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.La Couche erotique in Racine's Britannicys
Louis A. MacKenzie, Jr.

Princeton University

This paper, which will have a pedagogical as wellas an analytical thrust,
traces its origin to the kind of aggressivelyinnocent, that is to say, nettlesome
and important questions only an undergraduate can pose. First question:
"How do you get off always reading sex into everything"?(She was prone to
puns and exaggeration). Second question--somewhat more technical in
character: "I mean, how do you come up with that stuff'? Finally, the
confession: "It makes sense to me now, but I never see those things on my
own." This sort of uneasiness is surely not restricted to discussions or
Classical French literature whose aesthetic and poetic conventions strike
many students as dated and sterile. It is, however, lessoften encountered with
more recent texts, say of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries-texts which if
not directly erotic, must appear to certain students as more open to eroticgloss,
if only through proximity to a more "enlightened" world view, one which is
informed constantly by the erotic. It is one thing to talk of the erotic in
Madame Bovary; it may be altogether something elseto treat the samesubject
in La Princesse de Cleves. After all, Mme de la Fayette's novel, through its
heroine, leaves the reader with a sense of "vertu inimitable" as it paints a
tableau of "magnificence" and "galanterie"; it never, never mentions that
"stuff." Or does it? Of course it does: just as magnificenceand galanterie can
be shown to house negative connotations; just as vipers' tangling and
factional intrigue is hidden behind the eleganceof court hierarachy and social
ritual, so too is the erotic element ofthe novel obscured behind an eleganceof
expressIOn.

We are asked, for example, to consider a scene in which the Princess
plays with a walking stick once owned by the Duc de Nemours. In this same
scene we are then asked to consider the Princess as she gazes with "une
attention et une reverie que la passion seule peut donner" at the Duke's
portrait. Are we not also asked to think about the character of this rapture?
Are we not asked to consider the obvious phallic significanceof the walking
stick? Are we not asked to examine the patently auto-erotic caste ofthis scene
as well as our own indirect participation in the Duke's voyeurism?

The problem for us as educators and literary guides is, as it almost always
is, one of expression. How on the one hand to break through-gentle and

respectfully, of course-the crystalline, abstract and formal structure of
periodic sentences or alexandrine verse to exhibit an erotic content; and on
the other, to convince skeptical students that terms such as passion, flamme,
inclination, transport, trouble, agitation must in some way reflect aspects of
the affective and erotic which were no different in the seventeenth century
than they are today. How do weshow them that what differs are modalities of
expression as well as the conventions of public expectation and reader
reception, while at the same time having them feelthe vitality and the passion
expressed in those modalities and conventions? Such are my own nettlesome
question to which this paper can hope to respond only partially.

In "Eros and Idiom," George Steiner writes of a "zone of silence"situated
between affectivereality and the idiom of the novel;and even though he refers
in that essay to the victorian novel, his image is nonetheless appropriate to
this discussion of Classical French literature in general and Racine's
Britannicus in particular; for it is this zone of silence-"silence" suggesting
reverence, deference detachment, complicity--which must be exposed, must
in a way be violated, in order to give voice to the erotic elements, and at the
same time must be respected as an essential aspect of the aesthetic ideologyof
the text and its historical situation.

