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“The Cenci”: A (Re)Birth of the Goddess?

A cruel father who hates his children, wishes them dead, tortures them, and rejoices in reports of their deaths is the object of a murderous conspiracy by his children.  He commits the horrifying crime and transcends the final taboo by raping his pure, innocent, beautiful daughter.  She appeals to her stepmother and brother for help and protection.  The subsequent parricide echoes Freud’s conjecture that the murder of the primal father by his sons is the basis of religion.  Can the twist on this archetype, portrayed in “The Cenci”, be read as beckoning to a (re)birth of veneration of the feminine?

“The Cenci” opens with a shocking description of the father’s cruelty, and his unnatural rejection of his children: 

Your children should be sitting round you now,

But that you fear to read upon their looks

The shame and misery you have written there.  
“The Cenci”, I.i.40:43
Cenci revels in torturing his victims, including his own children:

I rarely kill the body which preserves,

Like a strong prison, the soul within my power,

Wherein I feed it with the breath of fear

For hourly pain.  
“The Cenci”, I.i.114:117
Cenci betrays his lust for violence when he alludes to the attack he has brewing on Beatrice:

And but there remains a deed to act

Whose horror might make sharp an appetite

Duller than mine – 
“The Cenci”, I.i.100:102
Frequent intimations of what Beatrice suffered are finally confirmed in Act IV, Scene I, when her brother Giacomo asks Orsino what outrage their father perpetuated.  Orsino’s answer leads Giacomo to conclude: “It is enough … Is there made / Ravage of thee? O, heart, I ask no more / Justification!” (“The Cenci”, III.i.361,372:373).   Beatrice’s brothers collude in the plan to murder Cenci, although it left to Beatrice to force the issue when the hired assassins lose their nerve:

[Snatching a dagger from one of [the assassins] and raising it.

Hadst thou a tongue to say,

“She murdered her own father,” I must do it!  
“The Cenci”, IV.iii.31:34

Freud hypothesized that the murder of the primal father by his sons is the original crime that led not only to a prohibition on murder (especially fratricide, lest the sons suffer the father’s fate), but also served as the establishment of religion.  In a discussion of the totem meal, he writes

One day the brothers who had been driven out came together, killed and devoured their father and so made an end of the patriarchal horde.  United, they had the courage to do and succeeded in doing what would have been impossible for them individually. .. The violent primal father had doubtless been the feared and envied model of each one of the company of brothers ...
 

Totem and Taboo, pg.500
Throughout “Totem and Taboo” and “The Future as Illusion”, Freud draws the connections between religion and the ancient crime of rebelling against the father.  Freud does not address at all the role of daughters in this struggle, although we perhaps ought to read his “sons” and “brothers” as “children” and “siblings”.  Of women, Freud simply declares that although they are the fruits of the struggle, they are set free: 

[The sons] revoked their deed [murder] by forbidding the killing of the totem, the substitute for the father; and they renounced its fruits by resigning their claim to the women who had now been set free.  
Totem and Taboo, pg 501
Freud does not speculate on the origin of mother-goddess religions, or if these are connected in any way with his drama of parricide, except to remark in passing:
I cannot suggest at what point in this process of development a place is to be found for the great mother-goddesses, who may perhaps in general have preceded the father-gods.  It seems certain, however, that the change in attitude to the father was not restricted to the sphere of religion but that it extended in a consistent manner to that other side of human life which had been affected by the father’s removal – to social organization.  With the introduction of father-deities a fatherless society gradually changed into one organized on a patriarchal basis. 
Totem and Taboo, pg 505

Freud concludes that 

[Man] would even now kill one another without inhibition, if it were not that among those murderous acts there was one – the killing of the primitive father – which evoked an irresistible emotional reaction with momentous consequences.  
The Future of an Illusion, pg 712
In “The Cenci”, the emotional reaction following the murder of the father is focused (however unfairly) on the innocent victim Beatrice.  Is it inevitable she should now be sacrificed as atonement for the psychologically unforgivable parricide – unforgivable since, regardless of his guilt, the one murdered is the father?  Even as Beatrice is handed over to Rome and its corruption, she is revered and her fate bewailed.  To her brother Bernardo, Beatrice in prison is become “this sweet folded flower” (V.iii.7).  Bernardo repeats what we know, that Beatrice represented – and is – all that is good: 

That perfect mirror of pure innocence

Wherein I gazed, and grew happy and good

Shivered to dust! … 

Thee, light of life … 
“The Cenci”, V.iv.130:134
Beatrice asks him:
… Be constant to the love

Thou bearest us; and to the faith that I,

Though wrapt in a strange cloud of crime and shame,
Lived ever holy and unstained.  
“The Cenci”, V.iv.146:149
It is perhaps a stretch to go from Beatrice’s sacrifice to the thesis that she represents the establishment of a religious impulse opposed to the cruel father.   However, there are clear similarities with Freud’s hypothesis that we are all still atoning the original parricide.  Freud’s argument needs to be carefully delineated before parallels between it and “The Cenci” can be examined.   The variation on Freud’s theme that “The Cenci” presents is intriguing – does it have anything to say about the movement away from patriarchal religion?  The value of such analyses for any reader of “The Cenci” will vary according to that person’s agreement with Freud about the primacy of violence against the primal father as basis for patriarchy and patriarchal religion. 

� Quotes from Freud are taken from The Freud Reader, edited by Peter Gay, published by W.W. Norton, New York, 1989. 





