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INTRODUCTION

hile the principal theoretical concernsunderpin-
ning this study are outlined in the Introduction
to Volume 1, it is useful nonetheless at this junc-
ture to highlight a number of issues specific to theatre.

As is clear from Volume 1, one of the central issues in this
study is a broad understanding of what constitutes a political
text. In addition to examining seventeenth-century “feminist”
literature and galleries of women as political, this study is also
wedded to an appreciation of drama as political, both in terms
of tragedy as a political genre and, more fundamentally, theatre
as a political institution. The debates concerning the political
nature of drama are well rehearsed with regard to a multiplic-
ity of historical eras and contexts, and that concerning seven-
teenth-century French tragedy is no exception. A recent and
heated polemic has focused on the genesis of tragedy, examin-
ing the extent to which politics can be seen to serve the ends
of poetics, or poetics the ends of politics.” Despite diverging
viewpoints, mainly concerning authorial intentionality, the
inscription of political ideologies in tragedy is undisputed. As
is the case of the tragedies under examination here, the appel-
lation political is merited to the very obvious extent that these
plays, through their representation of political figures, treat of
traditional political themes, of virtue, power, and authority, of
sovereign—subject relations, of government and tyranny.” This
treatment does not necessarily mean that the plays express spe-
cific political ideas, although they may, but that they stage “a
thinking about the political,” and hence merit the term “a the-
ater of the political.” As regards the political nature of theatre
as an institution, my approach is informed by an understanding
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of plays as what Jean Howard calls “sites of social struggle”
implicated in the maintenance of, and challenge to, societal
power relations.* Specifically, my interest lies in the power rela-
tions of sexual politics, and hence in the creation, propagation,
and subversion of certain paradigms of knowledge concern-
ing hierarchies of gender. Despite the considerable differences
between the institution of theatre in France and England at the
time, the questions Howard has repeatedly asked as regards
English Renaissance drama provide a particularly useful entry-
point to our corpus, namely to what extent do the plays under
examination challenge the subordinate role of women, or on
the contrary recuperate and depoliticize the threat of women
in power? To what extent can theatre therefore be perceived as
an agent of cultural change or an agent of patriarchal conserva-
tism? Above all, in whose interest is it to challenge or support
particular discourses concerning gender? A key consideration
throughout the study is the analysis of these representations
as representations, as one formulation puts it, “interested con-
structions, not mirrors of truth.”> As we will see, dramas of the
period strive both to contain and to challenge, to uphold tradi-
tional paradigms, and to suggest new realms of the thinkable,
in a constant jostling for power, which, in its creation of contra-
dictions and incoherences, often within the same play, makes
the idea of a “site of struggle” particularly apt. As Christian Biet
and Christophe Triau put it, it is in the very nature of theatre
not only to potentially uphold ideologically dominant codes of
values, but to simultaneously—by the same mechanisms of aes-
thetics, poetics, and spectacle—introduce a criticism of those
same values.®

The representation in drama of female rulership, more so
than that in any other genre, hinges on a mise-en-scéne of an
understanding of the queen’s two bodies, as dramatists are
obliged to confront the conflict between the queen as woman
and the queen as prince, in sum between the individual and the
office. It is the varying responses to that conflict that give rise
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to a range of constructions of queenship. Chapter 1 draws on
seventeen plays to analyze the configuration of female rule as
unstable and tyrannical, examining the mechanisms deployed
within theatre to contain the threat of female authority, and
the role of dramaturgical convention, particularly of vraisem-
blance, in that containment. Underpinning this latter analysis,
is an attempt, in the words of one feminist theatre critic, to
disrupt “the ideological codes embedded in the structures of
dramatic representation.” Attention will be paid to the con-
flict between the strategies of containment and the shades of a
counter-model that are not easily suppressed. Chapter 2 exam-
ines the challenges mounted in drama (in seven plays) to the
prevalent code of sexual ethics that defines appropriate virtue
for men and women, and the manipulation of androgyny in
sartorial, political, and linguistic codes (the cross-dressed war-
rior queen who appropriates the signifiers of male identity with
alarming ease; the discourse of political legitimacy that focuses
both on virtue and on rank; the use of the ultimate male lexical
signifier 7oy to designate the female prince). Finally, chapter 3
examines a third group of plays (another seven), which chal-
lenge the exclusion of women from the throne in a very differ-
ent way, and a more subtly radical way, to the plays concerning
androgynous warrior queens, quite simply by dramatizing
sovereigns in action who just happen to be women. Here, an
alternative knowledge concerning gender is created by the rep-
resentation of the female prince as a morally upright and politi-
cally astute agent, as a ruler imbued with the virtues associated
with sovereignty and good government, as a skillful player in
the mindgames and gambling of court politics.

Translation of French passages has been provided except in
cases where the meaning of the French text is clearly evident
to non-Francophones. These translations are all my own. The
term glozre, however, has been left in French since it incorpo-
rates at the time connotations of honor, esteem, and reputation,
which go beyond the English word “glory.” Some of the ideas
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concerning Elizabeth I, Pulcheria, and Nitocris have appeared
in “Reines, invraisemblables rois? Reines vierges et épouses
célibataires dans le théatre du X VII® siecle: le cas d’Elisabeth,
Nitocris et Pulchérie,” while some sections concerning Racine
have appeared in “Gender, Power and Authority in Alexandre le
Grand and Athalie”®



CHAPTER 1

THE POWER AND THE
FURY, OR THE POLITICS OF
REPRESENTATION IN DRAMA

n a sketched typology of characters who appear in “clas-
sical tragedy,” as he refers to it, Jacques Truchet identi-
fies that of the “inflexible and cruel old queen,” to whom,
he maintains, writers of tragedy were particularly attracted.'
Leaving aside the problematic notion of character “type,”
Truchet’s observation provides a fruitful point of access into the
dramatic representation of the female sovereign of the period.
Examination of a wide corpus reveals Truchet’s aging intransi-
gent queen to be one manifestation of a larger assembly of rul-
ing women,> and points therefore to a broader phenomenon:
namely the frequency with which dramatists in seeking to cre-
ate the world of disorder so central to tragedy and tragicomedy,?
chose to exploit (and, I would argue, hence propagate) the well-
worn association of women, power and disorder—a constant
in Western thought and one firmly embedded in the legal and
political discourses of the Early Modern period.

While the following analysis focuses on the representation
and construction of gender, it is useful to identify in advance
certain issues that, while they have gender implications, must
be viewed initially within a framework of dramaturgical struc-
tures and audience appeal. Firstly, any dramatization of sover-
eign power and its mechanisms is likely to raise the question
of the relationship between sovereign and subjects, possibly
the most rehearsed political debate in Early Modern societies.
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Just as in plays concerning male sovereigns, therefore, we may
expect to encounter in these plays questions of tyranny and
arbitrary power. In addition, the choice of a tyrant as principal
protagonist is a popular one since it draws on a quintessentially
theatrical figure of age-old tradition and well-known audience
appeal.* Hence, the representation of a number of queens as
tyrannical figures, that is, tyrants who happen to be women, is,
of itself, unsurprising. Similarly, the centrality of vengeance as a
tragic mechanism’ could explain its ubiquity in these plays and
cannot be seen simply in terms of gender. In other words, rep-
resentations of vengeful, explosive, tyrannical queens could, in
theory, be aligned with representations of vengeful, explosive,
tyrannical kings. A dramatist whose main protagonistis a capri-
cious and volatile female ruler cannot be said to be expressly
framing disorder as exclusively a female phenomenon: there is
a strong possibility that he has written a play that he knows will
appeal to his audiences and, in so doing, has created a part for
one of the gifted actresses who dominated the Parisian theatre
scene at the time, and for whom playwrights often wrote spe-
cific parts. It could be argued that there is nothing inherently
gendered in the decision to represent awoman as passionate and
ambitious: male characters as well as female can be portrayed as
subject to the buffetings of passionate ambition and vengeance.
The drama of the period is full of countless examples of ambi-
tious, weak, power-hungry, misguided men.® Furthermore, the
demise of these heroines at the close of the play (by murder or,
usually, suicide) could be partly explained in terms of the didac-
tic requirements of the genre: order must be reestablished for
tragedy to fulfil its moral purpose.” Troublesome women must
be removed, not because they are women but because, like any
other troublesome element of society, they threaten the har-
mony of that society. Once again, it could be argued that there
is nothing inherently gendered in their treatment.

All of this is true. In sum, representations of disorderly
queens can be viewed within a broader framework of theatrical
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tradition, the poetics and aesthetics of tragedy, and audience
expectations. It would be erroneous and anachronistic to
argue, therefore, that these representations of chaotic gynz-
cocracy are, of and by themselves, motivated by some vague
misogynistic desire to portray women as unsuitable mon-
archs and hence to uphold the patriarchal values of the time.
The point is, however, that, wittingly or unwittingly, they do
uphold those values. Whether by the design of their creators
or not, these plays provide a medium for the propagation of
gender myths and hence of societal power dynamics. The
issue of authorial intentionality, a nebulous and unhelpful con-
cept at best, is, for our purposes, decidedly secondary to the
key concern, namely the fashion in which these plays create
meaning concerning gynacocracy. Furthermore, examination
of the ways in which their power is represented in gendered,
essentialist terms will challenge the idea that their representa-
tion is solely explicable by certain aesthetic and dramaturgical
conventions and traditions.

The aim of this chapter is to examine the mechanisms
operational in a number of plays that function so as to under-
mine, and ultimately erase, the threat of female authority.?
Attention will also be paid to the fashion in which dramaturgi-
cal conventions—particularly the convention of verisimilitude
(vraisemblance), and the related issue of the adaptation of histor-
ical sources—feed into these mechanisms. Although reference
will be made to other plays as appropriate, focus is primarily
on tragedies where the female protagonist is in a position of
monarchical authority and that throw light on the dynamic of
gender and government.? There are considerable differences in
historical context between these plays—the first of which (1636)
is published some years into Marie de Médicis’ “exile,” the last
of which (1691) appears thirty years after the end of Anne of
Austria’s regency’—and these differences will be brought to
bear in my analysis where relevant. However, as will become
apparent, the constancy of the association of gynacocracy and
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disorder throughout the century straddles the contextual dif-
ferences of the moment of publication of the plays.

Before examining how the construction of female authority
carries within it the seeds of its own elimination, it is necessary
to firstly examine the representation of that authority as des-
potic and unstable. It is to this that I will turn in the first half
of the chapter.

