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			Pierre Corneille

			French playwright

			
					Born in Rouen in 1606

					Died in Paris in 1684

					Notable works:	L’Illusion comique (1636), comedy

	Le Cid (1637), tragicomedy

	Cinna (1642), tragedy




			

			Pierre Corneille, born in 1606 and died in 1684, is one of the three major playwrights of the 17th century in France, along with Molière and Racine. His works are numerous and varied, as Corneille successfully dabbled both in comedy and tragedy. A baroque author (L’Illusion Comique, 1636), Corneille also gave French classicism some of its masterpieces (Horace, 1640, Cinna, 1642; Polyeucte, 1643). His most famous work, however, remains Le Cid (1637), a work which in its time was very controversial (the famous ‘Querelle du Cid’), because of the liberties taken by the author concerning the strict rules of classical tragedy. 

		


		
			Le Cid

			Le Cid, between success and controversy

			
					Genre: tragicomedy

					Reference edition: Corneille, P. (2007) Le Cid. [Online]. Poetry in Translation. [Accessed 30 November 2015]. Available from: <http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/French/LeCidActII.htm>

					First edition: 1637

					Themes: love, honor, marriage, duel, death, revenge

			

			Le Cid, performed for the first time in 1637, is a tragicomedy inspired by a Spanish topic. It introduces Rodrigue, a young man in love with Chimène, but forced to choose between his love and the defense of his father’s honor. The characters are heroic and their feelings are noble. However, the play ends well, which is not usually the case in tragedies.

			The play was a tremendous success. However, it was the object of many controversies. Corneille was reproached for not having strictly followed the rules of classical tragedy and for having presented a hardly believable, excessively complex plot. The final promise of marriage pledged by Chimène to Rodrigue, her father’s murderer, was also considered immoral.

		


		
			Summary

			Act I 

			In the introductory scene, Chimène is overjoyed to hear that her father approves of her love for Rodrigue. The Infanta is also in favor of the young couple’s marriage: in love with Rodrigue, she intends to hush a feeling that diverts her from her duty by promoting this wedding. 

			However, a disagreement opposes Don Gomès, Chimène’s father, to Don Diègue, Rodrigue’s father, whom the king has just promoted to the rank of governor of the Prince of Castile. Don Gomès, jealous, strikes his elder who cannot defend himself. Therefore, Don Diègue asks his son to avenge the insult. Rodrigue, torn between his love for Chimène and his honor, chooses to face Don Gomès in a duel.

			Act II

			Don Gomès, by insulting Don Diègue, has angered the king. However, he refuses to take it into account and chooses to ignore the potential consequences of his insubordination. He meets Rodrigue, who challenges him to a duel. The fighting of the two men is not shown on stage. It is only at the end of the act that the audience hears of its outcome: Rodrigue killed Don Gomès.

			Chimène would have wished to avoid a fatal encounter between her father and the man she loves, but she understands nevertheless that Rodrigue has to answer for the insult made to his family. As for the Infanta, she hopes to be able to take advantage of the conflict: if Rodrigue emerges victorious, it might make him an acceptable suitor for her. The king, for his part, must also worry about the presence of enemy ships at the estuary of the river.

			Don Alonse suddenly enters to announce the death of Don Gomès. Chimène arrives before the king, deeply upset. She asks for the death of her father’s murderer.

			Act III

			Rodrigue appears on stage in Chimène’s house. The governess asks him to hide to escape the young woman’s revenge. Don Sanche hopes, by fighting Rodrigue, to win Chimène’s love, as he is also in love with her. She awaits the king’s justice. Despite her anger and her care for her family’s honor, she cannot forget the feelings of love that Rodrigue awakens in her. She wishes him to be punished just as much as she wants him to be spared. Rodrigue comes before her and gives her his sword, to push her to kill him. Thus, he offers her the opportunity to avenge herself. She refuses and asks him to leave.

			Rodrigue, having left Chimène alone and in despair, encounters Don Diègue on a public square. The father congratulates the son on his exceptional feat when facing Don Gomès. Rodrigue does not regret his act, but expresses how much he suffers from having had to sacrifice his love for Chimène for his honor. His father advises him to continue on the path of heroism by leaving to fight the Mores who are about to storm Seville. 

