced with a dilemma:

			
					her loyalty to Hector prevents her from marrying Pyrrhus;

					but to save their son Astyanax she must marry him anyway.

			

			Every dilemma is, by its very nature, impossible to resolve. In fact, in Racine’s works, it almost inevitably leads to death. In Act IV, Andromache has decided to kill herself (although she is narrowly saved due to the events of Act V).

			She is a prisoner, a theme which is present throughout Racine’s works (cf. Junie inBritannicus). Nonetheless, this position is paradoxical:

			
					As a prisoner of Pyrrhus, Andromache is stripped of all political power;

					However, although she is politically weak, she has romantic power over Pyrrhus which, from that perspective, makes her the master and him the slave.

			

			Pyrrhus

			Pyrrhus is the son of Achilles and the king of Epirus.

			The tragic contradiction that troubles Pyrrhus comes from the fact that he wants to reconcile the irreconcilable, namely love and politics (“And some day I may find a way to match / The call of glory with the claims of love”, lines 243-244).However, in Racine’s works, the association of love and politics always leads to disaster. Marrying Andromache would mean chaos for Greece as it would allow Troy to rise again. Pyrrhus is aware of this, but he fails to see it as a downside, as long as he can be with Andromache. The idea of rebuilding Troy even seems to thrill him (lines 229-230 and 315). In short, he is blinded by love, which eventually leads to his death in Act V.

			Whilst Andromache

			
					Pyrrhus has full power over his prisoner;

					but his power is devoid of substance, because he loves Andromache and she is the one who truly has power over him (line 353).

			

			
			Hermione

			
			
			
			Orestes

			
			
			
			
			
			
					the inability to choose between two options (dilemma), as is the case with Andromache;

					the desire to reconcile the irreconcilable, such as love and politics, as is the case with Pyrrhus;

					the blinding of their reason by their passions.

			

			
			The confidants
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