Explicit Denunciations of Female Governance

Defenses of “Salic Law” and condemnations of female gover-
nance tend to be more implicit than explicit in the drama of
the period. However, the issue is occasionally raised overtly.
Two plays where reference to “Salic Law” is explicit were pub-
lished in 1642 concerning Joan of Arc, one of the most common
examples of a woman leader to feature in the writings of the
seventeenth century.”” The first to appear was a prose play by
the Abbé d’Aubignac, the second a versification of this text by
either La Mesnardiere or Benserade.™

Throughout the d’Aubignac play, as Zarucchi has indi-
cated, it would seem that the dramatist is ill at ease with the
reversal of gender roles implicit in the story of Joan of Arc.”
The nature of power is implicitly perceived as patriarchal in
his version, while the Benserade/LLa Mesnardiére versifica-
tion exposes the existence of alternative discursive elements
that applaud the actions of a woman in power (see, e.g., the
arguments raised in I.i). The construction of power as male
becomes explicit rather than implicit, however, when the issue
of female sovereignty is directly raised in the first so-called
trial scene (IILii in both versions); interestingly both plays
concur at this point. In both cases it is Jeanne who openly
upholds “Salic Law”; the exclusionist argument is therefore
strengthened as the heroine (particularly one of such tremen-
dous cultural significance as Joan of Arc) is made to voice an
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opinion that supports the paradigm of male hegemony.'* In
d’Aubignac’s text, the heroine maintains that the first laws of
astate (i.e., the fundamental laws) are decreed by God and are
hence inviolable: “to contravene them is an impiety, it is to
attack God.” While the reference to “Salic Law” is implicit,
Jeanne goes on to refer to it specifically and to elucidate its
importance:

dans l'establissement de nostre Monarchie, Dieu qui pourveut
les Frangois d’un coeur absolument incapable de souffrir la domi-
nation des femmes, leur inspira cette fameuse loy Salique, qui
n’admet que les hommes a la succession de la Couronne: loy toute
saincte dans son principe, venerable a tous les autres Princes alliez,
& pour jamais inviolable.

in the establishment of our monarchy, God who has granted the
French a heart entirely incapable of tolerating rule by women, sug-
gested to them the well-known Salic Law, which allows only men
to succeed to the crown; it is a sacred law in its essence, respected

by all other Princes, and entirely inviolable.
(d’Aubignac, La Pucelle d'Orléans, 111.ii)

The argument that there is something peculiar to the French
psyche that refuses government by women, a variation of Du
Tillet’s argument concerning the magnanimité of the French
is here seen as divinely inspired.” This French “strength” is
immediately juxtaposed with English weakness: it is a sign of
the weakness of the English that gynacocracy is permitted at
allin their country, an argument that again is directly borrowed
from the political literature of the period. Only the English,
apparently, can tolerate being enslaved to a woman, bearing the
burden of a shameless rule, where passion replaces merit and
capriciousness the rules of government (“[c’est a vous de} porter
le joug d’'une insolente domination, ou d’'ordinaire la passion fait
toute la suffisance, et le caprice toutes les regles du gouverne-
ment”; d’Aubignac, La Pucelle d'Orléans, 111.i1). What emerges
is the familiar positing of government by women within the
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realm of pride, passion, and caprice, in a fashion entirely consis-
tent with the exclusionist, essentialist argumentation common
in the legal and political texts of the period (see vol.1, ch.1).

Little is altered in this regard in the Benserade/La
Mesnardiere text, which reflects the same influence of that
politico-legal discourse. Again, Jeanne maintains that it is a
credit to the French, and divinely ordained, that women can-
not succeed to the throne. “Salic Law” is referred to not only
as saincte (as in d’Aubignac) but also (and not without a certain
irony for the present reader) as “la Reyne des lois.” Female
government is once more associated with passion and caprice,
and the weakness of the English again evoked, in this case
even more pejoratively, as Jeanne castigates the English nobles
whom she addresses (the duke of Somerset, Count of Warwick,
et al.) as being themselves “women”: “Femmes, vous faictes bien
d’obeyr a des femmes” (“Women, you do well to obey women”).
To accept government by women to accept an effeminization,
and thus a weakening, of the nobility and by extension of the
state.’ Finally, to further consolidate the condemnation of
female government, both texts contain an allegedly prophetic
(and pejorative) reference to Elizabeth I, predicting the horrors
the English will experience under a woman’s rule.

Unsurprisingly, references to female authority also fea-
ture in plays concerning Elizabeth herself, the figure who
haunts both defenses and condemnations of “Salic Law.”7 In
Boursault’s Marie Stuard, it is given to Norfolc to rail against
temale authority:

Je suis las d’obéir aux ordres d’'une femme.
Depuis qu’Elisabeth regne sur les Anglois,
L’injustice triomphe, & fait taire les Loix.

I am weary of obeying the laws of a woman
Ever since Elizabeth has reigned over the English
Injustice has triumphed and laws have been silenced.
(Boursault, Marie Stuard, 1.ii)
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Defining Elisabeth primarily as “a woman” contributes to the
impression that the queen is representative of all women and
that (mis)rule by women is synonymous with the stifling of jus-
tice and law. A more broad-sweeping statement regarding the
ills of gynaecocracy comes later in the same play from another
of Elisabeth’s enemies, Marie Stuard’s illegitimate brother
Morray. England’s acceptance of gynacocracy is the exception
that proves the rule:

L’Angleterre exceptée, en tous les autres lieux,

Le regne d’'une femme est un regne odieux:

La plus ferme couronne un moment sur sa téte,
Dans I'Etat le plus calme excite une tempéte.

Un sceptre ne sied bien que dans la main des Rois:
Et le trone chancelle 2 moins qu’il n’ait son poids.

With the exception of England, everywhere else
The reign of a woman is a vile reign;
As soon as the most stable crown is on her head,
A storm blows up in the most calm of states.
A scepter is only fitting in the hand of a king,
And a throne sways if there is not his weight.
(Boursault, Marie Stuard, 1.iii)

Of course, on one level, much of this discourse is under-
pinned by a latent patriotism that revels in the opportunity
to imply the superiority of France over its powerful neighbor.
Notwithstanding such patriotism, the type of argument used
draws on the accumulation of essentialisms typical of the defa-
mation litany™ used to constitute the social and cultural con-
struction labelled generic woman. Here, the opposition is not
between 7o/ and reine but between ro7 and fernme. The word
“roi” (a shifting signifier, as we will see in chapter 2, which
can be used to accommodate the notion of the female prince,
and which tacitly points to the fluidity of sovereignty) here
designates specifically a male king. A “roi” cannot be female:
sovereignty is a male prerogative. The only argument used to
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support it, however, is the perennial idea that women’s rule is
stormy and unstable.

Civil unrest and military vulnerability frequently merge in
the representation of this instability and the construction of
the inherent insufficiency of female government.” It is because
these queens are women in authority that popular rebellion,
foreign attacks, and widespread vulnerability are the norm.
Two examples come to mind. Corneille’s demonic Cléopitre
(Rodogune) is in the position she is in because of the insuf-
ficiencies of female governance. Believing her first husband
Nicanor dead, as do her subjects, Cléopatre marries his brother
Antiochus in order to calm her people who object to a woman
ruler.*® It is the very condition of female government, there-
fore, which is the central mechanism of the tragedy, since it is
this marriage to his brother that leads her angry first husband
into a betrothal with Rodogune, which now leads to Cléopatre’s
hatred and obsessive fear of losing her power. Similarly, the
queen’s decision to make one of her son’s king is in part moti-
vated by an awareness of her (military) weakness (Il. 496-497),
and hence is implicitly gendered. Cléopatre’s exercise of power
then is inextricable from her experience of, and position in, the
patriarchal paradigm in which she is forced to operate, and is
hence fundamentally gendered. In Astrate, Elise herself sees
the unrest at the beginning of her reign as linked to her sex.
The assassination of the royal family was a preemptive strike
against the legitimate king’s supporters, who, seeing the throne
fallen to female hands, began once more to conspire.” What
this implies is that unrest is rife because she is a woman; male
rulership, by implication, would not have provoked such strife.
Gynacocracy leads to disorder and bloodshed.

Disorder and Gynacocracy: The Personal
Politics of Tyranny

The condemnation of gyn@cocracy primarily manifests itself,
however, not so much through explicit criticisms of female rule
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but rather (more insidiously) through a pervasive negative por-
trayal of regimes founded on a cynical and nonchalant abuse of
power. In sum, in this unfavorable discourse at least, gynaco-
cratic regimes are largely represented as tyrannical. In Athalie,
Rodogune, Rhodogune, Laodice, Théodat, Pirame, Astrate, and the
Marie Stuard plays, the queen is represented as a usurper, and
hence, potentially, as a tyrant. Traditionally, in Western politi-
cal theory, tyrants are categorized as tyrants by usurpation and
tyrants by exercise.”> However, the issue is complicated by the
fact that a usurped regime may gain legitimacy if it is success-
ful.» Typically, tyrants abuse their power, perceive themselves
as being above the law, are guided by their personal desires and
emotions, and firmly believe they can dispose of their subjects
as they see fit. Their government is arbitrary and founded on
the principle of fear.** They themselves are consistently lack-
ing in self-control (a key virtue extolled in the humanist model
of the ideal prince, as we saw) and often brutal in their meth-
ods. In the theatre of the Early Modern period, the distinction
between usurpation and exercise tends to be equivocal; focus is
usually on the tyranny by exercise, which may or may not have
stemmed from usurpation.” This is borne out in the plays men-
tioned above, where the queens (although rarely referred to as
tyrants) are all represented as exercising, or having exercised,
their power in a tyrannical fashion.?

The disorder in government of these women cannot be sep-
arated from the disorder in the private sphere, into which it
necessarily spills, and of which it is both a manifestation and a
cause. Necessarily, because public and private tyranny are inex-
tricable. As Truchet indicates, the tyrant is a tyrant because
they themselves are tyrannized by their passions.”” Here, an
understanding of tyranny in terms of the concept of the king’s
two bodies is useful. As Jean-Marie Apostolides indicates, only
in suppressing the passions of the human body can the sover-
eign fully fulfil the role of his symbolic body. He must become
“maitre de lui comme de 'univers” (“master of himself as of the
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universe”), to paraphrase Corneille’s Auguste, undergoing a
“symbolic castration.” To fail to do this is to instigate a tyran-
nical regime; to lay claim simultaneously to both personal plea-
sures and royal honors is to behave as a tyrant. 2 While theories
of the king’s two bodies are often problematic when applied to
female sovereigns, the same basic premise holds here. In vary-
ing ways, all of these queens fail to sacrifice personal desires
to their political commitments, or at least, as in the case of
Elizabeth, fail to do so in time to avert the tragic dénouement.
It follows that emphasis in these plays is often deflected
away from the political domain to the emotional sphere; fur-
thermore, in some cases, politics is explicitly represented as
a pretext for love. This is a double-edged sword. On the one
hand, the introduction of a love interest can be seen to human-
ize the queen, believed up until then to be motivated uniquely
by an obsessive /ibido dominandi. On the other hand, it can serve
to situate women in the affective sphere, displacing them from
the political, and from that which is accorded meaning. In many
of these plays, there is no real sense of government, and little
sense of the queen as a functioning monarch. In this emphasis
on the emotional sphere, similar themes emerge in a number of
plays: namely the use of violence by women as a political tool;
the perceived (and well-rehearsed) correlation between sexual
disorder and political disorder; the emotional tyranny exerted
by women; and the nefarious effects of female sexual desire.

