
SOCIAL CRITERIA 

IN THE 

DRAMA OF MOLI~RE 

VOLUmE II 



143 

PART T W 0 

THE HIERARCHY AS DEPICTED 

BY MOLIERE 



144 

:b.•' ....t!EfUL ~ i:' 'X' .:.. . .:. f' ._,_: ! . . ~} 
--~ _ .. _ _..... __ ,___ -·--... -·---- -·-

.. 
BY MOLIER:Eo 

1 o KING AND COURT o 

Chapter One. 

Royal Participation in Molibre's Comedieso 

It is logical to begin at the top of the social 

hierarchy in which Moli~re lived and for which he 

wrote, since his greatest works were composed in 

the ambiance of the court, and were intended pri­

marily, as we have seen, for royal entertainments 

This immediately _poses two questions: to what 

extent did Louis XIV himself appear in Molibre•s 

comediesp either in person or less directly through 

allusions made to him by other characters on the 

stage? ~hen, in a wider sense , what picture of 

ki11gly function, duty9 and prerogative emerges 

from the plays? 

An. examination of the complete works reveals that 



. ·!'· . •. . • ·i;-:. ;., ) i 
\-1 

may be 7racedo This w~u.ld 3 0-c-D rc ·lC\l."kahJ.e , sincE' 

the comic genre in classical French l iterat v.xe is 

essentially concerned w:i.ijh 111m:J 1 i f e " .:haracte!':: or 

at best, micld~.e-·C"las s urotagonisto3o Aristocrats 

and kings belonged properly to the r ealm of trage dy 

in an age so acute ly consciouc of th~ ·,;e-net 9 "a 

place for everyth~g, and everything in its r i ght 

place "o Yetp on closer inspection~ it is seen 

that three of the f ive plays mentioned are not pure 

comedies in the tradition ofp f or example , L 9 Ec~}e 

des Femme~ or Tartu.ffe o La Princecse d vEli.de 5.o 

described as a " com~die ga.lantc 11 ; M8licerte i s 

characterized as a " com~die pastorale hero!quo•1 9 

and Les .A.mants Magnifiq~, al ~hough termE:d s ir.'nlv~ 

: 1comedie 1', i s systemati cally interspersed with 

11 entr~es de ballet", and i ts oriJ;l.nal title was 

Divertissement royal, suggesting t hat i n f act it 

was more an entertaining spectacle thGn a seriou~ 

piece of dramatic art G 

Unsatisfactory though conjecture may be 1 some idea 

can be gained of M:oli~re us a ttit11de -~ o tho lat ter 

(1 ) 
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.\.part :from the hybrid nature o:f the works J.rd;cr .. <~ t; <~ 

to provi de spectacle as we lJ 8...3 ar'lLlS''nlE'!lt" ( -l.~e, t:" .. · 

vll.th elaoorate visual eifects, ballet-~ a.rlcing .. v. 

uime in the pastoral convcnt2on ~o musica l a~cor -· 

J:.3.niment) t~ore is aleo the fac~ +~'lat d:!'a.I;1at ~ .... .., 

d1.d not always adhere conscien1;:i,.)usly to the p:t'~a{.).-­

ples se-t out arbitrarily by theoris ts of clas<-;l.Cd1 

drama~ lik.:~ Jean Chapelaino (2). 

r_illeu of Jje Misa.nt~ is exclusively ari8t;oe2::1-

tic; in Le Bourgeois q-~tilho~.) Dornnte & d 

Dcrim~ne, elegant members of thE. .10oilit y them.-~ 

:;hey are , appear in t he mids·t of ·[~ns1.eur J v1l ::..d <. -:_ r · _ 

bourgeois houoeholdo Pract ice :: r u.s ua.lly m :.12-

fle.x:i ble than theory? and scvente·:..nth-centnrv 

~omedy is no exception to that rule . It is ~1o v 

therefore altogether surprising that L!. j'art9:~1·~-~ 

t he King himself (clearly Louis XI\f ) should in+ .;Y· 

vene to put to rights a situation -'Ghat can only r.c 

ret:-cieved by some deus e..c machin.ao Tre m ... tur.:: a.f. 

the interventionp in any case , is such that +· 11e 4.:.t r ~ •• • , 
"" . . 

'-'ly 11.ot appearing physically on the st:gc 9 p:.-~ t: a:- 1 ~ -­

:iome of that remoteness which migh t be e:,rpecueu. •):.-

---------------~--·--·-··-. ··- ·-· -·· 
(1) 

(2) 

Of the 2134 lines 0:1 Psyche~ s om(-:: 1100 ~l .• }e c • .. 
Corneille's composition. 
See Part One~ Chapter· 4 pg ol25 
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themselves» - are in .J.n u.nenvia.b1e situation i;ha··· 

can on:y b~ relieved by c~eme~cy on the part o~ tnE 

King, a.nd 9 as in Tart11ffe 9 the K::..ng= s goodness f....nds 

expression in relenting towards the unhappy person:= 

in danger of inc11rring .n:!..:J c:.·:)pleaeu:re .. 

The above remarks serve me!·e ly as an introduction 

to the r8le of King in l\liolH~re · r; plays; obviously 

there is much more to be said on this subject 9 and 

a more detailed analyeis w=:ll now be made or tht. 

works relevant to thi .... sec~iou vf ths presen·t stl~.~~ 

Chronologically~ th~ first com,uy to consider ~J 

L•Impromptu de Versaille~ o 

in October, 1663 before thu K.W.1~ 9 there can be l::L ~;t:.2 

doubt that the play was an undic;guised dramatic 

version of the sort of situation in which comic 

actors and their director frequently found thems~: ~e 

wh~n pressed to prepare some fvrm of entertaillll!s.r_t 

for their patron at short noticeo As the title 

suggests, the action take~ place at Versaillesp in 

the "salle de la com~die 11 o The director of the 

troupe P Moli~re himself~ summons his players to re-
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hearse for the first (and last~) time an improviseQ 

comedy to be performed immediately after the rehear~al 

in the presence of the K~ing and court. None of t he 

actors is familiar with the part to be played , and 

not even the director of the tro~pe has any clear 

idea of the plot ~pon which his players must construct 

their actions. Tension mounts as no progress is 

made with the rehearsal, and the time for the command 

performance steadily approaches ; then, when disgrace 

seems inevitable, a message is conveyed to the com-

pany that the King, "par une bont~ to~te particuli~re" ,( l) 

has decided to postpone the performance of the new 

play, and will be satisfied for the present with 

whatever production can be st~ed at the troupe 's 

earliest convenience. The relief and gratitude of 

the director on receipt of such tidings may well be 

imagined, and the play ends with his enthusiastic 

utterance of these sentiments . 