It is against this complex backdrop that I approach Britannicus. In this
play--and in Racine generally-the zone of silence is at first viewenhanced by
the particular quality of the poetic language. In addition to the difficulties
imposed by the rigid orthodoxy of the alexandrine, there is also the matter of
the racinian lexicon. As students, we were all told-and I am sure we all
continue to tell our own students--that Racine drew upon an extremely
limited vocabulary for his entire dramatic corpus. This economy of language
is rendered all the more problematical by the abstract character of much of
that language, the end result being that many students, while sensing-
sometimes begrudgingly-the beauty of Racine, are not as prompt to see the
"beast" in his work. In Britannicus, that beast may not be,as the quick answer
would have it, Nero; he may be considered as only the agent, the surface. The
beast, the dark underside, is the erotic which in this play is given to wear the
thin guise of its secular face: power. Indeed, political ambition may be
considered a sublimated form of the erotic impulse insofar as it represents a
valued social alternative to that impulse. However, this sublimation, while
inseparable from the referential or thematic aspects of the play, cannot, since
we are dealing with art, not real people, be understood outside the poetic
expression in which it is couched. That expression, the system of poetic
signifiers, insofar as it functions as the locus of substitution where sexual
desire is treated in non-erotic terms, would itself suggest something of a
sublimation; but the term is rather awkward: one does not rightfully talk of
sublimated language. One does, however, talk of sublime language, and
Racine's idiom may be said to exhibit characteristics of the sublime in that it
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raises the levelof discourse to a more refined, "civilized"place. Here I open a
short parenthesis to recall Freud's thought that civilization can be defined in
terms of its abhorrence of that which is dirty-and "dirty" is what some insist
on calling the erotic in literature.

The notion of the sublime willalso serve, ifin a somewhat playful way, to
lead us to the text of Britannicus. Boileau, following Longinus, defines the
sublime in terms of its capacity to carry off, to ravish, to transport: "II faut
donc savoir que, par sublime, Longin n'entend pas ce que les orateurs
appellent Ie style sublime, mais cet extraordinaire et cemerveilleuxqui frappe
dans Ie discours, et qui fait qu'un ouvrage enleve, ravit, transporte." The
sublime in this sense does more than simplyevoke loftinessand refinement; it
also suggest,violence-indeed, sexual violence,what with hitting, carrying off,
ravishing. And it is this verysign of suggestedsexual violencethat marks Nero
in the opening scenes of the play: "Expliquez-nous pourquoi, devenu
ravisseur,/Neron de Silanus fait enlever la soeur" (I, ii). These lines are
significant not only because in "ravisseur" and "enlever" they so clearlyrecall
Boileau's characterization of the sublime; they also offer, through their
syntax, insight into a central issue of the play, namely, the emerging
autonomy and identity of Nero.

This theme has, of course, been commented on by any number of critics.
Nero's struggle for autonomy should not, however, be restricted to the
political arena; for that arena has up to this point been controlled not byjust
any rival, but by a mother-rival. Indeed, Nero's autonomy from his mother is
to be the measure of his manhood and is to be articulated as sexual and
psychological independence which first comes as a gesture of rejection and
substitution: the figure of Agrippine's hand in Nero's bed, Octavie, is to be
replaced. It is precisely this gesture of rejection which is suggested in the
syntactical orchestration of these lines where the name Nero, representative
of a past, of public expectation, of filial respect and of virtue-there are in the
opening scenes several mentions of Nero's virtuous and exemplary reign-has
been displaced, textually, as a rejet; thematically, by an emperor come to the
realization of his power, by a man come to the realization of his potency, by
Nero "devenu ravisseur." To those who allow for such soundings into
signifiers, this expression is a rich one. In it one can hear a trace of the word
"nu" ("devenu") which evokes not only the sensuality of nakedness, but also a
stripping off of the old ways, a stripping which itself figures something of a
change of mind ("ravis") with its promise of rapture '("ravi"-all of which
points to a new life ("vie") grounded not in the apparent virtues of the past,
but on vice ("ravisse-").

For those who find such readings unsound, "devenu ravisseur" at the
minimum represents change, difference, separation. No where is this evoked
more dramatically than in the very opening lines of the play: "Quoi!" tandis
que Neron s'abandonne au sommeil,/ Faut-il que vous veniez iciattendre son