The Madwoman Next Door: Elizabeth I

The portraits of Elizabeth I in all six of the plays concerning
her tend to concentrate on one, or both, of two models: the
queen as pernicious Machiavellian, and the queen as lovelorn
maiden.”® Artful and duplicitous in Feanne, reyne dAngleterre,
Elizabeth harbors harsh and severe ideas concerning govern-
ment that are highlighted even further by the fact that they
contrast so starkly with those of Mary Tudor. The latter is
certainly not the “Bloody Mary” of historical myth (the most
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commonly propagated image of her in England following the
Marian persecution of Catholics from 1555 to 1558), and is on
the contrary portrayed sympathetically. In their various con-
frontations (IL.i, IV.i, and V.iv—the only three scenes in which
Elizabeth appears), it is Marie who is portrayed as solicitous of
her subjects’ well-being, highly critical of Henry VIII’s bloody
reign, moved by the fate of her “enemies,” and wracked with
uncertainty and later guilt3° Elizabeth, on the other hand,
is portrayed as the petulant, headstrong younger sister, sees
their enemies as traitors, is determined that Jeanne should die,
cannot understand Marie’s later regrets and reticence (V.iv),
and excites accusations of cruelty from her half-sister by her
Machiavellian comments:

Japprouve les lecons d’'Herode & de Tybere

Je ne puis m’empescher de les loiier tous deux,
De les estimer grands, & mon pere avecque eux.
Ceux qui dans un Estat se scavent bien conduire,
Ne pardonnent jamais, si le pardon peut nuire.

I approve Herod’s and Tiberius’ lessons
I find myself compelled to praise them both,
To judge them great, and my father with them.
Those who know how to govern a state well
Never pardon, if pardon can harm.
(La Calpreneéde, Feanne, reyne dAngleterre, IV.i)

The reference to Herod and Tiberius was not lost on La
Calprenede’s peers,* and is greatly exploited in Regnault’s Marze
Stuard. Here, as Jane Conroy points out, Regnault, relying more
on theatrical models than on history, represents Elizabeth as
“une furzeuse baroque,” as the recurrence of epithets of fureur
and furie highlights3* The tone has already been set in the
opening scene in which the eponymous heroine tells her own
history, part of which involves a diatribe against Elizabeth and
her “tyranny™:

Barbare Elizabeth!{...1
Toy qui de mon Empire as la vertu bannie
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Pour y faire a present regner la tyrannie: [ ...}

Tu devois exercer ta cruelle manie

Sur la brutalité des Tygres d’Hyrcanie;

Et tu ne devois pas commander aux humains,
Par ce Sceptre sanglant qui dégoute en tes mains.

Barbarous Elizabeth!{...}
You who have banished virtue from my empire
And replaced it currently with tyranny: ...}
You should exercise your cruel fury
On the brute nature of the tigers of Hyrcania;
You should not rule over humans
With this bloody scepter dripping in your hands.
(Regnault, Marie Stuard, 1.1)

In Act Lii, Elizabeth herself expresses a desire to imitate Herod
and Tiberius, and—bringing La Calprenede’s third model into
play—to prove herself her father’s daughter. Her government
is characterized by a lack of control, lack of judgment, and
above all, by injustice, betrayal, and deception—her “noire sci-
ence” (“black science,” L.i). This modus operandi and the wide-
spread disorder and corruption with which she has infected the
English court, are particularly obvious in the farcical trial to
which Norfolc is subjected.* In her command “Perdez-le pour
me plaire” (“Kill him to please me,” IL.iv), the queen demon-
strates the ultimate suppression of political reasoning to per-
sonal will, when she is convinced (wrongly) of his rejection of
her for Marie, and his conspiracy to overthrow her.3 Twice she
expresses a desire to invent anew “torment” for her enemies (I.ii
and I'V.i), and comments to Kemt: “Vostre conseil me plaist / Je
'ayme tout sanglant & tout cruel qu’il est” (“Your advice pleases
me / I like it, as bloody and as cruel as it is,” IV.i). Over forty
years later in Boursault, although less of a fury and more of a
hardened cynic, the image of the blood-thirsty vampire and
grim sadist is still to be found.»

In both Regnault and Boursault, the motif of illegitimacy—
the ultimate correlation of political and sexual disorder—
underpins the queen’s representation: she is depicted as the
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usurper and Marie Stuard as the legitimate heiress.’* Her
alleged usurpation of the English throne hinges on the per-
ception of her as illegitimate by birth, an idea that has the
dual effect, firstly, of representing her authority as completely
unfounded, and, secondly, pointing to parental sexual excess.
Allegedly the product of incest herself (an idea that stems from
the myth that Anne Boleyn was Henry VIII’s daughter) she
cannot but continue in her father’s evil ways.>” In correlation
with this, Regnault occasionally hints that there may have been
a sexual side to her relations with Norfolc, although, given the
bienséances, this idea is never explicit.’®

In the Essex plays, which provide a less negative portrayal
of the queen, references to the queen’s alleged violent meth-
ods of governance are fewer, but they are nonetheless present
in two of the plays. La Calprenede gives it to Soubtantonne
(Southampton) to allude to her methods,* while in Boyer’s Le
Comte d’Essex (the least sympathetic of the three), it is given to
the queen herself to regret her cruelty and tyrannical mode of
government:

...lavoix des pleurs & du sang innocent

Qu’a versé si souvent ma noire politique,

M'’a fait le seul objet de la haine publique.

Mon Throéne est assiegé de soubgons, de terreurs,
De haine, digne prix de toutes mes fureurs.

... the voice of tears and innocent blood
‘Which my dark politics so often spilt,
Has made me an object of public hatred.
My throne is besieged with suspicions and fears
And hatred, a just reward for all my fury.
(Boyer, Essex, 11. 1014-1018, I'V.iii)

Her dark past has come back to haunt her and is made to seem
directly responsible for the chaos in her realm. Disorder is her
just desert. It follows (in this version, where the portrait of
the queen comes closest to that of Regnault) that she is also
an impassioned, jealous creature in her personal relations. As
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befits “une amante en fureur” (“a furious lover”), as she refers to
herself (1. 1370), a woman whose “violence” the young duchesse
de Clarence fears (l. 556), her reaction to the reciprocal love of
Essex and the duchesse de Clarence has all the hallmarks of
Racine’s Roxane:

Je vous verray gemir & trembler 'un pour l'autre,
Je sotleray mes yeux de son sang & du vostre.

I will see you moan and tremble for each other,
My eyes will revel as your blood and his spills.
(Boyer, Essex, 1l. 1099—1100, I'V.iv)*°

In Thomas Corneille, her tyranny is emotional rather than
political (the word is used by Essex to refer to her hold over him,
1. 118). She is presented as unnaturally possessive and inexorable
inlove.#' In fact, the dramatist gives the queen a précieux empha-
sis on Platonic love, and portrays a monarch, who, aware of her
rank, could never contemplate marriage with a subject. Unlike
many of her dramatic counterparts, Corneille’s Elizabeth has
no interest in the physical fulfilment of her desires. However,
this makes her no less tyrannical since she demands the same
of Essex, maintaining he should continue to love her tire-
lessly albeit without any hope of any fulfilment (Il. 401-405).
His failure to do so will cost him his head; in another blurring
of political and emotional stakes, it is clear that the absence
of any political threat or treason from Essex is irrelevant: his
political submission is only required as a substitute for his emo-
tional submission. That the dramatist gives his heroine a lucid
cynicism in the blurring of these boundaries is evident from
her later framing of “la raison d’Etat” as a pretext for “la raison
d’Amour” (Corneille, Essex, 11. 1035-1036).

Now, while the origin of these negative portraits raises no
startling questions (the key elements can be easily traced back
to a forceful anti-Elizabeth Counter-Reformation discourse),
their continuation into the late seventeenth century is not as
easily explicable.#* Although her sometime persecution of
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Catholics in the 1570s and 1580s, and most particularly her exe-
cution of a French dowager may well have continued to rankle
in France, one must ask if this provides a sufficient explanation
for what can be perceived as a demonization of both a queen and
of gynzcocracy—particularly a queen whose highly success-
ful forty-five year reign had only ended some thirty-five years
before the publication of the first of these plays. When viewed
in parallel with certain representations of distant (geographi-
cally and temporally) female rulers, together with the portraits
of invented queens, it is evident that images of Elizabeth are
not solely explicable by political and religious divides but rather
can be seen to reveal the underlying fear of women in power
ubiquitous in Europe at the time.

The Distant Other

When we look further afield, the script has changed but the
players remain the same. In addition to the recurrence of corrup-
tion and popular rebellion—constants in these representations
of female governance—once again the emphasis is on bloodshed
and murderous (frequently infanticidal) tendencies. The /bido
dominandi of several of these characters is such that murder is
a common tool in the maintenance of power,® be it of a spouse
(Cléopitre of Rodogune), offspring (Athalie and Laodice), or
other unspecified mortals (Thomas Corneille’s Amalasonte of
Théodat*). Their government has all the hallmarks of tyranny:
force dominates,® power is abused,*® personal desires are pri-
oritized over political concerns, and/or the law is perceived as a
support for personal whims.+” Two particular figures emerge in
this tapestry of disorder (and, in the case of Laodice, converge):
tirstly, the figure of the usurping, power-hungry mother; and
secondly, the archetypal furious woman scorned.

