THE QUEEN WHO WOULD BE KING

Nathkalie Cornelius

Racine's plays stage men and women as models of human behavior. As
Bérénice says of herself, Titus and Antiochus, "Servons lous trois d'exemple
4 Iunivers" (Raeine 350). Yet, unlike the ideal man, the moxie] woman should
accept the limitalions imposed upon her by her unstablc emolions and her
passive role in society. Thus, the accomplishment of her civic religious or
familial duties must be carried out with respect 1o socially defined feminine
roles. Unable (o lake direct physical action, she must have recourse to the
asgistance of a male characler, much as Hermiong is aided by Orestes in
Andromague. At no time may the woman usurp the power that patriarchal
socicty reserves for the man. As Racine shows, Lo do so will resull in merciless
punishmenl. In Phédre, the Ule characler's symbolic appropristion of
Hippolyte's sword 13 both an admission of her illicit love and 8 movement
towards the assumptlion of a masculine aggressive role. Athalie, Racine's last
play, develops this physical and symbolic moment of transgression into male
space and its subsequent punishment through its discourse, whose racanings
modify relative Lo the sex of the onc who wields it.

The first allusion Lo Athalie in the play labels her as "femme” (13), albeil
an audacious (13), impious (747), and insolent (1548) one (Athalie).
Throughout the play will be expressed the horror of the patriarchy for the
woman whose very name is blasphemy: "Une femme . . . peut-on la nommer
sans blasphéme? Une femme . . . 'était Athalie elle-méme” (395-96). This
is because, by plecing herself onto the "tréne de ses péres” (1374), Athalie
transgresses the nights of the woman in The political domaine. Her entrance
into the sanctuary of the temple further incurs the outrage of ber subjects, not
just because she i3 not of the faith, bul becanse she has entered an area only
permitted to men. The penetration of Athalie into the "enceinte” of the temple
(certamly ironic since oulside the religious realm it would imply a feminine
space) is shocking becausc she, like a man, can "penetrate.” Thus Athalie
brings about political and religious conflicl as a matriarch who places herself
wn opposition to the patriarchy, crealing a rzfl "entre le permis et le réprouvé,
. . . & l'issue (duquel}) le monothéisme patriarchal iriomphant fera assumer
aux femmes le role de I'abomination” (Brunean 377). The chorus' disspproval
of Athalie stems m part from her eruelty, but paricularly from her gender:
"Sion Chére Sion, que dis-tu quand te vois/ Une impie éirangere/ Assise,
hélas ! an tréne de les rois 7 Joad repeats this accusation in line seventy-two.
Alhalie herself states that: "David m'est en horreur; el les fils de ce rov/



Quoique nés de mon sang, sont étrengers pour moi”® (729-730). Athalie, a
woman, is "foreign," "other,” and Lherefore unaccepusble.

Heredity and destiny are significant in reinforcing (he distinction between
masculine gnd feminine space in Racine's tragedies. The fect that Jezebel's
and Athali¢'s descendants are also the descendants of David is greatly
downplayed in Racine's play. Jezebel and David are treated as the creators of
two distinct races, constantly placed in opposition: "Autant que de David la
race esi respeciée,/ Autant de Jézabel la fille est détesiée” (271-272). Abner
traces Athalie's lineage back 10 Jezebel, rather than (o her father, Achab,
opposing in this way the maternal line lo David's paternal line (Bruneau 379).
Athalie as a continuation of her maternal ancestor, 13 "cetle autre Jézabel"
(761 and 1074). In contrast, even though Eliacin will become guilty 1o the
same degree a3 Athalie, he is "Ce roi fils de David” (138). Even when Athalie
discovers that Eliacin lives, she defines him as heir o her father rather than as
ber own grandson; "Fidéle pu sang d'Achab, qu'il a regu de moi/ Conforme 4
son aleul, 4 san pére semblable/ On verrs de David I'héritier détestable”
(1786-1788). Athalie acknowledges the system of paternal inheritance end at
the same time refuses lo essocjate herself with motherhood which ia the
fimcuon of A womnan and is therefore inferior, although others attribute such
qualities io her and her lineage {1295--"une mére en fureur” and 1492--"une
mere cruelle”). The only time at which she hersclf recognizes her role as
mother is when she is about lo die- "Voici ce qu'en mourrant lui souhaite sa
mére” (1783},