Much of the interest of this comedy, for posterity, 

lies in the fact that it gives us an insight into the 

r5le of a man in Moli~re's position in relation to the 

players in his company. Moreover, it provides us 

with an interesting example of the way in which popular 

dramatic literature of the mid-seventeenth century 

could be used as a vehicle of expression for the ani-

(l) L 'Im~romatu de Versailles, sc. XI, Couton edition, 
Gall~ar , Paris, 1971, Vol. I . pg.698. 
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mosity existing between rival troupes of the period. 

In L'Impromptu, the company under attack is t hat of 

the HOtel de Bourgogne. The persons associated with 

that establishment (1) had not only incurred Moli~re's 

contempt for their affected acting-techniques, but had 

also roused his resentment for their plagiarism of 

his ideas and their gratuitous criticism of his acting. 

Besides, their malicious remarks about his conjugal 

life invited some sort of retaliation from the "com~dien 

du Roy". This aspect of the work, however, is not 

strictly relevant to the present study, and has been 

mentioned only in order to set the play in the context 

of those circumstances surrounding it. Accordingly, 

in the discussion that follows, little or nothing will 

be said of the motivation of L'Impromptu; it is 

essentially with the part of the ling in this comedy 

that we are concerned here. 

The first reference to the Royal Person occurs in the 

first scene, (2) after .Moliere, in his capacity as 

troupe-director, has assembled his performers to ex­

plain what is expected of them: in reply to r~ale. 

de Brie's "De quoi est-il question?", he announces 

that the King is due to arrive in two hours' time , 

and that the interval should be profitably employed 

(1) Chief of whom were Boursault, lf!ontfleury, Beauch~teau 
and H auteroche. 

(2) op . cit. pg. 676 
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in rehearsing the play chosen on this occasi on for t he 

royal entertainment. Thus the situation of Moli~re 

and his company is explicitly stated, and the comic 

confrontation between a harassed playwright/producer 

and a refractory cast takes place in an atmosphere of 

growing tension. No small part of the difficulties 

with which the former has to contend stems from the 

difference in attitude to the King's requirements 

existing between himself and his players. Their 

collective reaction to his dilemma is, that it is 

unreasonable to expect a polished production "en huit 

jours", as Mlle. B~jart puts it. ( 1). It is interest-

ing to observe that none of the company dares to 

remark that the King is at fault for expecting such 

a feat; their judgement is implicit in their assess-

ment of the matter, in their allusions to "l'impossibilit~ 

de la chose", and to "le peu de temps qu'on vous donne " . (2 ) o 

Moli~re•s attitude is less realistic, for to him a 

command from the King is a command to be carried out 

regardless of whether or not it is unreasonable or 

impracticable. He is moreover far more aware of the 

august nature of his prospective audience, as his words 

in scene one show: 

"Et pensez-vous que ce soit une petite 

affaire que d'exposer quelque chose de 

comique devant une assembl~e comme celle-ci, 

op. cit. pg. 677 
Words spoken by Mlle. B~jart: ibid. pg. 677 
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que d ' entreprendre de faire rire des 

personnea qui nous impriment le respect 

et ne rient .que quand ils veulent? 11 (l) 

At the most obvious level, this rhetorical question 

may be interpreted as a compliment to the great, 

since it emphasizes their superiority (it is no 

small matter to undertake the amusement of royalty) 

and implies that their judgement is absolute (they 

only laugh when pleased to do so.) On the other 

hand, there is a slight ambiguity in the actual 

choice of vocabulary, which would suggest a degree 

of criticism, albeit very discreet: 11 imprimer" 

signifies an action involving coercion, and the 

respect that is due to kings and lords is, by 

inference, less spontaneous than induced. As 

for the remark that such persons 11ne rient que 

quand ils veu.lent", it inspires the reflection 

that there is something capricious in the taste 

of the great; that their appreciation of comedy 

is perhaps more dependent on their mood than on 

the quality of the entertainment before them. 

It is not likely that the King himself, or any 

member of his entourage, would perceive such 

arnbigui ties in these lines as ~.!oli~re spoke them, 

nor is it likely that the playwright intended them 

to, for his livelihood was subject to their con-

(l) Ibid. pg. 677. 
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tinued favour and goodwill . But Moli~re was not 

the sort of man, as we have seen, to compromise his 

sincerity by including obsequious and flattering 

r emarks about his royal patrons in his works. If 

in L'Impromptu, there a re suggestions of the unctuous­

ness of one whose living depends on patronage, it 

must be admitted that they are tempered by the language 

used to express the respect due to the great . 

This re spect , indeed, is not questioned for a moment: 

even when one of the members of the cast suggests 

that the most logical solution to the difficulty in 

which the "com~diens du Roy" find themselves is to 

inform t he King that the commission cannot be executed, 

that the r oyal will cannot be done, the terms "avec 

respect"· (1) and "respectueuse" (2) soften the refusal 

to comply with the requirement . 

Now comes the most explicit speech pronounced by 

Mo1i~re in the play under consideration, - possibly 

in any of the plays he wrote - regarding the necessity 

for pleasing a monarch, and the expectations of the 

latter where his servants' obedience i s concerned . 

Scandalized by the casual proposal that he should 

ask His Majesty for an extension of time ( 3), Moli~re 

(1) 
(2) 

(3) 

In the speech of Mlle . de Brie. 
In the speech of Mlle. B~jart. 
Mlle. de Brie: "· ·· 
temps davantage". 

il fa1lait • • • demander du 
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excl aims: 

"Mon Dieu, Mademoiselle, l es rois n' aiment 

rien tant qu'une prompte ob~issance, et ne 

se plaisent point du tout ~ trouver des 

obstacles. Les chases ne sent bonnes que 

dans le temps ~u'ils les souhaitent ; et 

leur en vouloir reculer le divertissement 

est en Oter pour eux toute la gr~ce . Ils 

veulent des plaisirs qui ne se fassent 

point attendre; et les mains pr~par~s 

leur sent toujours les plus agr~ables. 

Nous ne devons j amais nous regarder dans ce 

qu'ils d~sirent de nous : nous ne semmes 

que pour leur plaire; et lorsqu ' ils nous 

ordonnent quelg_ue chose , c ' est ~ nous ~ 

profiter vite de l'envie , ou ils sont . I l 

vaut mieux s'ag_uitter mal de ce qu'ils 

nous demandent que de ne s'en aquitter pas 

assez tot; et si l'on ala honte de n ' avoir 

pas bien r~ussi, on a toujours la gloire 

d'avoir ob~i vite ~leurs commandements ••• " (1 ) 

The main point made in that piece of eloquence i s 1 

that punctual and conscientious execution of the 

King's wishes is more important than the standard of 

1iork produced . The secondary voint is that pleas ing 

the ~~ing is the sole justi fication for the exi stence 

of his subjects. ~ven after some allowance has 

(l) Ibid . pp. 677-678 . 
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b3Gn made f or the fact that this speec~ is a retort 

to an uncooperative actress, and is primarily inten0~d 

as an argument for continuing with the rehearsal~ 

its wider relevance to I.!oli~re ' s position at court 

cannot be overlooked . 