			Act IV

			Rodrigue follows this advice and pushes the Mores back. He is considered a hero by all. The Infanta tries to convince Chimène to abandon her plea for Rodrigue’s punishment, as his death would be a heavy loss for the country.

			Rodrigue tells the king of his warrior feats. But Chimène arrives to demand justice. The king uses a surprising method to get the truth about the young woman’s feelings: he makes her believe that Rodrigue died in the fighting. Upon hearing this, she swoons, therefore making her love for him obvious. Once the king has explained the truth of the matter, she demands again that Rodrigue be killed. She promises to marry the winner of a duel between Don Sanche and Don Rodrigue, if Rodrigue is the loser. In doing this, she wants to make Don Sanche the winner of a justice that the king refuses her. The king agrees on the notion of a duel, but requires that Chimène marries the winner, whoever he is, even if it is Rodrigue.

			Act V

			Rodrigue announces to Chimène that he will not defend himself against Don Sanche. Chimène asks him to fight to defend his honor and to save her from marriage to Don Sanche, whom she does not love.

			The Infanta renounces her love for Rodrigue: she has nothing left to hope for, as the outcome of the duel can only be either the hero’s death, or his marriage to Chimène. Chimène awaits the outcome of the duel with fear: she will have to marry either her father’s murderer, or that of Rodrigue.

			As she sees Don Sanche arriving with a bloodied sword, Chimène believes her lover to be dead. She finally allows herself to confess her love for Rodrigue to the king. But the ending is a happy one: Don Sanche tells her that he lost the duel but that Don Rodrigue spared him. The king demands that Chimène respects her promise by marrying the winner. However, he grants her time to mourn her father: the marriage is to be celebrated one year later.

		


		
			Character study

			Don Rodrigue

			Don Rodrigue is the son of Don Diègue and the play’s main protagonist. Noble, young and handsome, he inherited his father’s exceptional qualities; he is in love with Chimène, who loves him back.

			He embodies a certain type of knightly ideal: brave, he does not mind facing death to defend his father’s honor or to fight the Mores. He is also defined by his greatness of soul: he spares Don Sanche on the outcome of a duel, despite him being a rival. He is generous and loyal to his father, his king, and the woman he loves, even when he chooses to fight Don Gomès. To stay worthy of Chimène, he must avenge the insult to his father. Don Gomès himself values his future opponent, to whom he granted his daughter’s hand without hesitation.

			Rodrigue does not let love govern his actions. He knows how to control himself and his passions for the sake of his duty, even if it means foregoing his love for Chimène. His famous stanzas (a poem consisting of a series of strophes destined to express a character’s personal thoughts) in Scene 6 of Act I highlight how he suffers from being torn between love and honor. This kind of inner conflict is called a “Cornelian dilemma”. The monologue of the hero ends with his energetic decision to embrace revenge and save his family’s honor.

			Thus, Rodrigue generates the audience’s admiration, as well as that of the other characters, including the king. The obstacles he encounters give him a kind of maturity. He becomes El Cid (Act IV) after having chosen honor and accepting the responsibilities before which his father and circumstance have placed him, and after having protected his king and country from the Mores.

			Nevertheless, Rodrigue’s heroism can be seen as a form of pride. Not only does he refuse to fear death, but he stares it in the face. He also goes against the laws, by accepting the duel against Don Gomès, as well as propriety, by daring to enter Chimène’s house again after having murdered her father.

			Chimène 

			She is Don Gomès’ daughter. She is complex heroine who shares Rodrigue’s care for duty and honor. She is the permanent prisoner of an unbearable moral conflict: she is in love with her father’s murderer.

			In the exposure scene, she expresses her doubts and does not manage to give in to the happiness of her upcoming nuptials. Her foreboding is confirmed. After her father’s death, she shows extraordinary perseverance in her quest for justice. To obtain Rodrigue’s death, she calls upon the reason of State to the king, reminding him that it is necessary to punish the person who disdains the laws by killing a noble during a duel. She also contemplates the idea of her own death, after having obtained that of Rodrigue. Her willpower inspires admiration. Even when the king orders that

			
			The fathers: Don Diègue and Don Gomès

			Don Diègue

			
			
			Don Gomès

			
			
			Don Fernand

			
			
			The disappointed lovers: the Infanta and Don Sanche

			The Infanta

			
			Don Sanche
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