The Mother as Usurper: Rodogune, Laodice, Athalie, and Améstris
The figure of the infanticidal devouring mother can be traced
back in Western literature to the figure of Medea.*® Within
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the corpus under examination here, the best-known infan-
ticidal queen is undoubtedly Pierre Corneille’s Cléopatre
(Rodogune, first performed 1644—45, published 1647).4° Through
this dramatically powerful creation (for whom the dramatist
himself had a preference’®), Corneille sketches the obsessive
and pure vision of the monomaniac, where sexual jealousy is
decidedly secondary to a thirst for political power," and the
throne alone the object of her passion (l. 476).5* Accustomed
to ruling through her (second) husband, Antiochus, prior to
his death (I. 462), Cléopatre has murdered her first husband
on his reappearance and now fully intends to maintain power
and to rule through one of her sons (Il. 493—494; 470—474). As
Greenberg points out, through this transgressive regime where
the “natural” patriarchal order has been upturned, “Rodogune
playls} out the hidden fears of Patriarchy by figuring the return
of what the Father and his Law had tried so hard to repress: the
devouring, chaotic nature of omnipotent femininity.”* Doubly
criminal as regicide and usurper, Cléopatre adds to her hei-
nous crimes by transferring all uxorial and maternal passions
to the throne itself, thus refusing to occupy the role of mother
or wife. (The language of possession, of carnal desire, together
with the personification of the throne, underlines this transfer-
ence.) Concretely, she reinforces her role as an agent of chaos by
her attempts to manipulate the right of primogeniture, funda-
mental principle of sovereignty, in an explicit attempt to main-
tain power for herself (Il. 444—450). Alone in her knowledge of
the order of her twin sons’ birth, Cléopatre attempts to “play
God,”* and to decide for her own purposes who will reign: “je
ferai régner qui me voudra servir” (“I will put on the throne
whoever wants to serve me,” . 502).5 The kernel of the trag-
edy hinges on this secret, which ultimately is never revealed. A
political fact is made a personal secret. Her power, and here her
method of governing, involves making the public private.’®
Creating a play about royal power allows Corneille to pres-
ent the paradoxes of Cléopéitre’s rule. Firstly, on the one hand,
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repeatedreferencestoallthesignifiers of sovereignty (the crown,
scepter, diadem, throne) leave us in no doubt of the extent to
which the queen embodies the sovereign power of the play: the
power and its trappings are hers.’” Yet, as is fitting for a charac-
ter whose ascent to the throne is inextricably linked to crime,
we are simultaneously reminded throughout that her power
and authority hinge on hypocrisy, duplicity, and Machiavellian
behavior...in sum, on a modus operandi diametrically opposed
to what Sweetser calls “a royal ethics of grandeur.”® The second
paradox involves the nature of her power, or the distinction
between her power and her authority. On the one hand, her
power appears very fragile since, although her sons are quite
happy (ironically) for her to remain on the throne (Il. 610-614),
it is her people and the treaty with the Parthians that force her
to act in a certain way, to name a king. Cléopatre’s power is
consistently fashioned, and ultimately thwarted, by the impera-
tives of patriarchal monarchy. On the other hand, however, it is
precisely because she represents that institution, albeit in a cor-
rupted and transgressive fashion, that her authority cannot be
circumvented, despite her fragile power. Efforts by her sons to
bypass her authority, to force Rodogune instead to “play God’
and choose a king—“Faites un monarque,” both Antiochus and
Séleucus entreat her (1. 919 and 1. 957)°°—can never be realized,
afact Rodogune is all too aware of (. 940). Attempts, therefore,
to ignore the imperatives of patriarchal monarchy, albeit repre-
sented and corrupted here by a woman, are destined to fail.

A crucial element of the construction of Cléopitre as the
incarnation of evil is her evolution from parricide to infanti-
cide, presented by her as a logical progression (l. 1490). The
murder of Nicanor could be justified (as she tries to®°) as an
execution carried out in her sons’ interests and in the inter-
ests of maintaining the male line, since his marriage with
Rodogune could have culminated in their disinheritance.
However, the murder of her sons has no such “political” jus-
tification; although justified in her mind as a reaction to the
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disobedience of her “unnatural sons” (l. 1325), it appears moti-
vated partly by her all-consuming thirst for power (l. 1529),
partly by a desire to avenge herself on those who have betrayed
her, thwarting her will and hence power, and partly by sheer
pleasure in evil. Their deaths, by being criminal, will make
her happy (I. 1496). Through the dismissal of maternal zen-
dresse (“dangereuse autant que importune” / “as dangerous as
it is inconvenient,” I. 1511), and the smothering of all “natural”
instinct (1. 1491), Cléopatre becomes the ultimate monstrous
unnatural mother, an infanticidal sorceress for whom we have
been prepared by the incantatory nature of her opening lines
(1. 395-398). Through her, Corneille presents an image of the
monstrosity that results, so the play suggests, from the refusal
to accept the role of tender maternity carved out for women by
society.® In this most pessimistic and ambiguous of endings,
even more terrifying is the inescapability of the paradigm of
evil that is suggested by Cléopatre’s curse. The chaos she rep-
resents survives her death.

In Gabriel Gilbert’s tragicomedy published the following
year, Rhodogune (1646), the emphasis shifts from the politi-
cal back to the more familiar territory of sexual jealousy. The
queen (here named Rhodogune) is a more volatile, less coher-
ent, Amazon figure, who, abandoned by her husband, seeks
vengeance initially on him and later on the object of his affec-
tions (here the princess Lidie). In an attempt to present a less
terrifying creature (and in keeping with the tragicomic genre),
Gilbert spares her the crimes of regicide and infanticide and
allows her a certain amount of maternal affection, thus recu-
perating her back into the normative paradigm of maternity
that Corneille had exploded.®* Nonetheless, she admits mur-
dering her nurse earlier, quite simply since the latter dared
suggest remarriage (L.i), is still referred to as furieuse, barbare,
implacable,” and pursues Lidie, and later her sons, with ferocity.
There is little mention of the throne and of a desire to reign,
although Gilbert does maintain the nonchalant manipulation
of the right of primogeniture by the queen,®® and the attempts
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by her sons to bypass her authority by appealing directly to
Lidie to choose a husband/king.®?

Over twenty years later, the figure of the power-hungry
infanticide reappears in Thomas Corneille’s Lzodice (1668). The
eponymous heroine differs in a number of ways from Cléopatre,
not least because of the introduction of an incestuous love
interest, and because her only successful filicides are in the past
of the play, thus at a remove from the spectator. Nonetheless,
strikingly chilling is her composed articulation of past crimes
and motivations, and her nonchalant perception of murder as
simply a means to an end. As she calmly explains to her confi-
dante in her first appearance on stage, all maternal instinct was
smothered, as driven by an insatiable and sweeping ambition,
she saw in the death of five sons only “the charms of reigning”
(“le charme de régner,” 11. 459, 463—464, I1.i). Dramatic inten-
sity is added when she later unknowingly discloses to her sole
surviving (disguised) son, in the same calm fashion, her earlier
attempts to kill him (Il. 9g9off), and reveals her attitude to her
children’s deaths to be cavalier in the extreme (1. 965—968).
Without any of the ambiguity surrounding Cléopétre’s moti-
vations, where the libido dominandi is mixed with vengeance
and betrayal, the younger Corneille’s creation harbors an even
greater cynicism in her coldblooded pursuit of power.

The younger Corneille also returns to the idea of the mater-
nal legacy of vice, with which his brother ended Rodogune.
Here, in fact, the supposed inheritance of evil serves as a justi-
fication for Laodice’s final infanticide. Assuming her remain-
ing son would have the same standards of moral depravity as
herself, she presents this murder as preemptive self-defense (1L
974—977). If she doesn’t kill him, he will kill her. Why would he
spare her?

C’est mon sang, et ce sang du Tréne est trop avide
Pour trembler a 'aspect d’'un simple parricide.

His is my blood, and this blood is too eager for the throne
To tremble at the prospect of a mere parricide.
(Laodice, 11. 999—1002, I11.iii)



24 s=s  Ruling Women, Volume 2

Laodice’s maternal legacy, through her blood, is the propagation
of homicidal tendencies. The metonymic use of the polysemic
sang, used here in the sense of family, bloodline, but laden with
connotations of life/birth and death/bloodshed is particularly
powerful. The bloodline will continue the bloodshed; vice is
genetic, biological, and inescapable.®® Through birth, the ulti-
mate female institution, evil is propagated. Laodice’s cynicism,
Machiavellianism, and general mauvaise foi is highlighted by a
later additional argument. If, somehow, her son had escaped
this cycle of evil and was not prepared to sacrifice his mother to
his desire for the throne, she would still have to kill him. Aware
that she had tried to end his days, he could not be allowed to
live on as a witness to her shame (l. 1038).9

The third and final filicide to be examined here, Racine’s
Athalie 1691), differs decidedly from the other two, although
the differences are not immediately apparent. As in Rodogune,
the queen is absent for the first act, and our impressions of her
stem solely from the reports of her enemies. Josabet’s tearful
recollection of the massacre of the princes, Athalie’s descen-
dants, presents us with a graphic image of a bloodthirsty and
vengeful figure, inciting her soldiers to massacre, she herself
wielding a dagger among them (Il. 244—246). She is “une Reine
homicide,” “une Reine cruelle,” an “injuste Maratre” (“an unjust
stepmother”), “détestable” and “détestée” (see 1l. 259, 291, 171,
75, and 272). She is also, typically, “une impie Etrangére” (“an
impious stranger,” 1. 72).7° Throughout the play, her enemies’
discourse is peppered with references to her rage, her fury, her
cruelty. Her bloodthirsty reactions to the revelation of Joas’s
existence are predicted; her past persistently recalled;”" her
nefarious maternal lineage frequently evoked.’> Her depic-
tion as transgressive element in society is given a crystallized
form in the report of her penetration of the temple, where
she simultaneously transgresses spatial, religious, and gender
boundaries. So, as bloodthirsty, explosive fury, the similari-
ties with images of Rodogune, Laodice, and indeed Elizabeth
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I seem clear. However, this appearance of similarity masks a
number of crucial differences, which make of Athalie, together
with Elise of Astrate, a considerably more complex example of
a female sovereign.

The first principal difference is that, just as Laonice’s
portrait of Cléopatre in Act I of Rodogune is revealed to be
untrustworthy,” here the portrait of the queen as monstrous
infanticide is belied both by her self-portrait and version of past
events, and by the troubled and anxious figure who appears
onstage.”* The killing of her descendants is presented by her as
motivated by a notion (misguided or other) of duty (I. 467), as
well as by self-defense and a desire to avenge the killing of her
brother and father (Il. 709—710, 723—726). It is, as Marie-Florine
Bruneau points out, a simple application of the Judaic lo7 du
talion—an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”?—and is certainly
not motivated by a thirst for power. In addition, the defiant
transgression of her visit to the temple becomes, in her account,
the efforts of an anxious woman to ward off danger, motivated
by fear and instinct. Furthermore, her past association with
violence is juxtaposed with the fact that the only proposal that
would break the cycle of violence, her proposal to bring Eliacin
to live with her, comes from her.’® As Helen Bates MacDermott
puts it, “The Athalie we hear about, then, belongs to myth.
Symbol of darkness and chaos, impurity, sacrilege, disorder, ste-
rility, irrationality—all that which is opposed to the clean light
of Reason and Divine Truth—she is the archetypal destructive
mother of patriarchal mythology.”””

