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Jean Racine, Phèdre 
National Theatre of Great Britain - Nicholas Hytner 
in a version by Ted Hughes (British Poet Laureate from 1984 until his death in 1998. Married to 
Sylvia Plath 1956–1962). 
 
Epidaurus Ancient Theatre / 10 & 11 July 2009, 21:00 (2 hours, no intermission). In English 
with Greek surtitles 
 
The National Theatre’s blurb: “Consumed by an uncontrollable passion for her young 
stepson and believing her absent husband Theseus to be dead, Phèdre confesses 
her darkest desires and enters the world of nightmare. When Theseus returns, alive 
and well, Phèdre, fearing exposure, accuses her stepson of rape. The result is 
carnage. 
Look at me – see a woman in frenzy. I am in love. 
Helen Mirren takes the title role in this savage play by Jean Racine, translated into 
muscular free verse by the late Poet Laureate, Ted Hughes.” 
 
Director: Nicholas Hytner (Artistic director of London's National Theatre since 2003.) 

Theatre: Miss Saigon (1991-2001), Carousel (1994 Tony Award, Best Direction of a Musical), 
The History Boys (2006 Tony Award, Best Direction of a Play) 
Film: Madness of King George (1994) 

 
Cast: 
Hippolytus: Dominic Cooper 
Theramene: John Shrapnel 
Oenone: Margaret Tyzack 
Phèdre: Helen Mirren 

Film: Madness of King George (1994, Best Actress, Cannes), Gosford Park (2001, SAG), The 
Queen (2006, Academy Award, Best Actress) 

Panope: Wendy Morgan 
Aricia: Ruth Negga 
Ismene: Chipo Chung 
Theseus: Stanley Townsend 
Phedre’s son: Giorgos Liakopoulos 
 
 
Classical Influences: Story also told by Euripides in Hippolytus (428 BC City Dionysia 
of Athens, First Prize), Ovid (Heroides IV: Phaedra to Hippolytus, Metamorphoses XV.497), 
Seneca in Phaedra, and Pausanias (I.xxii.1).
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Phèdre is a dramatic tragedy in five acts written in alexandrine verse (French 
dodecasyllables) by Jean Racine, first performed in 1677. 
 
Jean Racine (1639-1699) was a graduate of the Jansenist1 Petites écoles de Port-Royal, where 
he excelled in the Classics; Greek and Roman mythology influence much of his later work. His 11 
tragedies and one comedy2 had classical themes, but were surrounded with controversy, as Racine 
was accused of polluting the minds of his audiences. His rise to literary fame coincides with 
ascension of King Louis XIV (regn.1643-1715). His works are known for the simplicity of their poetry 
and power of their characters.  
 
Synopsis (from Wikipedia) 
The play is set at the royal court in Troezen, on the Peloponnesus coast on the Argolid. 
 
Act 1. Following Theseus's six month absence, his son Hippolytus tells his tutor Theramenes of his intention to 
leave Troezen in search of his father. When pressed by Theramenes, he reveals that the real motive is his 
forbidden love for Aricia, sole survivor of the royal house supplanted by Theseus and under a vow of chastity 
against her will. During her husband's absence, Phèdre has become consumed by an illicit but overpowering 
passion for her stepson Hippolytus, which she has kept as a dark secret. Close to death and reeling about half-
dementedly, under pressure from her old nurse Oenone she explains her state, on condition that she be 
permitted to die rather than face dishonor. The death of Theseus is announced with the news that his succession 
is in dispute. Oenone urges her mistress that, since her love for her stepson is now legitimate, she should form 
an alliance with him, if only for the future benefit of the infant son of her own flesh. 
 
Act 2. With fresh hope for her liberty, Aricia reveals to her maidservant Ismène her feelings towards Hippolytus, 
who promptly appears to declare his love for her. Their discourse is interrupted by Phèdre, who distraughtly 
pleads for the rights of her infant son, explaining her coldness and personal despair. Suddenly entering a trance-
like state overcome by emotion, she involuntarily confesses her hidden passions to her horrified dumb-struck 
stepson. Sensing rejection, she leaves in a wild frenzy, demanding Hippolytus' sword to end her torment. 
Theramenes brings news to Hippolytus that Theseus might still be alive. 
 
Act 3. In desperation Phèdre sends word to Hippolytus inviting him to share the crown of Athens. However, 
Oenone brings her the devastating news that Theseus has returned in perfect health. To avert Phèdre's 
deathwish and her possible betrayal by Hippolytus, Oenone urges that a story should be concocted around his 
abandoned sword. Seeing Hippolytus by Theseus' side, Phèdre grants Oenone free rein. After his long period in 
captivity, Theseus is surprised by his cold reception from his wife and son, each anxious to conceal their 
passions: Phèdre, consumed by guilt; and Hippolytus, anxious to distance himself from his stepmother's 
advances, but unable to tell his father of his love for Aricia. 
 
Act 4. Theseus has just been told by Oenone that Hippolytus has attempted to take Phèdre by force. Overcome 
by rage, Theseus banishes Hippolytus and invokes the god Neptune, who has promised to grant any wish of 
Theseus, to avenge him by his son's death. Protesting his innocence, Hippolytus discloses his secret love for 
Aricia to his incredulous father and leaves in despair. Fearing that she might be guilty for Hippolytus' death, 
Phèdre determines to reveal the truth to her husband, until she is told of Hippolytus' love for Aricia. Consumed by 
jealousy, she refuses to defend Hippolytus further, leaving his father's curse to run its course. When Oenone tries 
to make light of her mistress's illicit love, Phèdre in a towering rage accuses her of being a poisonous scheming 
monster and banishes her from her presence. 
 
Act 5. Hippolytus takes his leave of Aricia, promising to marry her in a temple outside Troezen. On witnessing 
the tenderness of their parting, Theseus begins to have doubts about his son's guilt. He decides to question 
Oenone, but it is too late: Oenone has thrown herself to the waves. Theramenes brings news of his son's death: 
Hippolytus' departing chariot has been interrupted by a terrifying horned monster rising from the waves; mortally 
wounded by Hippolytus, its death throes drive his horses into a wild frenzy; in their flight, the chariot is dashed 
against the rocks and their master dragged helplessly to his death. In the closing scene, Phèdre, now calm, 
appears before Theseus to confess her guilt and to confirm Hippolytus's innocence. She finally succumbs to the 
effects of a self-administered draught of Medean poison, taken to rid the world of her impurity. As an act of 
atonement and in respect for his son's parting promise, Theseus pardons Aricia and adopts her as his daughter. 

                                       
1 Jansenism was a branch of Catholic thought which arose in the frame of the Counter-Reformation and the 
aftermath of the Council of Trent (1545-1563). The Jesuits, French bishops, and the Pope condemned the 
Jansenist theology as heretical.   
2 La Thébaïde (1664), Alexandre le Grand (1665), Andromaque (1667), Les Plaideurs (1668), Britannicus (1669), 
Bérénice (1670), Bajazet (1672), Mithridate (1673), Iphigénie (1674), Phèdre (1677), Esther (1689), Athalie 
(1691) 


