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It is characteristic of women in Greek myth that they
destroy men if given the opportunity, and Theseus' wife
Phaedra is no exception.! The structure of the traditional
story of Phaedra, Theseus and his son Hippolytus is
common to more than one Greek myth and is familiar in
many other folk-tales and myths around the world, most
famously, perhaps, in the story of Joseph and Potiphar's
wife. 2 An older, married woman falls in love with a young
man (sometimes, as in the Hippolytus story, her stepson).
When he rejects her proposition, she accuses the innocent
young man of rape to her husband, who takes vengeance on
him. Many variations on this theme have a happy ending:
the truth is revealed before the husband's vengeance can go
too far, and all parties get what they deserve in the end. In
the Hippolytus story, however, Theseus invokes the aid of
his divine father, Poseidon, in punishing his son. In
response, the sea god sends a monstrous bull from the sea as
Hippolytus is driving his horses on the shore; they are
terrified and run out of control, causing fatal harm to
Hippolytus. It is only then that the truth becomes clear,
and Phaedra is condemned not only for her love for her
stepson, but also for her cruelty and dishonesty in making
the false accusation; Theseus is to blame for his credulity
and violent temper. If this particular plot structure is to be
intelligible in human terms, it must impose an automatic
moral colouring on its agents. Phaedra and Theseus must
both be bad; Hippolytus must be their tragic and
undeserving victim.
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