Any indiscretion in the observation that kings ex­

pect nothing short of immediate obedience, and that 

excuses or difficulties displease them exceedingly, 

is countered by the use of the plural (les rois). 

This turns what could be interpreted as a mild re­

proach for intransigence, into a generalization 

which not even a king like Louis XIV could justi­

fiably contradict. \IIJhen J.V!oli~re asserts that the 

entertainment that has been least rehearsed is 

always the most welcome to a royal audience, he is 

no doubt excusing in advance any deficiencies of 

execution inevitable in a performance prepared in 

great haste; and that remark is possibly intended 

to remind the King of the necessity for indulgence 

at plays past and future, as well as present. do 

far it has been a question only of the dramatist 's 

obligations to his royal patron, and of that patron 's 

taste. Now comes a more universal, and therefore 

more interesting, statement about the relationshi~ 

between royalty and those subject to royalty. J~he 

crucial point to resolve here is whether or not the 

King's servant is speaking tongue-in-cheek when he 

says, "Nous ne devons jamais nous regarder dans 

ce qu'ils d~sirent de nous: nous ne semmes que 
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If this is to be taken l i·terally ~ it me2~s th~Nt tht~ 

aspirations~ sufferings and needs of the indiv.Ld.u,.i1 

count for nothing, and that at all costs the King t s 

pleasure must be doneo As suchp it is a remark­

ably complete expression of humilityo If~ on the 

other hand, it is possible to interpret it in the 

same light as previous lines spoken by Moli~re in 

L'Impromptu, it will be seen to be tinged with 

ambiguity: in this case f the ambiguity of sarcasm , 

implying the injustice of subordinating personal 

feelings and values to the gratification of one man ' ~ 

whims and fancieso Yet to read such a meaning int c 

these words is to assume a certain equality between 

servant and master , subject and King . Such a 

notion would be entirely foreign to seventeenth­

century thinking. For all his independence of 

opinion, it is hardly likely that Moli~re would he..v: 

dared to make the assumption of equality between 

two individuals of widely differing rank , and leas~ 

of all in the court of the very King upon whom his 

living depended. Any suspicion of disrespect or 

criticism latent in his extreme statement of what 

is due to monarchs must accordingly be rejected. 

The last sentence of the speech under consideration 

merely takes up again the first idea expressed , 

namely, that a commission promptly and indifferently 
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out perfectly , but latoo 

and complicated syntax of the s entence 9U_ggo .. :rf. ·\'le 

elegant speech of the cour tier 9 and i neline one t {) 

believe that here 9 Moli~re is simply bowing to con­

vention by including a graceful compliment to h i s 

King in the dialogueo 

After this rather lengthy outbu.:-st ~ Moli~re a.bruptl:r 

returns to the matter in hand: the rehearsalo (l) 

Thereafter the saucy exchange continues between him-· 

self and his players 9 and the principal interest of 

t he play centres on the choice of subjec~-matver to 

be presented .. Apart from the reiteration of t h 

fact that it is the King who has commissioned the 

work (2), the royal patron fades for a while into 

t he backgrol.lnd., 

At the beginning of scene s i x 9 at a point when t.hr:.: 

"rehearsal" has disintegrated into a chorus of pro~ 

test from the participants, the Kine Ps arri val 2 s 

announced to complete the troupe-d~rector ' s despa~rc 

"Le Roi a de la bont6 9 e t il sa:. t bien qn.e 

la chose a ~t6 pr~cipit~e 11 , 

declares Moli~reo _4gainp this is the sort of 

(1) 

(2) 

He says , "Mais songeons a r~p~ter, s' il vous 
pl att"o - pgo 678$ 
For example, when La Thor:iill~re enters~ in s c " II o 



in<l l catinJ a ::J .:. t do(..s t he cs:.. )l.l.+ ial ~lum.a.ni t y a ct 

r ce.::::ona blenes:: of t he ---~v·creig .. : L 

that when the various '1n~ ct.sG.J.i '!'cR 11 ( 1 ) harass tha 

company with their repetitive ~~ ~f~ 

cornmenccz done~'' Moliere T.P.:flloes t o ~elieve t hat 

this !lllCOmprcmising order comes from the King .bimselfv 

prefnrring to attribute it to the off:.ciousness of 

t ne messengers: 

"Eh~ que de gens se font de f@te 9 et viennent 

dire: 8 Commencez done' 9 ~ qu.~ le Roi ne 1 ~a 

pas command~!" (2) 

The impres sion that the King i s ~ kindly9 understanding 

person ie then confirmed b.r the denouement of the la~n 

scene: Bejart (3) reassu.res ·the distraugh·i; prodt.:.cer 

that as soon as the Ki.z:g W<:J. 3 maO.':) a \\c:.re of the compa..r.~ ...!. 

predicament P he gave permissio.r1 J.'or u. postpon.ement 

The crisis is overp the tension rela.xedp and Moli~rEJ 1 (:, 

concluding speech contains some of the hyperbole ·co 
be expected of one in hiG posi~iono It might s eem 

excessi1re to a t\Jent ieth-centu.!. y mind that wh 9.t if ~ 

after all, a r elatively small conce~sion shoul0 be 

termed "la plus grande gr~.ce dtJ_ monde" ( 4) 11 and. t.hat 

a gesture costing such a livtl8 effort aho~ld con sti-

tu.te 11extr @mes bont~s"o ( 4 )" It i s , howeve r ? all 

---------------------------=---------------~~--~~~--~,.~ 

( 4) 

"N~ce s s aire 11 is the pr ecious te_~m for a lacl:~ . .f" 
In scene IXo 
Bejart is descr ibed ns '1h or!IIIle q_ili fait le 
necessaire 11 • 

Scene XI , pgo 698 
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....... 
t.::t.) 

• ~ 1 • • • .. 

g:!:'atitu.de to lOyalty f or r-. :·.c:vm:r ~m:ft3r~"eC:. ;L.er~ 

be~efactor an~ beneficiaryo 

barrier sepa:r.-at j . .:1g persons of equal worth that pos+~ 

enligh~enment t.;hinkin.g has tnade 2.. t o Some of tho 

exaggerat.:.on in 11~01:_~:_~0 IS grati ~U.de t o hj S .Kj_n~ L'13.J' 

,.)e explained by convention9 the ::!:'es·t _, by a ve:::y 

~eal awa~eness of dispar~+.y in ::'e1 t1k 

L 1 ~nnrom~tu de _Versa;~~ 

staged ~n Oc~o~el~ 1663 o 

as wr;; ha. J>; noted, 

C .!:" .. . ' ,_. . ~·· ~ 

y ea:!:.' and Len~ in ·the follov.ril:l.{:; ~ ;:_ ba.2..lei:i Yersirm ~ ~: 

Moli~re ' s comedy 9 Le Ma:ri§lge l'orce ~ was p:!~!:'or.Pl ;~ 

a~ co·.1r~ ~ and tb.e :Ting ps.rtici ratecL 

of 4-he bal) et indica.te~ thu:t. H:i.s :faje s·~y dance{'. ·-

"entree de ba~.let •i 0 A;:; G. Ccu.:-o·1. remark s. (:'.; 

~his was not one of the au.mptt'Ot18 9 e ~ aborate f~~es 

for which the first y~ars of Loui2 9 reign ware :.1o·'"e<i ... 