The Queen's troubling dream firther emphasizes (he dichotomy of the
sexes in the context of heredity. In order to weaken Athalie's masculine will
while drawing her inlo & further transgression by entering the Temple, the
visioh manipulales the Queen's Feelings through contrast and association. It
is in the Temple that she will become obsessed with the child, and will
consequently fall inlo the trap Joad has prepared for her (Lépine 29). As Helen
Bates McDermott explains, it is by means of the dream that Athalie's maternal
instincls are awakened &s she becomes aware of "cetle région de son caraciére
qui était réprimée et mée” (McDermoit 48). However, it is important to clarify
that this new state of conaciousness is very subile, since Athalie is not able lo
comprehend her subsequent aclions. The two parts of the dream place in
parallel the death of two mother figures, underlining the powerful link of
heredity by making Athalie’s death a repetition of Jezebel's death. There is
furiher identification between mother and daughter through the leitmotif of the
mask Like Athalie whose power and wealth is stolen from the kings, Jezebel's
body and face are adomed by an “dclat emprunté.” This brightness blinds the
onlooker to "des ans I'rrépearable outrage," (496) much like the lure of treasure
blinds Athalie (1778). Mother and daughler are also comparable in funclion.
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In the first part of (he vision, the female child is the terrified witness to the
mother's death al the hands of others, whereas in the second part, a male child
is the murderer of Athalie, who is, in a sense, his mother (McDermott 58), The
dream thus reinforces the division of gender roles, portraying the man as active
and violent, the women as the passive victim. Throughout the play Athalic
chooses lo disregard (he strong influence of biological heredity and social
beliefs in delermaning what is acceplable for her gender, and conlinues to
believe that by behaving as a man she can retain the position of power she has
usurped:

Et moi, reine sans coeur, fille sans amitié,

Eaclave d'une lache et frivole pilié.

Ot serais-je anjourd’hui, si domplant ma faiblesse,
Je n'eusse d'une mére étouflé la lendresse,

Si de mon propre sang ma main versant des flols
N'ellt pas ce coup hardi réprimé vos complots?
(Athalie 717-726)

Athalie, aithough conscious of her cruelty, doesn't feel guilt. She justifies
her aets: ®il le fallait "(Delcroix 48). Jezebel's words, "Tremble . . . fille digne
de moi" (497) .constitute a warning Lo her daughter. The second part of the
dream underscores the warning: "J'admirais sa douceur, son air noble et
modesie/ Tal senti lout & coup un homicide acier / Que le traitre en mon sein
a plongé tout entier” (312-514). Yet, Athalie is not cautious and dismisses the
vision es a "vapeur.” Athalie, "poussée au meurtre par un amoir filial dévoyes,.
. . mourra & eause d'un amour maternel frustré . . . La tragédie renfermerait
donc et le chétiment de ta mére infanticide el celui du fils matricide™ (Henein
104). The third time she sets eyes on Eliacin (the second time was in the
lemple), Athelie questions her ability lo stifle the maternal instinets already
manifest m the dream, yet will remain impolent: *Quel prodige nouveau me
trouble et m'embarrasse?/La douceur de sa voix, son enfance, sa grice,/ Font
insensiblement 4 mon inimité/ Succéder . . . Je serais sensible 4 la piti¢ 7"
(651-654). Her inability to acl brings about & loss of the human facullies of
sight and speech The enlire play is full of ironies that suggest blindness rather
than vision (Campbell 393). Even when Athalic's eyes "see” Eliacin (621-22),
she: doesn't "see” who he 13, and remains unable 1o speak: “sa langue en sa
bouche 4 I'instant s'est glacde,/ Et ioute son audace a pary terrassée./ Ses yeux,
comme effrayés, n'osaient se détourner” (411-413). Alhalie's indecision afier
the dream is punctuated by the use of the prelerite tense in her disoourse when



she says *I'ai cru ke devoir faire” (467). Her lack of resolve is attributed to her
gender by Lhe men of the court:

Ami, depuis deux jours je ne la connais plus,
Ce n'est plus oetle reine éclairde, intrépide,
Elevée au-deasus de son sexe Limide,

La peur d'un vain remords trouble cette grande Ame:
Elle flotte, elle bésile, en un mol, elle est femme (R70-876)

In this way, the prophesy canlained in the violent dresm remams cbscure
and will only become clear when it brings about Athalie's downfall (Williams
16). Additionally, it is only in the end that Athalie acknowledges her gender,
referring to herself as “mother” to complete the cycle of the stabbed violated
woman (1 783). Her final order as queen is to command her own death, thus
briefly reessumning her masculine power as ruler while killing off her weaker,
feminine side as indicate the wards "en mourant™ "Qu'il régne donc ce fils, tan
soin et ton ouvrage;/ Et que pour signaler son empire nouveau,/ On lui fasse
enmon sein enfoncer le coutean./ Voici e qu'en mourent lui  souhsile sa
mére” (1780-1783).