reveil." In these lines the widening differentiation between Agrippine and
Nero is signaled first and formally by "tandis que," an expression which,
significantly, can suggest at once a likeness--simultaneity-(as a synonym for
pendant que), and a difference (as in "whereas") and thus can, byanticipating
Nero's inchoate desire for autonomy as wellas Agrippine's need to maintain a
partnership with her son, underscore the mounting tension. These differences
are elaborated in other elements of the couplet: Agrippine's situation is
marked by necessity ("faut-il") and the anxiousness of anticipation. Indeed,
the verb "attendre," containing the root "tendre" (to make tense), puts this
anxiousness into relief as it also recalls and thus ironizes something like
maternal tenderness. In stark contrast to Agrippine's tension, to her attending
and attention, Nero's situation is one of utter repose, of losing himself in
sleep-a sleep which unlike the purposefulness of Agrippine's wait, signals an
abandonment of that very purposefulness: no longer compelled to honor the
political partnership in which he was to play second fiddle, Nero expresseshis
rejection of the partnership in terms of luxurious, sensual abandon. In this
light, when Albine asks Agrippine, "Faut-il que vous veniez ice attendre son
reveil," the awakening to which she refersprefigures the emergenceof Nero at
a more pronounced stage of independence.

The mechanism for, and sign of this awakening is, as has already been
suggested, Junie. It is important, therefore, to recall her special status in the
fabric of Agrippine's-and Racine's-design. Agrippine, we are told, had
convinced her second husband, the emperor Claudius, todisplace!hiSlown'son,
Britannicus, as rightful heir to the throne in favor of Nero. Sensing, however,
the possibility that her own son may not hold rank in her designof power, she
hopes to provide herself a check, a "frein", as she puts it, by keeping
Britannicus somewhat less miserable, precisely, by cultivating the amorous
inclinations of Britannicus and Junie. Now, Nero's assault on this
arrangement through his abduction of Junie has upset the equilibrium of
Agrippine's scheme. His interests are not, however, as Agrippine first puts it,
political; they are, rather, erotic:

Neron: "Narcisse, c'en est fait, Neron est amoureux.
Narcisse: Vous?
Neron: Dupuis un moment, mais pour toute ma vie.J'aime (que dis-

je aimer?) j'idolatre Junie." (II, ii)

In these lines Nero characterizes his inclination for Junie as definitive:"C'en
est fait." He thereby evokes a sense of accomplishment, of having crossed
some sort of barrier. The initial temptation might be to read this as a
statement of passage, say, into manhood; and such a reading is not without
merit. It would not, however,mesh clearly with the infantile conclusivenessof
the succeeding lines in which the initial terms, "un moment" and "aimer," are
precipitously expanded into "toute ma vie" and "idolatre." Such idealism of
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the instant reflects not only youthfulness, it underscores also the impetuous,
unconsidered reaction typical of a tyrant such,as the one Nero is to become.

The spontaneity of this passage is nonetheless put into question a few
lines later when Nero declares: "Excite d'un de'sir curieuxjCette nuit je I'ai
vue arriver en ces lieux..." Racine's expression ishere characteristically open,
and in its own way, precious--"precious" being perhaps a more appropriate
term for what I had earlier wanted to call "sublimated" language.
Specifically, Nero says, "cette nuit je I'ai vue arriver en ces lieux." The thinly
cloaked and therefore all the more troubling implication is that Junie's arrival
at the palace is somehow not of Nero's doing; that he, already "excite'd'un
desir curieux, i.e., already in a state of erotic arousal, happened by chance to
espy the lovely and scantily clad Junie. This "desir curieux"-"curieux"
signifying not only strange, but also desirous, hence a radical, "desirous
desire" which generates its own logic and causalities-when coupled with an
emerging sense of absolute power, comes to represent something like a self-
fulfilling erotic promise which might be expressed as follows: I (Nero) feeling
"those feelings," if not for the first time, at least never before with such
intensity or of such character; and I being emperor, can I not satisfy the one
via the other? Is my erotic urge not also a state imperative? In other words,
Nero's desire and his act, the kidnapping of Junie, can be considered as
complimentary sides of a same coin.