I t too~ p lc2.ce in one 'Jf tre Quean. .ijother o s apart-~ 

-------------~·....-.-.....------ --~~ 

(1) Vola I of his 1971 odition of ~~oli~rePs works~ 
pg . 701 .. 
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few _professional danccrs 11 sev0.r.t.l court=nobl(:u) 

and the King; there were no lu.diec from t ho cot:.:.:·~j 

present o The comedy itself serve~ merel y a~ ~ 

pretext for the dancing~ which was after all the 

feature of the entertainment that mainly concernt i 

Louiso When, the following month, (February 9 1664) 

Moli~re staged the comedy itself for the Parisian 

public , there was no longer any element of royal 

participation in Le Mariage Force. 

However~ the comedy was performed in mid-May~ 1664 9 

at the end of that series of amusements known as 

Lee Plaisirs de l'tle enchantee, and althouBh i t ~~ 

not certain whether the King appeareO. in the ''entrt· . s 

de ballet 11 on that occasion 9 it is possible ln v-..1.-ew 

of his rOle in the "Plaisirs" o It was on the 

second day of these week-long festivities markinz th-e? 

inauguration of Versailles that Moliere 2 3 La Fr.:..r_c~:J.sse 

d'Elide had its premi~reo Indeed 9 MoliP.re and the 

Troupe de Monsieur, as they were then called~ were 

the principal purveyors of entertainment durinJ 

this glittering, protracted piece of extravaganceo(l'o 

The spectacular aspect of the "Plaisirs" was al:ceady 

manifest on the first day of these inr1ocent dive:sions~ 

when Louis, gorgeously attired as Roger (ariosto's 

(1) It was remarked at the time that the "Plaisirs11 

were "un v~ritable festival 1·1IolH~re". 
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hero) executed feats of equestrian skill with the 

more eminent of his courtiers (1) and recited lines 

of poetry celebrating altruistic grandeur of the 

sort commonly attributed to himself . That day, 

members of :LolH~re ' s troupe contributed their talents 

to the display, taking r8les such as those of the 

Centuries of Gold, Silver, Bronze and Iron; Pan, 

Apollo and Diana. This set the atmosphere for the 

new play to be performed the following evening. 

To lend some sort of continuity to the proceedings, 

La Princesse d ' Elide was presented within the con­

t ext of the "Plaisirs" as an entertainment offered 

by "Ro.;er" and his gallant company to the Queen. 

The fe.ct that it was d.edicated in reality to rU:lle. 

de La Valli~re 7 whom the King had courted assiduously 

since 1661, in no way detracted from the charm of 

such an offering ~ade by the King to his ~ueen, -

at least, as far as the elegant and sophisticated 

audience assembled at Versailles was concerned. 

3ome indication of Louis' eagerness to arrange the 

"Plaisirs" for his mistress may be discerned in the 

haste with which .Moli~re was obliged to compose 

La Princesse. clo pressing was the royal commission 

that the dramatist could not adhere to his original 

plan t o flrite the entire play in verse: in the 

first scene of Act II, after 366 lines of alexandrines , 

(1) Among others , the dues de Joailles, de Guise , 
and de Foix; the comtes d ' Armagnac and du Lude; 
and the Prince de Marsillac. 
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comes a wry apology for the necessity of completing 

the work in prose -

11Le dessein de l'auteur ~tait de traiter 

a i nsi toute l a com~die. Mais un commandement 

du Roi qui pressa cette affaire l ' obligea 

d ' achever tout le reste en prose, et de 

passer l~g~rement sur pl usieurs sc~nes qu'il 

aurait ~tendues davantage s'il avait eu 

plus de loisir. d llJ 

From this ·Ne see that the King's part in La Prince s se 

is similar to that he plays in L'Impromptu, inasmuch 

as he is the instigator of a comedy to be performed 

bef ore a court audience. The difference between 

the two plays where the King is concerned, is that 

the s i tuation i n L ' ImEromptu is hypothetical , whereas 

in La Princesse it i s real. Moreover, in the latter 

play the monarch's im.pati ence gets the better of his 

indulgence ~ - a reversal of the d~nouement of 

L ' Impromptu, - and hence the abrupt change from 

poetry to proseo 

1ihat of r,:oli~re ' s reaction to this state of affairs? 

Despite this inflexibility on the part of his patron, 

no repr oach as such can be detected in the apol ogy 

quot ed above . In stating his intention regarding 

t he form of the play, and the impossibility of 

carrying it out, the dramatist is merely excusing 

(l) Couton edition, Vol . I, pg . 791. 
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the disparate nature of his work and explaining that 

it is not meant to be so. Contemporary spectator s 

would -have wasted no time in criticising such a flaw, 

since harmony and unity are vital qualities in 

classical masterpieceso What is significant in the 

"avis'', as Moli~re calls it, is the fact that the 

sovereign's pleasure was the cause of imperfection 

in La Princesseo By making this clear, no other 

justi~ication is necessary: the King's wishes are 

sufficient excuse in themselves, and everything must 

be subordinated to them. One is reminded of the 

words from L' Impromptu: "no us ne semmes que pour 

:i..ellr plaireo" Here, surely,is the proof of this 

statement ' s validity. 

It was in the context of "Les Plaisirs de l'!le 

enchant~e" that one of Moli~re's most controversial 

plays had its premi~re: Tartuffe. Although the 

elaborate fiction of Roger and his fellow-heroes 

caught in the spell of the enchantress Alcine, -

the pretext for the entertainments - ended on the 

third day of the "Plaisirs", the merry-making and 

frivolity continued a little longer, and on May 12th, 

Tartuffe was perfonned by the Troupe de .Monsieur 

before the court. Hostility to the comedy existed 

in court-circles even before the play was presented: 

already in April ·that year, if we are to believe 

d ' Argenson's reference in the Annales de la Compagnie 
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du Saint-Sacrement (1) , there was talk of having 

the "mechante comedie" banned before it could be 

performed. The five- year- long struggle in which 

:.~oli~re engaged ( 1664-1669) to obtain permission 

t o have the ban lifted does not concern us here, 

and more will be said la·t er of the main protagonists 

in Tartuffeo For the present 9 let us look at the 

King ' s r8le in this comedy. 