This sacrifice moves away from the reakm of feminine bienséance presend
in Racine's thealer. In his plays, a woman's self-sacrifice is either a gign of
nobility, as with Esther who is subservient to her husband's laws, or en act of
insanily as with Hermione (Andromagque) and Eriphile ([phigénie). As
indicated in lines 443 and 1260 of Athalie, (he sacrifice of another being was
the privilege of the biblical fathers, such as Jephié and Abraham, who
sacrificed their children to God. Solange Guénoun has pointed oul (hat God
in Racine's plays is "une métaphore culturelle et transbiologique de la
patemité, {de la virilitd]” (184). Athalie assumes the rule of the great biblical
fathers by sacrificing her children to her mother. This act is & compiete
abomination in the eyes of the religion of the father-God, particularly because
this morial is a woman (Henein 94).

This despile the "juste fureur™ with which Athalie avenges her mother,
and her compliance with the law of the patriarchal order: "meurtre pour
meurtre, outrage pour outrage” (720). The justice of "an eye for an eye” which
is generally acoepted in the context of biblical history is condemned when
carried out by a worman.

The secrifice of the Other in the context of Racine's plays is illustrated not
just through literal acts of such violence, bul also through symbolic weapons.
Athalie's brutality is captured in the image of her holding & dagger: "Un
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poignard & la main, 1'implacable Athalie/ Au carnage animait ses barbares
soldats / Et poursuivail le cours de ses assassinats” (244-246). The dagger,
like the sword in Phédre, symbolizes the violence of acts allowed only to men,
and visvally suggests the masculine sex itsell. There is a significant
concentration of words of phallic connolation in Athalie. The most frequent
such terms are “glaive," which appears seven tinmes, "poignard” and "fer"
which appear five limes each, the four mentions of "couteau” and the three of
"sceptre." This network is inextricably linked to (he theme of aggression and
violence of which Alhalie herself is the most obvious incarnation (Corti 48).
Her aggressive characler is praised by Mathan precisely for its virility: she is
a "reine éclairde, intrépide,/ Elevée au-dessus de son sexe timide,/ Qui d'abord
sccablait ses ennemnis surpris” (87 1-873). The mark of her weapon identifies
Jose as her heir: "Oui, c'cst Joas, je cherche en vain & me tromper./ Je
recormais |'endroit ol je le fis frapper” (769-1770). As Athalie's persona slips
Lo reveal her feminine identity, there is a literel displacemenl of the dagger 1o
Joas and a metaphorical transfer of power. The loss of the dagger/phailus
casirates Athalie, who is transformed inlo 8 woman withoul authority and
whose fimction shifls from violator 1o violaled. The knife completes the tragic
cycle whose ritualized roots are the "mythe ancien de purificalion et de
renaissance par moyen de la mort sacrificiale de la victime” (Lap 32). Athalie's
sacrifice to Eliacin fulfills the male-dominated systern where punishment is
essential Lo the restoration of masculine rule: "Et que pour signaler son empire
nouveau,/ On lui fasse en mon sein enfoncer un couteau™ ( 1781-1782).

The blindfold is another element whose function relies on the gender of
the bearer. Iphigénie uses it 1o describe her understanding: "Mais Loujours sur
mes yeux ma facile bonté/ A remis le bandeau que j'avais écarté/ Vous
I'simez."(Racine 499). The "bandean” reappears as the sacrificial cloth to
cover Iphigénie's eyes: "le fer, le bandeau, la flamme est toute préle” (Racine
506). In Athalie the "bandeau" is the crown of royalty and is meant for the
male heir to David: "Montrons Eliacin; et loin de le cacher,/ Que du bandeau
royal sa téte soit aomée” (1094-1095). This "auguste bandeau” (1244) becomes
a blindfold when wom by Athalie. Scientifically speaking, the mability Lo see
is the result of a lack of light as with the blindfold or an excess of light. In both
cases, light is knowledge which e womaen is incapable of assimilaling. The
sixth scene of act (wo under-scores this second type of blindness. Adthalic
realizes that God "M'a vingt fois en un jour 4 moi-méme opposde/ Tantdt pour
un enfanl excilanl mes remords,/ Tant6t m'éblouissant de tes riches trésors"
(1776-1778). She didn't "see” that the "ireasure” was Jose himself, Because
of her political success, Athatie 1s blinded by her passions: she is "superbe"
(51), "orgueillense” (1338), "jalouse” (31) and "avare” (1591). These "faults”
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are, in fact, exaggerations of male psychic strength in the form of power,
ambition and ceution. In the comtexi of & woman these same virile
characteristics are perveried. Josabet asks for such blindness for Athalie when
she says "Puissan| maitre des ciaux/ Remets-lui le bandesn: dogt tn couvris ses
yeux" (1669-1670). Athalie believes to see clearly, saying ironically to
Methen: "Vous m’ouvrez les yeux,/ Je commence & voir clair® (610-611).