The second principal difference is that she is recuperated
by Racine into the paradigm of (less terrifying) tender mater-
nity, anxious to “adopt” rather than kill Eliacin/Joas.”® To what
extent this re-awoken maternal instinct, this return to recog-
nizable femininity—all the more ambiguous since Athalie is
in fact the child’s grandmother, not mother—is constructed as
mutually incompatible with her ability to reign, is a point I will
return to below. The third principal difference is that Athalie is
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portrayed as an astute sovereign whose reign has brought peace
and religious tolerance to the region. Given the success of her
reign, her representation by Joad as usurper (l. 73), and hence
potentially tyrant, is not one with which seventeenth-century
political thought would have concurred.”

However, lest we forget Athalie’s explosive temperament, we
are again presented with it in Act V. Racine returns here to the
image of her as dagger-wielding (. 1537), thirsting only for blood
and destruction (“[elle} ne respire enfin que sang et que ruines,”
1. 1540).8° Furthermore, our sympathies for the queen could be
mitigated by the fact that her attack on the temple appears to
be motivated by greed—although it is debatable what impor-
tance should be attached to her greed, which, prior to Act V,
merits one brief mention (l. 48)—and that her initial reaction
to the revelation of Eliacin as Joas is to order her soldiers to
kill him (I. r730). It is an indication of the complexity of the
character that we are continually forced to revise our opinion
of the queen and to evaluate the interplay of the interlocking
portraits of her as monster, mother, and sovereign.

A final mother figure worthy of consideration here is one
responsible for symbolic castration of the heir to the throne
rather than actual bloodshed. Améstris, in Pradon’s tragedy
Pirame et Thisbé (1674), while driven both by political ambition
and sexual passion, is less fanatical than Rodogune and Laodice,
at the outset, to the extent that she is not prone to infanticide,
nor is she hated by her people. However, her crime is more rec-
ognizable, more real, and therefore arguably more worrying for
a seventeenth-century spectator: she is not interested in killing
her son but quite simply sidelining him from power. The verb
usurper (absent from Laodice) is used repeatedly to underline her
crime, and hence remind spectators that usurpation need not
be by a dramatic coup détat from foreign powers. On the con-
trary, it appears more insidious so close to home. Améstris is at
the origin of disorder in the state quite simply since she has dis-
rupted the divinely appointed monarchical lineage. Worse, in
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the eyes of a seventeenth-century spectator, she has brought up
Belus to be unfit for the throne; she has effeminized him (see
I.i and Il.ii). Her actions here have contravened God’s order,
and, given the importance of the queen mother/regent in the
preparation of her son for the throne, constitute an abuse of
her role.

Although the dilemma of lovers Pirame and Thisbé is osten-
sibly the central issue of the plot, it cedes in importance to the
conflict between mother and son, Améstris and Bélus, a fact
Pradon rather unsatisfactorily addresses in his preface. In the
perennial interest accorded the representation of the relation-
ship between royal sons and mothers (or queen regent/heir
apparent), an awareness of the importance of that relationship
in recent French history is reflected. All four negative portray-
als of queens under consideration here deform and exaggerate
the common topos of the pernicious influence of the queen
mother, transforming it into one of physical or moral violence.
It is also noteworthy that these four mothers are all in power
because they are widows, hence examples of a figure whose
autonomy and freedom from male tutelage traditionally pro-
voked distrust and fear.® The queen regent represents a doubly
potent threat as both female ruler and widow.

The theme of usurpation is also central to Pousset de
Montauban’s Séleucus (1654) where Laodice, queen of Syria, and
Olympie, queen of Epirus, refuse to step down from power to
allow their sons to succeed to their respective thrones. The
plot revolves around the sons’ efforts (eventually successful if
rather underhand) to force their mothers’ abdication, an abdi-
cation that is furthermore in accordance with the wishes of the
people. One of the play’s novelties lies in Laodice’s method of
maintaining power: claiming that she is the sovereign until her
late husband is buried, Laodice refuses to bury him on the basis
that his mother had done likewise and that it is now custom-
ary. Olympie’s situation is completely different since her late
husband’s will grants her the regency until she dies. Her son’s
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forcible assumption of power is therefore of dubious legality.®
To these mothers could be added the furioso consort Sira of
Rotrou’s Cosroés (1649) whose libido dominandi pushes her not
to eliminate her son but rather to attempt to reign vicariously
through him (see her ambiguous comments in 1l. 428—432), in
addition to the consort Arsinoé of Corneille’s Nicoméde (1651).
The timespan involved here suggests an ongoing interest in the
theme beyond Anne of Austria’s regency. Rodogune was first per-
formed and published during a felicitous period of the regency
(1644/45 and 1647); both Cosroés and Nicomede were performed
and published during the Fronde (1648/49 and 1651); Laodice,
Pirame, and Athalie date from after the regent’s death.®

Hell Hath no Fury...

While political power is a central theme in plays featuring the
mother figure, in most representations of the furious queen
it is completely surpassed in importance by love. Frequently,
the well-worn image of the spurned, jealous, vindictive fury
dominates, and epithets of fury are included gratuitously by
dramatists to describe characters who are given little depth.3
In Chaulmer’s La Mort de Pompée (1638), the negative image of
Cleopitre is set in place by her rival’s description of her beauty
(Iiv) in a lexicon of conquest and prey, and her reaction to
her rejected love fits the common mold, as she trumpets her
thirst for blood and carnage (IIlvii and IV.iii). An unsavory
image of another legendary female ruler is likewise propagated
in Desfontaines’s La Véritable Semiramis (1647). Although her
execution of her husband and king Ninus is rendered in part
comprehensible by his representation as a tyrant, usurper of
her throne and murderer of her father (Lii, IIL.ii), the play
works in such a way to portray the famous Assyrian queen as
a tyrant, who operates through threats, calumny, and mauvaise
foi. Desfontaines’s use of Justin as a source allows him to intro-
duce the seemingly popular theme of incest, and her explo-
sion of “rage” and “extréme fureur” (IVv) at her rejection by
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her beloved Melistrate takes on even more repellent overtones
when the latter is revealed to be her son (V.ii).¥ Among mul-
tiple other examples, Abeille’s Argélie (1678) stands out thirty
years later. Here there is no mistaking the tone of impassioned
lunacy that is set from the beginning of the play, as the epon-
ymous queen of Thessalie, bereft of any moral scruples and
essentially evil and consumed by jealousy of her sister Isméne,
sadistically plots to trick her sister into indicating which of two
suitors she loves, so that this unfortunate lover can be immedi-
ately killed (Argelie, 1.i), and later is seen to delight in the maca-
bre and fatal quality that makes of her love the seal of death
(IV.ii). Here the mythic figure of the destructive “mauvaise
mere” associated with devoration is transformed into that of
the bloodthirsty vampire, better known through the character
of Racine’s Roxane®*——an example of how the figure of myth
extends beyond actual mothers to embrace all women, under-
pinning the latent fear of women in power.*

Within this assembly of lunatic lovers, Thomas Corneille’s
two heroines Laodice and Amalasonte are given more psycho-
logical depth than many of their counterparts. Here, as is com-
mon in Early Modern discourses and as was evident in the case
of Elizabeth, sexual disorder is used to highlight political disor-
der. In the creation of Laodice, as mentioned above, Corneille
adds an incestuous love into the cauldron of infanticidal vice.
Not only is the queen anxious to stay in power, not only does
a woman fifteen years a widow entertain thoughts of a second
marriage, not only does an older woman violate the déenséances
by the open expression of sexual desire for a young man, but,
horrifyingly, this man is her son. The potential to excite audi-
ence frissons is clear. The centrality of this desire to the charac-
terization of the queen (and to the plot) is most apparent when,
although gradually brought by the redemptive power of love
to a willingness to renounce the throne, Laodice is not willing
to renounce her love. Ultimately it is not her violence or her
power-hungry ambitions that lead to her downfall: specifically,
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it is her continued attempts to realize her erotic passion that
brings everything crashing down around her. Female sexual
desire (underpinned here by the numerous references to her
ardeur, feu and flamme) spells disaster.® Her renewed offer to
her son Oronte/Ariarate of her hand and her new Lycaonian
throne, offered her by the Romans, leads to his revelation of
his identity and her discovery of the nature of her love. There
is a certain cruel pathos in the dramatic timing whereby the
woman who appears in Act V as a changed, calmed creature is
faced with the realization very quickly that her crimes are worse
than she had ever imagined, that the redemptive love is in itself
depraved.?° The final image with which Corneille leaves us, as
his deplorable queen flees the stage giving Ariarate in marriage
to his beloved Axiane as she does so, is of a woman distraught
in self-abhorrence. If she had not removed herself through sui-
cide from the scenario for virtue to triumph, it is clear that the
angry populace, furious at her machinations against the false
Ariarate whom they believe to be her son, would have done
so. Order is restored in both public and private spheres as the
rightful (male) heir supplants the (female) usurper, simultane-
ously allowing the normative love of the hero and his very pas-
sive bride to triumph over the incestuous, erotic passion of a
widow.

Four years later, with the despotic Amalasonte of Théodat,
Thomas Corneille continues to represent female desire as
problematic. From the opening of the play, the queen is associ-
ated with an unseemly physical desire, as an anxious Théodat
relates his unease at the queen’s thinly veiled ardor (Il. 32-33).
His words firmly establish the queen’s behavior in the realm
of the inappropriate, even before her declaration of love in the
following scene. As in Laodice, reference to the queen’s latent
sexual urges is used to underpin disorder in the public sphere.
That her declaration is contrary to the bienséances is highlighted
by the fact that it is given to the queen herself to regret—not her
love, which she sees as involuntary (l. 1032)—but her expression
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of it (Il. 1036, 1043-1048), an idea that would have appealed to
the salon-going audience of this tragedy traditionally seen as
galante ** Her audience may also have appreciated her lucidity in
love, a characteristic not all these queens are endowed with (see
1l. 290—291 and 300-317). Dramatic tension builds throughout
the play as the younger Corneille moves his heroine from the
ranks of the (relatively calm) emotional tyrants—highlighted
when Amalasonte’s very declaration of love in Lii is marked by
veiled threats (see 1l. 217-219 and 1l. 278—279)—to the ranks of
the sadistic furies in Act V, when she thinks her plot to kill
Théodat has worked (see, e.g., 1. 1541-1545).> Here the confu-
sion of personal and political is clear, whereby the rejection of
her love is perceived as an insult to the throne, in the fusion in
her speech of amour/fureur/Troneldésordre.%?