As in L'Impromptu, the situation is a hypothetical 

one : the villainy of one man, and the gullibility 

of another, have caused considerable unhappiness in 

· .• hat was once a happy and united family o Financial 

rui n and political disgrace are brought on the heads 

of Organ, his wife and brother and two children 

through Organ's misplaced trust in the hypocritical 

Tartuffe ; as the plot unfolds the members of Organ's 

family are manoeuvred into an increasingly impossible 

s ituation, from which there appears to be no hope of 

escape . The crisis is at its height in the last 

scene of Act V, when the arrest of Organ seems in­

evi table; and at that crucial moment the happy inter­

vention of an enlightened monarch turns the tide 

against the self- felicitating Tartuffe and rescues 

Organ from a wretched plight . In a play depending 

fo r much of its point on the spectacle of an actor 

----------------------------------~---------
(l) See G. i:.ion0 redien, Documents du 17e si~cle relatifs 

A Moli~re, 1965 , vol. I, pg . 2I7o 
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overplaying his part, the King emerges as a spectator 

unimpressed by the performance (l)o True , l!.:lrnire , 

Damis7 Mariane, Cl~ante and Dorine are no more im-

pressed with Tartuffe than the Fing, but they lack 

the power to correct the ills caused by the hypocrite's 

duplicity. When a lucid mind is united with authority, 

justice may be done, and an order of thi ngs threatened 

may be restoredo (2) 

That the King is intended to emerge as some sort of 

hero in Tartuffe is clear from the words of the officer 

who comes to remove the hypocrite to prison: 

"Nous vivons sous un Prince ennemi de la fraude, 

Un Prince dont les yeux se font jour dans les coeurs, 

Et que ne peut tremper tout l'art des imposteurs ." (3) 

This is an unequivocal statement of the King ' s sagacity, 

and in itself sufficient compliment to the royal judge­

ment; but added to this virtue is the additional merit 

of humanity, as Cleante ' s injunction to his brother 

shows when he speaks of the "bont~" of the "grand 

Prince 11 • ( 4). 

It may be argued that Moli~re 9 having placed his 

11 sympathetic" characters in a difficult position, needed 

a deus ex machina to resolve matters, and introduced 

(1) 

(2) 

On this aspect, see Hubert , Moli~re and the Comedy 
of Intellect. 
An idea developed by J . Guicharnaud, Moli~re: une 
aventure th~~trale . 
11. 1906-1908, deuton ed . pg. 983. 
11. 1954-1955, ibid. pg. 984. 
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the King simply to fulfil the needs of the plot, re­

gardless of whether the d~nouement appeared facileo 

Iu fact, as G. Couton shows (1), Moli~re depicts in 

i..he ending of Tartuffe something of common practice 

in the seventeenth century; for the King, as supreme 

judge of the realm, was empowered to decide the rights 

and wrongs of individual cases as he saw fito Tartuf.fe 

has denounced Orgon to the King in person, thereby 

involving the sovereign in the issue& (This too was 

perfectly possible, for Louis XIV prided himself on 

the ~ree access he gave his subjects to his persono) (2). 

The King, having reached a decision, has entrusted 

its execution to an "exempt" - one of his officials 

and thi s ts the scene enacted before the audience in 

the last scene of Tartuffe~ Thus the action of the 

play is less divorced from reality than is commonly 

supposed . 

So much for the r8le of King in the play itself . It 

remains to examine briefly the part played by Louis in 

the controversy that surrounded Tartuffe even before 

its premi~re • That the King bowed to religious 

opinion almost immediately is obvious from a report 

in the Gazette of May 17th, 1664 (five days after the 

first performance of the comedy), in which it is stated 

that 

0 • 0 Sa Majest~, pleinement ~clair~e en toutes " 

(1) 1971 edition of Mo1i~re's works, Vol.I, pg.l370o 
(2) As is evident from the King's M~moires, Longnon ed. , 

pgo 24. 
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choses, jQgea (la pi~ce) absolwment injQrieQse 

a la religion et capable de produire de tr~s 

dangereux effets. 11 (1) 

There is little doubt that Louis was not himself opposed 

to the play, and that its real enemies were the gentle­

men of the "Compagnie du Saint-Sacrement 11 , an influential 

group at court who were instrumental in obtaining the 

royal interdict on performances of Tartuffeo (2) 

Besides, although the King went so far as to ban the 

play, he did not condemn it personallyo Moli~re's 

attitude to his King in this matter may be deduced 

from the series of appeals (placets) that he composed 

in an effort to have the decision reversed: in the 

first , we find -

"Bien que ce m'ait ~t~ un coup sensible que 

la ruppression de cet ouvrage, !'Ilon malheur, 

pourtant, ~tait adouci par la mani~re dont 

votre Majest~ s•~tait expliqu~e sur ce sujct; 

et j'ai cru, Sire, qu'elle m'8tait tout lieu 

de me plaindre, ayant eu la bont~ de d~clarer 

qu'elle ne trouvait rien a dire dans cette 

~d. II comt::: ~e ••• 

as well as references to the "plus grand roi du 

monde et le plus ~clair~", and a humble resignation 

to whatever the King may decree: 

Quoted in G. Mongr~dien, o~. cit., vol.I, pg. 
Moli~re makes it clear in he Pr~face to the 
first edition of fartu.ffe (IIarch, 1669) that 
Louis was not hostile to the play. 

216. 



167 

• 0 • les rois ~clair~s comme vous ••• voient, It 

comme Dieu, ce qu 'il nous faut ••• 11 me 

suffit de mettre mes int~r~ts entre les 

mains de Votre Majest~, et j'attends d'elle, 

avec respect, tout ce qu'il lui plaira d 

d'ordonner la-dessus. " (l) 

fhis is, of course, the language of a man in a 

subordinate position craving a favour from one 

infinitely above him, and the terms in which Louis 

is mentioned are correspondingly deferential. There 

is no suggestion of bitterness at the ~Cing' s failure 

to support I.Ioliere in the ·rartuffe issue; merely 

a respectful justification of the motives behind 

the play and reiterated hints at the King's sound-

ness of judgement . The last-mentioned feature is 

absent from the second appeal made to Louis to have 

the ban lifted. The point emphasized there, is 

that the real enemies of the play are influential 

at court: 