This dangerous linking of the personal and the political reappears at the
beginning of Act 3where Burrhus, the less svengalian of Nero's two advisers,
tries to impress upon his emperor the dangers attending his obsession with
Junie. Nero's reply:

Je vous entends, Burrhus, Ie mal est sans remede
Mon coeur s'en plus dit que vous ne m'en direz.
II faut qu j'aime enfin...(III, i)

This expression of necessity, pared down to its most elemental form ("i!faut
que") expresses clearly the personal imperative: "I have to love; the situation
is beyond my control; my heart's discourse is stronger than your-or my-
reason's discourse." This same expression also suggests the state imperative:
"It is necessary, it is encumbant on you others to see that this thing .flourish."

It is at this moment that Burrhus comes to see Nero's molting: "Enfin,
Burrhus, Neron decouvre son genie,j Cette ferocite, que tu croyais flechir,j De
tes faibles liensest pretea s'affranchir" (III, ii). Weget here a rather clear sense
of what Racine calls in his preface "un monstre naissant," a burgeoning
monster which in a subsequent scene will be linked to that most monstrous of
acts: devouring. Agrippine speaks: "Quoi! Tu ne vois donc pas jusqu 'ou on
me ravale, j Alvine, C'esta moi qu'on donne une rivale" (III, iv). Of course the
verb "ravaler" had already come to signify, as it does here, to devalue or
humiliate; but its obvious filiation with "avaler" cannot be discounted:

Agrippine's first and worst fear is of being swallowed up by her son; and this
swallowing is not simply political. It is stamped also with an erotic feature in
that Agrippine expresses her shock in terms of rivalry: "C'est amoi qu'on
donne une rivale." This rival is, of course, Junie; it is she who is to usurp
Agrippine's power--or perhaps more properly, her potency; for, as Barthes
suggests, Agrippine is more accurately ranked with father figures. In any
event, her preoccupation with this attempt on her position is expressed in a
most particular fashion:

Bient6t, si je ne romps ce funeste lien,
Ma place est occupee, et je ne suis plus rien.
Jusqu 'ici d 'un vain titre Octavie honoree,
Inutile 11.la cour, en etait ignoree.
Les graces, les honneurs par moi seule verses,
M 'attiraient des mortels les voeux interesses.
Une autre de Cesar a surpris la tendresse:
Elle aura Ie pouvoir d 'epouse et de maitresse. (III, iv).

Agrippine's power is, therefore, in a functional relationship with Octavie's
lack of power. Indeed, Octavie represents--and this is underscored bythe fact
that she does not appear in the play and is nothing more than a name-
something like a vacuum of power, an emptiness which, given Nero's youth,
must be filled. Moreover, and more importantly, Octavie represents an erotic
emptiness. Nero makes this quite clear early in the play when he says: "Non
que pour Octavie un reste de tendressejM 'attache ason hymen et plaigne sa
jeunesse.jMes yeux, depuis longtemps fatigues de ses soins,jRarement de ses
pleurs daignent ~tre temoins" (II, ii). It is, therefore, not without interest that
Agrippine's preoccupation is couched in terms of affectivity and sexual
relationship: "tendresse," "epouse," "maitresse." Perhaps the most revealing
term here is, however, "une autre," since the expected implications in
situations of rivalry would that of "une autre que moi"--someone other than
me--(qui aurait de Cesar surpris la tendresse). If this is the case--and I
obviously think it can be--the possibility arises that Agrippine's clinging to
political power is in its essence also a clinging to erotic power, to those
privileged stations of mother, wife and mistress.

In any event, the thought that Octavie stands in for Agrippine in Nero's
bed, that she is a "sublimated," i.e., socially viable surrogate, is supported
later in Act 4 where the mother accusingly asks her son:

Que faites-vous?Junie, enleveea la cour,
Devient en une nuit I 'objet de votre amour;
Je vois de votre coeur Octavie effacee,
Prete asortir du lit ou je I 'avais placee (IV, ii).

Agrippine's fear is that once the surrogate for whom Nero has no tenderness is
replaced, that once his sexual energy is directed and satisfied, which is to say,
once he becomes master ("Rome veut un mahre, et non une maitresse"),