Despite changes in the conception of heroism from the
1630s and 1640s to the 1660s and 1670s, despite the move
towards greater concern with gallantry, the choice by certain
dramatists to put aggressive, power-hungry women on stage, in
other words to continue to propagate the association of women
and disorder, remains constant. If the forme changes, the fond
doesn’t. While this in itself is unremarkable given the recur-
rence of this topos throughout Western literature, more sig-
nificant is the indication that tyranny is not exclusively a male
phenomenon. Women as well as men are accused of tyranny
and represented as behaving as tyrants; women as well as men
can corrupt royal power for their own ends; women as well as
men use violent, cruel methods as a tool of political and emo-
tional manipulation. Paradoxically, the very framing of female
sovereigns as tyrants remains a reminder that they can and do
occupy that space, even as they corrupt it. One could argue
that what is most interesting here is not what is gendered in
the treatment of female tyrants, although we will return to that
below, but what is ungendered. In terms of the uncontrollable,
passionate despot, men and women (superficially at least) share
the same mold. If Elizabeth, for example, is a furieuse baroque
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in Regnault, Herod is clearly a furieux in Tristan de Hermite’s
Marianme* The institution of sovereignty can be debased by
a common human nature. However, this seeming parity is still
underpinned by a latent code of sexual difference: male tyrants
fail to manifest the virtues their sex has a propensity to, and
slip towards “feminine” vices—an idea encapsulated in the
recurrence of effeminacy as a topos in the discourse surround-
ing male tyranny® —while female tyrants yield to their natural
tendencies. (In fact, the emphasis on effeminacy in the char-
acterization of male tyrants serves as a subliminal reminder of
the unsuitability of women to rule, in plays where they never
even feature).

The association of gynzcocracy with injustice and blood-
shed, chaos and corruption, disorder and dissimulation hinges
on a representation of these queens as doubly Other—both for-
eign and female.?® Of course, as is the case with all represen-
tations of the Other, what is in fact thrown into relief is the
specular reflection of the Self. Here, through what Christian
Biet calls the “double jeu référentiel” central to the functioning
of tragedy and to the reflective space it creates,” less light is
thrown on a “despotic” Orient or a vice-ridden England than on
“Salic Law” France, mined as it is with its latent fear of women
in power.?® And it is possibly to quell that fear that these plays,
while presenting female authority as a threatening force, simul-
taneously present that model as a mere chimera.

The Mechanics of Elimination: Erasing the Threat
of the Female Ruler

Essentialisms and the Affective Sphere

Three mechanisms seem to me to undermine the represen-
tation of female authority, even as a tyrannical force. Firstly,
the association of women and disorder is framed in sexual-
ized and essentialist terms in a fashion that is unheard of for
men: where kings are kings, tyrants or otherwise, these queens
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are women, framed within an age-old discourse concerning
female weakness and vice. Situating them within a discourse
of sexual identity rather than within a discourse of sovereignty
(although problematic in terms of internal vraisemblance) auto-
matically denigrates their role and authority. While the best-
known example of an explicit gendered comment is probably
Mathan’s comment of Athalie, “Elle flotte, elle hésite, en un
mot elle est femme” (“She wavers, she hesitates, in aword, she is
awoman,” 1. 876), to which I will return below, it is certainly not
the only one. Throughout Racine’s play, Athalie is repeatedly
referred to as a woman (“femme superbe,” “femme insolente,”
“femme impie” / “proud woman,” “shameless woman,” “ungodly
woman”), the most striking example being in the anaphora used
to describe her entry into the temple (see 1. 398, 1548, 747, 395—
396). The same applies to other queens. In Théodat, the queen’s
rival Ildegonde comments suspiciously of the queen:

La Reyne est outragée, elle soufre, elle est Femme, {...]
Notre Sexe pour vaincre a I'art de reculer
Et sa plus grande force est a dissimuler.

The queen is insulted, she is agitated, she is a woman, {...}
Our sex knows how to retreat to conquer
And its greatest strength is in dissimulation.
(Théodat, 1. 1400, 1405-1406, I V.viii)

Gilbert’s Rhodogune is given to threaten: “Et mon Sexe offencé
ne pardonne iamais” (“My offended sex never forgives,” III.
iv), while in Chaulmer’s text, Cléopitre’s avowal of vengeance
against Sexte is not only presented as typical of women (she
acts as “une fille irritée”), but is given the weight of a universal
sentence, typographically at least in the printed text, signaled by
the inclusion of quotation marks (Chaulmer, Lz Mort de Pompete,
IV.iv).?? These explicit references to the behavior of une fille,
une femme, or le sexe serve to remind us of the implicit discourse
of gender constructions that underpins all of these plays, as
they provide a vivid, if fictional, realization of the greatest fears
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of the proponents of male-only power, those for whom female
weakness is a danger in society at the best of times, and the
concept of such weak vessels in positions of power terrifying.
If the sex (and gender) of these queens is at times explicitly
evoked, it is mainly through their consistent alignment with
the emotional sphere that it is tacitly underlined—the second
mechanism by which their authority is deflated. Of course,
male rulers are frequently associated with love also—many
of the most memorable psychological conflicts on the seven-
teenth-century stage are played out by male characters torn
between love and politics—but, in most cases, either they con-
quer their amorous inclinations to favor state concerns (like
Racine’s Titus), or, as evoked above, they are weak-willed and/or
tyrannical figures who, lacking in the male prerequisite virtues,
despite the alleged natural propensity of their sex to them, fail
to measure up to their political responsibilities and the institu-
tion of kingship. In the case of queens, the balance is weighed
in the other direction from the outset: since their propensity
to love (not to mention lust) is perceived as natural, and their
exercise of political virtue as unnatural, women are by nature
more exposed to its vicissitudes and eminently less likely to be
capable of, not to mention prioritize, political virtue. In the
plays under consideration here, is clear that the predominance
of love over political concerns in the plays has a considerable
influence on our appreciation of the characters. In some cases
(as in plays such as Argélie and La Mort de Pompée) no attention
is given to the political at all; ignoring the very issue of female
governance, failing to even accord it an existence, is one way
of refusing to accord it meaning. More commonly, it is given
to the queen herself to reject her political power in favor of (an
attempt at) emotional fulfilment. Frequently an obsession with
love becomes synonymous with poor government: a victim of
her own passions, buffeted by the turmoils of love in mind and
body,"° indecisive and vacillating, the queen (like the effemi-
nate male tyrant) has no control over herself, let alone over
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others. Authority and successful governance are recalled in
the plays, only to be simultaneously deflated, either by framing
them as no longer existent (a distant memory) or as motivated
primarily by love. In Astrate, Athalie, Pirame, and the Elizabeth
plays, portraits of able politicians are put in place only to be all
the more effectively destroyed. In fact, more insidiously, the
suggestion emerges that even when women can rule well, disas-
ter still follows.

Needless to say, there is, of course, an aesthetic func-
tion to this focus on love, principal motor of much tragedy.
Furthermore, internal psychological conflict is fundamental to
the creation of dramatic interest: there is a perennial appeal in
the revelation of the personal troubles behind the public face,
in the portrayal, that is, of the queen torn between state and
private concerns.”' Tears and handwringing have a tremendous
ongoing appeal, albeit to varying degrees at different points in
the century.”** In plays, such as Théodat, where galanterie domi-
nates, love is the only barometer that the characters under-
stand, and the only value code to which they attribute meaning,
Rejected love, combined with the concomitant wounded pride
and honor, sparks a set reaction and makes for a fixed formula,
one that the audience had come to expect and enjoy. Finally,
we could argue that portraying the queen as a lovelorn puppet
has a favorable effect on the representation of a power-hungry
queen in that it serves to attenuate and humanize the dark por-
traits of her as cruel Machiavellian.

These are only some of the aesthetic issues concerning the
centrality of love in these tragedies, and they are indisputable.
Nonetheless, it is equally indisputable that through the empha-
sis on the emotional sphere, a sphere that has no meaning in
the patriarchal world of politics, the signals that resound from
these plays result (consciously or unconsciously) in the deflation
of the myth of the powerful female sovereign inherited from
the sixteenth century. The fact that the characteristic traits of
a world of galanterie can be explained by aesthetic convention
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and contemporary taste should not blind us to the fact that a
depiction of such a world facilitates the propagation of gender
constructions.

The representations of Elizabeth Tudor, an enormous cul-
tural symbol in her own right, whose powerful reign ended only
in 1603, whose existence (seen as exceptional) had caused such
difficulties for the French jurists who supported and validated
“Salic Law,” are particularly important in this light."* In all
three Essex plays, the spectators are led to reflect on Elizabeth’s
transformation from powerful queen, the envy of Europe, to
tearful vessel of frailty. The transformation is most explicit in
Boyer’s text, where the defense of female sovereignty, which
the queen herself is given to voice, contrasts significantly with
her actions. As the queen rebukes Essex for his alleged sedition,
she attributes it partly to the fact that she is a woman, before
soundly refuting the idea that her sex provides any grounds for
disobedience:

Respectant peu les loix que nostre sexe donne,
Tu me croyois peut-estre indigne de regner.
Ce sexe toutefois que tu veux dédaigner,

A fait souvent honneur a la grandeur supréme.
Sans porter une épée on porte un diadéme,
Lavertu, la raison font la grandeur des Rois,
Sans répandre du sang on peut donner des lois,
L’art plustost que la force écarte la tempeste
Et le bras sur le Thréne agit moins que la teste.

Since you respect so little the commands our sex gives,
You thought me perhaps unworthy to reign.
But nonetheless this sex that you disdain
Has often occupied with honor the most supreme role.
‘Without bearing a sword, one can bear a crown,
Virtue and reason are what make kings great,
Without spilling blood, one can make laws,
Skill rather than force is what averts the storm
And a throne is ruled more by one’s head than one’s hand.
(Boyer, Essex, 11. 190-198, Lvii)
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The queen evokes the common notion that women are
unworthy of ruling, before negating it on the basis of past
examples. Military skill is not seen as a prerequisite for sov-
ereignty, which hinges rather on moral virtue and the use of
reason—an idea that relates to the ideas of princely virtue out-
lined earlier (vol. 1, ch. 1) and which we encounter in contem-
poraneous pro-woman discourse (vol. 1, ch. 2). Non-violence
is privileged, and mental skill rather than physical force is
prioritized. The debate is framed in clearly gendered terms.
However, while that is all very well in theory (and it is not neg-
ligible as representative of a counter-discourse, which we will
see largely exploited elsewhere), the reality is somewhat dif-
ferent. Not only does the representation of her bloody reign
imply that Elizabet fails to live up to her own principles (to the
extent that retrospectively her speech appears grossly hypo-
critical) but love has eroded her power and authority. Coban
(Lord Cobham) is given to marvel that he no longer recog-
nizes this proud queen, who, with Europe at her feet, is jeop-
ardizing her power for a mere subject (Boyer, Essex, 1.ix)."*4 In
Corneille, the queen herself is given the sad realization that
she is no longer the great and august queen she was (. 1441),
while in La Calprenede, references to her personal intelligence
(e.g. . 623) are overshadowed by references to its disappear-
ance. Cécile (Cecil) is given to wonder:

Ah! Ciel! Qu'est devenu cet esprit de clairté,
Cet esprit plein de flamme et de vivacité,
Cette rare prudence, et la haute pratique
De la plus grande Reine et la plus politique
Qui jamais ait porté le diadéme au front?