"Je ne doute point, dire, que les Jens que 

je peins dans ma com~die ne remuent bien des 

ressorts aupr~s de Votre :Majest~ ••• 11 ( 2) 

and it is less the King's wisdom than the King's 

power that is invoked in the later "placet". This 

may be seen in the choice of vocabulary, in words 

like "daignera11 (3) and 11 le monarque qui fait trembler 

toute l 'Europe 11 
( 4). In the third and final appeal, 

(1) Couton edition, pg. 891, vol I. 
(2) Ibid. pg . 892. 
(3) Ibid. pg. 892. 
(4 ) Ibid. pg. 893. 
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there is a return of the emphasis on Louis' generosity: 

the word "gr~ce" is mentioned four times in two short 

paragraphs, and "faveur", twice, as well as the in-

evi table "bont~s 11 • All of which gives the impression 

that, despite prolonged disappointment, no real dis­

enchantment with royalty influenced the "com~dien 

du Roy". Meanwhile, other royal requirements had 

to be met, and a major commission came at the end 

of 1666, at Sant-Germain-en-Laye, when all the 

theatrical troupes were bidden to combine their 

talents in a series of entertainments beginning 

with Le Ballet des Muses, in which the King danced 

together with Madame, :.Ille. de la Valli~re and 

Mme. de Montespan. This ballet gave its name to 

the whole sequence of dancing, music, singing and 

acting that took place for the King's amusement on 

the occasion in question; and it was during Le . -
Ballet des Muses that two of Moliere's plays were 

presented: Pastoral e Comique and IYI~licerte. The 

place of the first play in the "Ballet" is debatable, 

but it seems that it was introduced between the 

third and fourth "entr~es". The pastoral conven-

tion, as may be expected, is the basis of the 

action, and lovelorn shepherds pay court to an 

insensible shepherdess, are rejected, and console 

each other amid maudlin tears. The names (Corydon, 

Lycas, Fil~ne, Iris) are the standard ones in this 

type of entertainment, as are the situations in 



169 

which the characters are sho¥m. 'J.lhe King danced 

a minor role as one of the ei3ht peasants who 

separate the fighting rivals-in-love. 

The more interesting of the two works is Melicerte. 

The setting is pastorul, the atmosphere, romantic; 

the story, that of two lovers in a Romeo and Juliet 

situation, but, unlike Shakespeare's characters, 

saved from desolation by long-lost identity re-

discovered. It was precisely the sort of 11precious" 

theme that would appeal to the audience before whom 

it was enacted, and it is perhaps worth noting 

that Moliere never included it in his repertoire 

for Parisian audiences at the Palais-Royal theatre. 

It remained essentially a play fo-r the court. 

( 11Hero!que 11 , - the epithet with which the genre is 

qualified - signifies that the persons involved 

in the action are of high birth.) 

There is nothing to suggest that Louis took part 

in :Melicerte, but the co.medy furnishes another 

example of royal interference with the dramatist's 

work. Only 600 lines of the play are completed, 

and this is explained by a footnote added by the 

editors of the 1682 publication of l.~oliere 's works: 
. . 

11Cette comedie n'a point ete· achevee; il 
.. 

n'y avait que ces deux actes de faits lorsque 

le roi la demanda. Sa i·.lajeste en ayant 

ete satisfaite pour la f~te ou elle fut 
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repr~sent~e, le sieur de Moli~re ne l'a 

point finie." (1) 

Again, it may be seen that the King was ready for 

the play before the playwright, and that although 

the work was incomplet 0? the King's request had to 

be met. The fact that His Majesty wad satisfied 

with that portion of the work that was finished in 

time for the "Ballet" suggests the adequacy of the 

other pieces performed at Saint-Germain-en-Laye. 

In any case, it is likely that M~licerte was little 

more than a light diversion to help fill in the 

time allotted to the entertainmento The King 

would hardly have been disposed to accept the part 

for the whole if the play was intended as the main 

feature of the amusement. Moli~re ' s f~ilure to 

add the remaining scenes implies the extent to 

which I.I~licerte was written to please his King ; 

once Louis was satisfied, the rest ceased to mattero 

Also attached to the Ballet des ~~:uses is the comedy, 

IJe Sicilien, performed before His Majesty by the 

Troupe du Roi in January, 1667. This play was a 

sort of afterthought, as is proved by the addi tion 

of an extra "entr~e" to introduce it. It is only 

mentioned here because Louis appeared in the mas­

querade preceding the actual comedy : he took the 

part of a "Maure de qualit~", as opposed to t he 

(1) Quoted in the Oouton editiofl, Volo II , pg . 316. 
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other, inferior categories of Moors. ("nus" and 

"a capot")o 

The next ~lay by :!\IolH~re in which opportunities 

were created for the King to dance is Lee Amante 

:.:c.gl)ifig_ues, presented at the "Divertissement 

~-toyal " for Febr uary, 1670, but already by that date 

there was a new austerity, a slight diminution of 

exuberance, in royal entertainments, and Louis had 

possibly t aken to heart the reproach in Britannicus 

(December , 1669) concerning talents unworthy of an 

emperor ( l). The result was that the monarch 

resisted the temptation to display his merit as a 

dancer during the "carnaval" of early 1670, preferring 

instead to show his dignity as ~ King. (I.1uch to 

the embarrassment of ~wo journalists, who, carried 

away by loyalty to the Crown, had proclaimed in 

advance the grace and majesty of the King's perform­

ance as Neptune, then Apollo t in Les Amants l/Iagnifiqueso 

I'hose renee were filled by the Comte d I Armagnac ..:md 

the Marquis de Villeroy respectively.) 

·:rhe disappointment i.Ioliere must have experienced 

at Louis' non-participation in the "entrees de ballet " 

of his play was doubtless mitigated by the compliment 

pai d him in the fact that he, and not Bensserade 

(who usually provided court- ballets) received the 

( l) (Boileau attributes the King's sudden refusal to 
dance, to this speech addressed to Nero, 
Britannicus, 11. 1471-1578) 
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commission. Besides, he COQld hardly have attri-

buted the Klng's withdrawal from the dancing to 

dissatisfaction with his work, since the over-all 

tone of the Royal Entertainment tended towards 

sobriety, and the sovereign's restraint was merely 

in keeping with this atmosphere. 

So much for the plays obviously connected with 

royalty. Before summing up, however, some mention 

should be made of a comedy of Moli~re's composition 

in which there is implicit relevance to Louis XIV. 

This is Amphitryon (first performed in January, 1668). 

The theory that there is a parallel between Amphitryon­

Alcm~ne-Jupiter in legend, and M. de Montespan-~kne. 

de Montes pan-Louis XIV in fact, was first put forward 

in 1835. (l) Suspicion had been aroused as early 

as JanQary, 1665, that the Marquise de Montespan 

was claiming a share of the royal attention, and this 

was confirmed by subsequent evidence; by June, 1667, 

it became clear that a new mistress was ousting Mlle. 

de La Valli~re. To pretend that nobody was aware 

of this at a court where gossip was rife and where 

intrigue formed an integral part of daily existence, 

woQld be na!ve to say the least. It was certainly 

not the sort of situation to be taken seriously, or 

to be regarded as fraught with tragic implications; 

and far from alienating sympathy from the Iling, it 

(l) By Roederer, in his Memoires pour servir a 
l'histoire de la societe polie en France. 
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quite possibly increased his popularity by showing 

his all-too-human susceptibilities. The allusions 

in Amphitryon to the husband's honourable dishonour 

( "Un part age avec Jupiter 

N'a rien du tout qui deshonore 11 

- 11.1898-1899) 

and the amused comment that 

"Le seigneur JQpiter sait dorer la pilule" ( 1) 

woQld not have been t'3.ken amiss, even if their relevance 

to the ICing's amoQrs were glaringly obvious. Besides, 

Moliere could always plead fidelity to the original 

version of the comedy as Plautus had written it, 

thereby allaying any suspicions of irreverence to 

His Majesty. 