This commeent is doubly ironic since Mathan unknowingly speaks the truth
while belicving that he is only inventing stories about Joad and Joas. Nor does
Athalie recognize the truth when it's before her. This gap between seeing
(sight) and seeing (understanding) is resumed in the Queen's declaration "j'ai
voulu voir ; jai vu" (737). The Queen has seen everything but understood
little. Once the "bandeau”, symbol of masculine power and (herefore of female
blindness is removed, Athalie will be able 10 recognize her situation s being
an extension of the past and correctly identify Joas (1768-1770). In addition
loscemgﬂ:cpnslmﬂﬂ)cpresﬂﬂmﬂ)chnty Athalie also becomes prophelic,

seeing Jose's future with temifying precision (1786-1790). This lucidity at Lhe
moment of sacrifice and revelation of her feminine weakness is in great
contrast to her prior blindness when Athalie was in Lhe position of power.

Athalic's punishment for being 8 woman who wishes 1o be a man is
represented throngh physical death and a dissolution of verbal identity.
Throughout the play, the use of words like “fernme,” *fille" and "reine” for
Athalie alternaie with her proper name. In the fifth Act, she i3 deprived of Lhe
exercise of her will and the expression of her "name." In line 1681, for
example, Atbalie is "cette reine” and "elle”, both portraying Athalie as acting
subject, bul defining her by her function rather than as an individual, She js
then further generalized and becomes "celle” (1695). In addition, the nse of
the "vous” to address Athalie becomes "t" from line 1717 onwards. In this
context, the word "Reine” (1720) is sarcastic and irreverent, and punctuates
the command levelled et her. Ismael describes her in function of a male figure:
"la fille d'Achab" (1752). The last reference to the Queen reduces her 1o the
direct object pronoun "la”; Le fer a de sa vie expié les horreurs/ Jérusalem,
longtemps en proie & ses fureurs,/ De son joug odieux 4 la fin soulagée/ Avec
joic en son sang la regarde plongée" (1809-1812), Athalie becomes THE
feminine punished, denuded of personal identity, thus a dangerous mode! for
all women.

Beyond the dynastic and religious struggle, Athalie dies for being a
woman (Bruneau 378). Like Phédre, Athalie is Lhe enectment of "la mise 4
morl des femmes, méres, filles... grands-méres, coupables de ne s'étre pas
tenues & leur place auprés du Pére-Epoux, coupables d'avoir cru possible une
humanilé sexude"(Lipietz 124). Alhalie is not just 8 waman, but an audacious
woman in an order dominated by males. Of "cetie impie . . . [on a] puni
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l'audace® (line 1808), (hat is, the audscity of wenting to pass herself of as a
men Joad's statement to Josabet "Jusque sur notre autel votre injuste machtre/
Veut offrir 4 Baal un encens idoldtre™ (lines 1171-1172) emphasizes the
division of the sexes. Whereas {be "notre” denotes the male pricats, the "votre”
clearly lays the blame on Josabet, and thus directs the accusation towards the
femsle gender in general. The play ends with a reiteration of the masculine
power of the "kings" (and not of the queens) by the Father par excellence:
"n'oublicz jarnais/ Que les rois dans le Ciel onl in juge sévére,/ L'innocenice un
vengeur et l'orphelin un pére” (1814-16). The imperative "vous” here ia
certainly intended 1o be directed at the audience. The condition of the triumph
of patriarchal monotheism is mafricide (Lipietz 384), the individual must be
sacrificed for the order. The "bandean,” symbol of patriarchal power, will
blindfold the woman who seeks lo nsurp this posiion. As accessory of
sacrifice in Greek religion, il underlimes the eJement of the sacrifice a3 waming
to all women who rebel against their subordinate roles.
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