Ah, heavens! What has become of this mental clarity,
This brilliant and vivacious mind,
This rare prudence, and the fine-tuned experience
Of the greatest and the most political queen
Who has ever borne a crown?
(La Calprenéde, Essex;, 11. 335-339, I1.)™5
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Paradoxically, comments that appear to remind spectators
of Elizabeth’s glorious past do so in such a fashion as to simul-
taneously deflate it.

A similar mechanism underpins Pirame. Here, the issue is
not to compare past and present, but to reveal the appearance
of political acumen as nothing but an illusion, or at least as
founded on dubious motivations. In Pirame, Pradon’s Améstris
is more clearly a monarch than many of her counterparts, to
the extent that the dramatist gives her (to some extent at least)
an awareness of the mechanics of government. Early in the
play, we are presented with a flattering self-portrait in which
considerable space is given to an elaboration of her power and
exploits, and in which the dramatist draws on an attenuated ver-
sion of the topos of the androgynous female prince that we see
in favorable representations of female governance elsewhere.
According to Améstris herself, Babylonian monuments to her
were erected to demonstrate that her heart was that of a hero,
despite her weak sex (“Dans un Sexe si foible [mon cceur} et
I'ame d’'un Héros,” 1.iv). Later in the play, in a speech aimed to
dissuade her son Belus from his quest for the throne, a certain
political astuteness is underlined as she highlights the negative
aspects of monarchical power. While doubtless exaggerated
for her listener’s ears, and informed primarily by her obsessive
desire for power, the speech nonetheless demonstrates a certain
understanding of what she refers to as “la pesanteur du Sceptre”
(“the weight of the scepter,” I11.iv). However, any impression
that this woman can rule is quickly countered by her charac-
terization elsewhere in the play, which reveals the self-portrait
as a facade. Shortly after her proud self-description she reveals
that, in fact, she is hopelessly in love, and that her political
discourse is merely a screen behind which she can couch her
love (“C'est un amour caché qui parle en politique,” I.v). The
queen’s “androgyny” is not what it seemed. Returning to her
earlier comment, Pradon categorically defines love as a female
emotion, as his heroine, referring to herself, now modifies her
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remark to: “malgré ta grandeur d’ame / Oy, ton coeur de Héros
est le coeur d'une Femme” (“despite the greatness of your soul /
Yes, your hero’s heart is the heart of a woman,” I.v). Love is the
defining hallmark of this woman after all and, by implication,
true heroism is the prerogative of men.”° By the end of Act I,
the emphasis has moved well away from politics as, on learning
that Pirame in fact loves Thisbé, Améstris becomes the famil-
iar jealous, threatening figure.”?

The deflation of the portrait of a capable queen through
love is even more glaring in Astrate. Here, the portrait of the
stoic, lucid Machiavellian politician that is the usurper queen
Elise belies the idea of female ineptitude. Amoral she may be,
but not inept. Aware of the popular desire for a king (. 219),
her choice of husband has a clear political rationale. Agénor,
to whom she was promised by her father, is related to her own
family; in other words he is related to the usurpers and there-
fore is bound to irritate the populace (Il. 295-298). The young
hero Astrate, on the other hand, has precisely the virtuous rep-
utation that she needs to fortify her throne; marriage to him
therefore amounts to the re-creation of what Truchet calls “a
political virginity”°® that will enable her to reign in peace. Her
aim is very explicitly to procure “an illustrious and magnani-
mous husband” whose virtue will associate her with glosre and
calm the seditious (Astrate, 1. 278, 299—303). The same political
rationale marks the rare insight into the equivocal nature of
usurpation that the dramatist gives her. Since Astrate has won
back her country for her, following the siege and near-defeat by
the Syriens, her relationship to the throne has changed. Hers is
no longer a usurped throne, rooted in blood; it is a conqueror’s
throne, purged of injustice by war (Astrate, 11. 262265, 276)."°°
A successful “usurpation” that leads to the development of the
country and contributes to its well-being, can no longer be con-
sidered an usurpation. Political success has legitimized Elise’s
rule. That the nuances dear to political theorists in this well-
rehearsed question are given to a woman to articulate is not
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negligible. Furthermore, Quinault gives her the neo-Stoic vir-
tue of constancy, again dear to political theorists, as we saw, in
the portrait of princely virtue, in the face of adversity (IL.1),"°
in addition to considerable understanding of the workings of
court and of her role as “roi,” as she refers to herself (I. 435)—an
understanding she demonstrates particularly in her ability to
expose the motivations of the ambitious Agénor in Act IT1.™"

This characterization of a strong politician is, however, con-
siderably nuanced with her revelation to her confidante in IL.iii
that she is love with Astrate, and that all her political machina-
tions were orchestrated with him in mind. Her reason of state
was merely a veil (“voile”) for her amorous crimes (Astrate, 11.
572—576). Her desire for “une virginité politique” cannot solely
be seen in terms of political rationale since in fact it suits her
love. In putting politics in the service of her love, she demon-
strates her inability to separate the two spheres.’”

The gendered nature of these deflations is most obvious in
the case of Athalie where it is a configuration of maternity,
as biological and social construction, which is represented as
incompatible with an ability to reign well. Here, the juxtaposi-
tion between past and present is fundamental to the dynamic
of the play. As we saw above, her enemies highlight the “fury” of
the past; she, on the other hand, emphasizes her role as success-
ful, capable sovereign in a passage that merits lengthy citation:

Je ne veux point ici rappeler le passé

Ni vous rendre raison du sang que j’ai versé.

Ce que jai fait, Abner, j’ai cru le devoir faire.

Je ne prends point pour juge un peuple téméraire;
Quoi que son insolence ait osé publier,

Le Ciel méme a pris soin de me justifier.

Sur d’éclatants succeés ma puissance établie

A fait jusqu'aux deux Mers respecter Athalie.

Par moi Jérusalem goiite un calme profond

Le Jourdain ne voit plus d’Arabe vagabond

Ni laltier Philistin, par d’éternels ravages,
Comme au temps de vos Rois, désoler ses rivages;
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Le Syrien me traite et de Reine et de Sceur.
Enfin de ma Maison le perfide Oppresseur,
Qui devait jusqu’a moi pousser sa barbarie,
Jéhu, le fier Jéhu, tremble dans Samarie;

De toutes parts pressé par un puissant Voisin,
Que j’ai su soulever contre cet Assassin,

Il me laisse en ces lieux souveraine maitresse.
Je jouissais en paix du fruit de ma sagesse.

I do not want to recall the past here

Nor to account for blood that I have spilt.

What I did, Abner, I believed I needed to do.

It is not for a reckless populace to judge me;

Whatever in its insolence it trumpets,

Heaven itself has justified me.

My power, based on resounding successes,

Has made Athaliah respected from sea to sea.

Thanks to me, Jerusalem is enjoying a widespread calm;

No longer does the Jordan see nomad Arabs or proud Philistines,

Devastate its banks with continual attacks,

As was the case in the time of your fathers;

The Syrians treat me as a queen and as a sister.

Last, the treacherous oppressor of my house

Who was to extend his barbarity to me

Jehu, proud Jehu, now trembles in Samaria.

Beset on every side by powerful neighbors

Whom I have been able to enlist against this assassin,

He has left me sovereign mistress in these parts.

I was peacefully enjoying the fruits of my statecraft.
(Athalie, 1. 465—484, I1.v)

What emerges from Athalie’s speech is the image of a successful
recent reign, which she in turn interprets as divine justification
of her actions, and hence proof of her legitimacy.”? References
to the success, power, respect, calm, peace, wisdom of the
queen are juxtaposed with the mention of the ravages of previ-
ous kings, a juxtaposition underlined by the subversion of the
roi/pére topos of patriarchal thought to resne/seeur.”+ It is of fur-
ther interest to note that this success is depicted as founded on
political skill and ability: Athalie has created a situation politi-
cally, through the creation of a powerful alliance, which Jéhu



42 e=s  Ruling Women, Volume 2

cannot change, and which protects her and her subjects from
him. Later in the scene a certain political astuteness is once
again hinted at, as she outlines what appears to be politically
expedient tolerance in her treatment of the Jewish priests (ll.
593—597). Aware of the priests’ criticisms of her and her power,
she turns a blind eye, prepared to allow different creeds within
her kingdom in order to maintain stability. However, Athalie
is not prepared to do so anymore if pushed to the limit, and is
unafraid to exercise her authority and to ensure she is obeyed.
As she declares to Abner, “Je puis, quand je voudrai, parler en
Souveraine” (“I can, when I wish, speak as a sovereign,” I. 592).
Significantly, her religious toleration is expressed in terms of
douceur—“je sens que bientoét ma douceur est a bout” (“I feel
that soon my douceur will be exhausted,” l. §98)—clearly, in the
context, a reference to the sovereign virtue extolled by political
theorists.™

Be that as it may, for the most part Athalie’s political skill is
portrayed as an attribute of the past, to be implicitly contrasted
with her political errors of the present.”® Her considered and
swift judgment is now replaced by fatal indecision, an indeci-
sion all the more surprising since she is aware that Joad knows
more about Joas’s origins than he pretends (1. 909—910). While
the metamorphosis is attributed initially to the influence of her
dream, it is her encounter with Joas, his physical presence, that
renders the greatest change in the queen, leaving her uncertain
and irresolute in her course of action. As Mathan laments:

Ami, depuis deux jours je ne la connais plus.

Ce nest plus cette reine éclairée, intrépide,

Elevée au-dessus de son sexe timide, [ ...}

La peur d’un vain remords trouble cette grande ame.
Elle flotte, elle hésite, en un mot: elle est femme.

My friend, I have been unable to recognize her for the
last two days.