It is interesting to note that contemporary reaction 

to the ''glorious weaknesses" of Louis XIV was not 

at all what the twentieth-centQry observer would 

expect. ·,nth the exception of the more rigorous 

Catholics attached to the court (2), opinion at 

large inclined to favour the King while showing 

hostility to the wronged husband. In .rllllphitryon, 

the same sort of bias emerges, despite the lucidity 

of comment at the end of the play. Even if the 

King's conduct had not been judged favourably, it 

is doQbt~ul whether any remark or comic allusion 

(1) (Act III, scene x, 1.1913). 
(2) Particularly Bossuet, who had some telling 

observations on the subject in l'Avent de Saint­
Germain. 
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on the subject would have been suppressed, since 

respect for the monarch did not preclude amusement, 

albeit discreet, at his shortcomings. 

From the above survey, several ~edQctions may be 

madeo First, t he extent of Louis' direct partici­

pation in ~.~olH~re 1 s comedies is slight. In L' Impromptu 

de Versailles and Tartuffe , the King is essential 

for the resolQtion of the plot , but does not appear 

physically on the stage . In the case of La Princesse 

d 'Elida 9 the King is a participant in the entertainment 

that serves as a setting to the play, and it is clear 

t ;J.a·t the work itself is a royal commissiono Similarly, 

~r~licerte formed part of the amusements at another 

such "Divertissement Royal 11
9 and its tone, subject­

rnat·~;er and characters suggest that it was written to 

ploase the King, as does its unfinished form . As 

for Les Amants Magnifiques, two r8les (admittedly of 

a so~ewhat decorative nature) were specifically 

created for the King in the ballet preceding the play 

itself. The fact tha.t at the last moment His Majesty 

failed to fill the r8les does not alter the author's 

intention that he should participateo 

The degree of the King's influence in l>/.Ioli~re 1 s work 

is 3ignificant . It generally takes the form of 

pressure t o meet deadlines for special occasions such 

as the festivities that usually took place at court 
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between Christmas and Lent, or celebrations of royal 

achievement such as the building of Versailles. 

This latter aspect of the King's share in Moli~re's 

comedies is to be seen not only in some of the plays 

dealt with above in detail, but also in works like 

Psyche (in the editor's preface to the reader, "les 

ordres pressants du Roi" are mentioned) (l); and in 

the "livret" prefacing the Grand Divertissement royal 

de Versailles of 1668, in which Moli~re's George 

Dandin was featured. In this introduction to the 

entertainment, allusion is made to the importance of 

punctual execution of royal commissions. (2) 
' 

The attitude to royalty on Moli~re's part, as far 

as can be ascertained from his works, would appear 

to be essentially one of respect; a respect which, 

while far from being slavish or exaggerated, is so 

deeply ingrained in the fundamental concept of 

Monarchy that it is above questioning. 

It might be argued that Moli~re's dependence on 

favour at court does not make him a very reli~ble 

guide to the average man's sentiments concerning the 

King in the seventeenth century. Yet no small part 

(1) Quoted in the Couton edition, vol. II, pg. 821. 
(2) For the "livret", see Vol . II of the Couton ed., 

pp. 451-452. 
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of Moli~re's income was derived, as we have seen, (1) 

from the Parisian audiences that filled his theatre 

at the Palais-Royal. Excessive praise of the King 

or undue deference to royal taste would not endear 

the dramatist to the less illustrious elements in 

his town audiences, unless their views on the King's 

worth more or less coincided with his own. If this 

were not the case, the eulogy of the sovereign at 

tne end of Tartuffe, for example, would surely have 

been offensive to spectators not as involved with 

the King as Moliere. 

The curious "double standard" applied in judgement 

of royal behaviour is illustrated in Amphitryon, 

where , despite a few remarks suggesting a clear 

perception of the issues involved, no real condem­

nation of the "might is right" philosophy is dis­

cernible. This reluctance to judge the King is 

confirmed in other plays : in L'Impromptu, for 

example, where it is seen that no request emanating 

from the Monarch is allowed to be unreasonable ; and 

in t he various "·rartuffe placets" , no reproach is 

addressed to His Majesty despite repeated disappoint­

ments at the royal decision to continue the ban on 

the play . There i s no reason to believe that this 

respectful resignation does not reflect the general 

attitude of the King's subjects towards their sovereign. 

(1) See Part One, ch. 3. 
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It follows from this attitude of submission, that 

obedience to royal orders, requests and decisions 

was not so much a matter of choice for Moliere and 

his con·tiemporaries, as a matter of duty. Compliance 

w-ith the ..tG.ng' s wishes was simply the Kin6 ' s due 

i.n the seventeenth century, and if this involved 

compromising one's taste, cutting short the compo­

sition of o particular work,or lowering the standard 

of one 's creative art~ the justification was adequate 

as long as i t involved the monarch's gratification. 

The royal prerogative was apparently absolute as 

far as the King' s subjects were concerned. 

lfuile it i3 fairly easy to deduce from Moliere's 

plky3 the extent to which a subject of the King was 

c~bservient to his sovereign in the mid-seventeenth 

century, ~t is less obvious what was expected of the 

King in return; for human nature is such that some 

sort of reciprocity of obli gation inevitably operates 

in any human r elationship. Of all moliere's plays, 

Tartuffe is the most informative in this regard: 

both from its subject-matter and from t he written 

appeals to the King that have prefaced it since 1682. 

The function of the monarch in the society under his 

rule would appear, ideally 9 to be that of the King 

in Tartuffe. Enlightened intervention in the graver 

type of crisis besetting his subjects; an ability 

to restore order and harmony; to correct injustice, -
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these~ it seems, are some of the attributes and 

accomplishments associated with royalty in Moli~re's 

time~if we are to judge by the action of Tartuffe . 

But this is the function of a King in a hypothetical 

situation. Moving from the sphere of the ideal to 

r8ality, we find Moli~re as the suppliant dependent 

on royal indulgence, and the tone of the "placets" 

suggests a real belief, firstly, in the King's good 

will; and secondly in the King ' s powero This 

confirms t he impression created in Tartuffe itself, 

that a lucid governing force can "put it all right" 

if it is so disposed . 

Finally, what of the place of the King in society? 

As supreme j udge of the rights and wrongs of certain 

cases; as one whose wishes are his subjects' commands, 

and to whom immediate and complete obedience is 

imperative ; as the ruler whose decisions are final 

and to whom alone appeals for clemency may be addressed , 

i t is clear that the monarch in the seventeenth 

century was a being vastly respected. The conviction 

that the Ki ng is God ' s r epresentati ve on earth, 

while nowhere expressed explicitly by Moli~re, is 

implicit in the role of King both in his plays and 

in the situations that surround themo Until other 

strata of the society L1oli~re knew have been explored, 

it is not possible to deter mine what conception the 

dramatist had of this society; but already it is 
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reasonable to assume that at the top of the social 

structure was the King, respect for whom remained 

untarnished despite personal foibles , a degree of 

arrogance, and that imperiousness inseparable from 

one accustomed to command, and be obeyed. 
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Chapter Two. 