She is no longer that clear-sighted, daring queen

Elevated above her timorous sex{...].
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Fear of a vain remorse is agitating this great soul,
She wavers, she hesitates, in a word, she is a woman.
(Athalie, 11. 870-872, 875-876, 111.iii)

While it is usual to interpret the idea of the queen as “élevée
au-dessus de son sexe timide” to mean that she has been acting
like a man,"7 such a reading is in itself ideologically contained
withinaparadigm of binary sexual oppositions. Beyond one’s sex
doesn’t automatically mean male: it seems to me that Racine’s
portrait of the ideal monarch goes beyond those binarisms to
suggest an androgynous “complete” monarch—prudent, politi-
cally astute, fearless, douce. Hers is “a great soul” (une grande
ame”) which has transcended sexual difference. However,
where the Athalie of old was androgynous and able to rule, she
is now generic woman, identifiable by her hesitancy and fear,
and hence unable to rule. The key to this transformation is the
reawakening of a maternal instinct (Il. 651-654), the smother-
ing of which allowed her to reign in the first place (1. 723—7206).
There is no place for tender maternity in the construction of
the political sphere as a male domain. Androgynous political
virtue does not extend to maternity.

A corollary of the representation of the female sovereign as
lovelorn maiden or tender mother is the image of the queen as
manipulated pawn, with Elise the exception that proves the
rule. Since the role of the malevolent advisor is of longstand-
ing tradition in Western theatre,”® this cannot in itself be seen
as explicitly gendered, but the perception of woman as the
weaker vessel, flawed by a greater propensity to flattery and
poor advice, makes of it a gender issue. In Regnault’s Marie
Stuard, Elizabeth is manipulated from the very beginning since
the “evidence” provided against Norfolc is in fact of Kemt’s and
Mourray’s fabrication (L.iii). When twice she hesitates to send
Norfolc and Marie to their deaths (IL.iv and IV.i respectively),
she is convinced back to her original resolve by her enemies.
When she later regrets this (IV.i) and ultimately revokes the
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decision, deciding instead to pardon Marie (V.i)—the only
time in the play there is any mention of reason—it is too late.
Her victim is dead, and she in turn is a victim of her “advisors.”
Similarly, in Boursault’s text, while she is never fooled to the
same extent, it is clear that she is influenced by flattery and once
again plays into her enemies’ hands, appointing them as judges
of her former favorite. In Corneille’s Essex, she is seduced by
those who are “maistres de son esprit” (“masters of her mind,”
1l. 61-64), and her realization that she has been fooled comes
too late (V.iv). Worse, in a blatant flaunting of her authority,
her favorite is put to death without her signing the death war-
rant (l. 1472). In Boyer, her portrayal as a manipulated puppet
is set up very early in the play. As a delighted Raleg comments:
“La Reine écoute tout & de la trahison / Son ame soubgon-
neuse avale le poison” (“The queen is listening to everything
and her suspicious soul is swallowing the poison of betrayal,” 11.
25—26). Here also, her revocation of the death penalty is deliber-
ately ignored by Coban (V.ix) and her authority therefore rep-
resented as meaningless. In both Boyer and Corneille, she is
pathetic rather than powerful, anxious to save her favorite but
unable to conquer her pride.

Elizabeth is not alone in her pathetic state as victim and
pawn. As will be obvious from the above, her biblical and
Ancient Near East counterparts are often equally caught up
in the machinations of others. In the very opening scene of
Pirame, for example, the queen’s advisor Arsace reveals how he
plots to foster the queen’s love for Pirame (his son) for his own
ends.™ It is also worth remembering that it was he who advised
her to sideline her son—poor advice that her gullible power-
hungry soul eagerly followed. In the case of Athalie, her return
to so-called femininity is signaled not only by her maternal reac-
tion to Joas, and her “trouble” or agitation, but also by her lack
of wariness regarding Mathan. Referred to as “plus méchant
quAthalie” (“more evil than Athaliah,” 1. 36), it is he who has
put it into her head in the first place that there is a treasure (1L
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49—50), whose plot is feared by Joad (I. 1097), whose lies to the
queen incite her to take action (1l. 888-894), who has filled her
heart “with bitterness and venom” (1. 877).

This misplaced trust and dependency on others, while not
gender-exclusive, serves both to present to spectators the
alleged propensity of female rulers to poor judgment, and to
repeatedly imply that female government is weakened by a
dynamic of power-sharing, be it with a beloved or with cor-
rupt court officials. The opening lines of La Calprenéde’s Essex
read like a recipe for poor government (further emphasized
by the veiled allusion at sexual promiscuity, 1l. 8—9),”*° while
the lament Corneille gives it to his Amalasonte to articulate
could be applied to the flawed political strategies of many of
these queens: “Ay-je, en I'élevant trop, cessé d’'estre sa Reyne?”
(“In elevating him too much, have I ceased to be his queen?”)
(Théodat, 1. 1135). In confusing personal and political spheres,
these queens have been the ultimate instrument in the cre-
ation of their own downfall and the dissolution of their own
authority—the perfect idea to assuage male anxieties concern-
ing female rule.

Depoliticizing Cleopatra

A particularly striking example of the kind of elimination of
authority in question here is evident in the representation of
Cleopatra at the time. In addition to Chaulmer’s play evoked
above, four other tragedies are devoted to the Egyptian queenin
the seventeenth century, three of which—by Isaac de Benserade,
Jean Mairet, and Jean de La Chapelle—merit inclusion in this
chapter given the ways in which they collectively erase the his-
tory of the political power of the queen.” Representations of
Cleopatra can be particularly telling because of her extraordi-
nary significance as a cultural signifier in Western culture,”*
and one that, furthermore, “locates political power in a body
that cannot be coded as male.””” All three plays concentrate
on the last days of her life in August 30 BC (telescoped into
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twenty-four hours), following her defeat with Antony at the
Battle of Actium the previous year. References to any politi-
cal ability, intelligence, or twenty-year-long successful reign are
avoided, and focus is placed instead on the queen as lover or as
wife, to varying degrees.

The most submissive of the three representations is undoubt-
edly Mairet’s creation, possibly since the drama was written
with Montdory’s casting as Marc-Antony in mind."** Although
some strength of character is seen in her stoic constancy in the
face of Antoine’s alleged defeat in L.iii (invented by him to put
her love to the test), and in her courage in seeking death (hence
proving ill-judged César’s assumption that such a death is the
prerogative of men—see lines 1723-1724), this strength is coun-
tered by her recurrent references to her malbeurs, afflictions,
ennuts, and craintes (her unhappiness, affliction, troubles, and
tears), her feeble response to Antoine’s unjustified and vocif-
erous accusations of betrayal, and by her repeated pessimistic
references to their “destins lamentables” (1. 229). Add to this the
other regrets that she voices,” as well as her repeated insistence
on her fidelity, her innocence and her love, and the resulting
image is one of an honorable, submissive woman of newfound
virtue, typical of the moralist idealizing axis of the Cleopatra
myth.””® Making of Cleopatra a virtuous moral exemplum, as
Philip Tomlinson points out, involves representing a Cleopatra
unruffled by any sexual passion, unperturbed by any moral
dilemma, and blissfully unmindful of any political role...in
sum, depoliticized and diminished.™

Despite the general consensus by recent editors that
Cleopatra is “rehabilitated”—a term that sounds a deeply ironic
note in the context of the present study—in order to conform
to the moralist tradition, it is worth remembering that that
is not the only image with which spectators are presented.
Repeated mentions are made to her past misdemeanors, not
only by the Roman camp but by her own followers—her pride
and insolence, her excessive revelries, and her openness to



The Power and the Fury e=s 47

flattery*2® —while considerable space is also given to Antoine’s
lengthy visceral castigation of her and her (alleged) betrayal of
him.”® These images nuance considerably the image of her as a
virtuous figure, as the past and present of the play both feed into
the creation of an understanding of her character. In any case,
the two images (as moral exemplum or as excessive seductress)
feed equally into traditional representations of woman, both of
which disenable any appreciation of her as political agent.

The Cléopatre of Benserade’s version, performed some
months earlier than Mairet’s play (therefore in the early
months of 1635) and written in the same moralist vein, provides
the most spirited version of the character. Most notable dif-
ferences from Mairet’s text are the absence from Alexandria
of Octavia—as Benserade adheres to the historical truth—and
the considerably earlier death of Antoine in Act IIIv. Both
differences facilitate the creation of a stronger Cléopatre: her
character is not diluted by its juxtaposition with the femme forte
figure of Octavie, her constancy in the face of Antoine’s accusa-
tions of betrayal is marked initially by annoyed defiance rather
a large portion of the last two acts is entirely devoted to her
search for her liberation in death, a liberation that is framed
as an explicit triumph over César (Octavius).”° More is made
of her royal status throughout: infidelity is seen as incompat-
ible with her “4me royale” (“royal soul,” I. 166), she bemoans the
loss of her states that love has provoked (see 1l. 1269-1270), her
staged death is a veritable mise-en-scéne of regality and its associ-
ated pomp (Il. 1538tf), and she dies defiantly holding her scep-
ter (Vw), her crown firmly set on her head (Vvii), a death duly
deemed “généreuse, et belle” and “digne [...]} de sa majesté”
(“noble and fine,” “worthy of her majesty,” 1. 1851, 1814).

However, while the characterization might point to a glo-
rification of the joys of monarchy over Imperial Rome,"" it is
nonetheless far removed from a tribute to female government.
Cléopitre’s lamentations after Antoine’s death, which see her
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renouncing all the trappings of power, although explicable as a
dramatic set-piece, reinforce the disjunction between her and
any political role (see the opening lines of her monologue in
Act III.v). The repeated references to the signifiers of power
merely highlight their lack of substance.”* Her would-be role as
a conniving seductress, perceived as a dangerous influence on
the unfortunate impassioned Antoine (I.ii, IL.iii), is juxtaposed
with the image of the loyal grief-stricken widow," and is high-
lighted by her efforts to seduce César after Antoine’s death, an
idea Benserade borrowed from Dio Cassius.”* The topos of the
maleficent influence of female beauty surfaces: its threatening
potential is underlined by the fact that César’s resistance to it
is seen as his greatest victory (ll. 1547-1552), while the failure
of her attempted seduction allows the dramatist to present the
queen as even more disempowered. This attempted seduction
is also what leads to an ambiguity in her motivation for death
and a resulting incoherence in the construction of a moral
exemplum. Although it was Antoine who suggested earlier that
she attempt to win over her captor César'—an idea inserted
presumably to attenuate any implications of infidelity—the
fact remains that she herself sees her actions as a posthumous
betrayal of him (Il. 1675-1690). The clear impression the text
promotes (consciously or unconsciously) to spectators is that
one of the greatest examples of female sovereignty was in fact
a weepy, not entirely honorable queen, who relied primarily on
her ephemeral beauty.

The third version of Cleopatra’s story, that of La Chapelle