Courtly Divertissement. 

Although many of Moliere's plays were performed for the 

first time before a court-audience, relatively few of 

them were written specifically with such an audience 

in view. La Grange's famous Registre, for example, 

tells us that the Medecin Volant (one of Moliere's early 

farces) was played before the King and court in April, 

1659. ( 1 ) That is the first mention made of the play, 

and it might reasonaoly be conjectured that this was 

its premiere. Yet, as G. Couton points out, (2) it 

is more than likely that :.:oliere and his troupe had 

already performed the farce in question in the provinces, 

before coming to Paris in the late 'fifties. However 

much success the play might have had in court-circles, 

therefore, before it was presented to town audiences at 

the Palais-Royal, I.'Ioliere almost certainly did not write 

it with the intention of gratifying court-tastes. 

This aspect of plays presented to court-audiences will 

( 1) 

( 2) 

See Couton's preface toLe .•-edecin Volant, pg.29, vol . I. 
Ibid. : the point is, that La Grange could well have 
neglected to note earlier performances of a fairly 
mediocre farce. 
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accordingly be borne in mind in the discussion that follows, 

and a differentiation made between those intended primarily 

for King and court, and those not necessarily written for 

such an audienceo 

The main purpose of this chapter is to establish some 

picture of seventeenth-century court-life and taste from 

Moli~re's writingsJ and to determine whether the illustrious 

persons who followed the King from court to court were 

respected as a section of society, both by Moli~re him-

self and by his contemporarieso 

The i.ni tial impression gained from a survey of the plays 

performed for the court is two-fold: first, it would 

appear that one of the features of these works is their 

conformity to a dramatic or literary convention, -

par ticularly the pastoral convention. Secondly 7 there 

is in them a notable lack of depth: they suggest an 

atmosphere of light entertainment rather than one of 

intellectual stimulationo G-ranted that Moliere's main 

~urpose in writing ana staging plays was to entertain 

his spectators (an ambition he had in common with the 

majority of playwrights of the Comic Muse in the mid­

seventeenth century), it remains true that a work like 

Melicerte, for example, does not offer the same wealth 

of interest, content-wise, as a comedy like Le Misanthrope. 

A further characteristic of ~he plays intended for the 
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court is the haste with which Moliere was obliged to write 

and produce them. This accounts forthe slight plot and 

loose, episodic structure of a comedy like Lee Facheux, 

which was performed as part of the impressive 

''divertissements" offered by Foucquet to the King and 

court at Vaux-le- Vicomte in August, 1661. According 

to Moliere himself, the work was "conc;ue, faite, apprise 

et repr~sent~e en quinze jours" . (1) 

From the above features of Moliere's "court" plays, what 

can be inferred about the taste of his audience? The 

conventional aspect of such plays as La Princesse d'Elide, 

M~licerte, Pastorale Comique, and Lea Amants Magnifiques 

indicates conservatism and a possible reluctance to 

accept experiment in the sphere of entertainment. There 

as no doubt a comfortable familiarity in the recurring 

spectacle of dancing nymphs and shepherdesses pursued 

by satyrs and shepherds in a rustic setting, to the 

quaint strains of pan-pipes and lutes; a familiarity 

which would compensate for any lack of originality in 

form, or content, or both. In Psych~ , where the con-

vention is not pastoral so much as mythological, the 

element of spectacle is predominant (as is confirmed by 

the fact that choice of subject for the work was deter­

mined by a need to use the long-neglected "salle des 

machines" at the ·:ruileries.) Amphitryon was also per-

formed at the Tuileries before King and court three days 

(l) The opening remark in the Avertissement des F~cheux, 
op.cit. vol. I, pg. 483. 
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after its premiere at the Palais-Royal (13th JanQary, 

l668)P and the implications of the SQbject (l) suggest 

that it was a piece of entertainment more appropriate 

for the COQrt t han for town- audiences. That the comedy 

has i·t~ origins in mythology is evident from the title, 

and this places it in the same category as Psyche despite 

the difference in tone and atmosphere between the two 

works . 

Not all the entertainment Moliere produced for the court 

may be assigned to a convention, however. The most 

successful of his plays performed in court-circles were 

often those in which the main element is that of farce. 

Of the vario~s genres adopted by dramatists, farce is 

perhaps the l east demanding intellectually, for much of 

its effect i s derived from visual rather than from cerebral 

perception . The popQlarity of comedies with farcical 

overtones at court implies that the expectations of 

court- audiences were pitched at a fairly low level. 

Despi te the well- known motto of seventeenth-century 

writers - dramatists included - of "plaire et instruire"; 

despite the ideal alluded to by Moliere, that comedy 

should correct men "en les divertissant" (2), it seems 

t hat the aspect of comedy emphasized at the court of 

Louis XIV wLs that of its entertainment-value rather 

than its moral and didactic qualities. 

(1) See preceding chapter of the present work. 
(2) First placet prefacing Tartuffe, vol. I, pg. 889. 
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It is perhaps disconcerting that the relatively sophisti­

cated persons who made up a court-audience in Moli~re's 

day should have had a preference ~or such fare as the 

M~decin Volant , in which Sganarelle ' s multiplication of 

identity and feats of simultaneous appearance in different 

places give the impression of a Punch-and-Judy show 

rather than a comedy for adult viewing. One might like­

wise be forgiven for wondering that the buffoonery that 

accompanied the ballets in Le Mariage Fore~ and Le 

Bourgeois Gentilhomme should have been acceptable to a 

social milieu in which sensitivity to the "biens~ances" 

was, to all appearances 9 acute o . ~ play like Monsieur 

de Pourceaugnac is in some respects offensive to modern 

taste, yet when it had its premi~re at the "Divertissements 

du Roi 11 at Chambord in September , 1669, it was greeted 

with enthusiasm: the grossness of language, and brutality 

with which the bewildered provincial is treated, did not 

apparently call forth the same reaction then as they would 

now. In order to understand this phenomenon 9 some aware­

ness of a change in values is necessary. 

A seventeenth-century mind, closer chronologically to the 

middle ages and the comic traditions which centred upon 

the ridicule of eccentrics and disabled people, found 

nothing cruel in the spectacle of ignorance exploited . 

Pity was irrelevant, i n the seventeenth century, when 

reacting to a portrayal of absurdity. It is therefore 

logical to assume that even the best-bred persons in the 
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time of Louis XIV found absurdity comic rather than 

pitiable, and that they shoQ!d have enjoyed seeing it 

chastised. 

This does not make it any less true, however, that court­

audiences displayed a taste for light rather than serious 

ent ertainment .. In t his may be seen an endorsement of 

the King 's taste, the t endencies of which are clearly 

discernible in t he royal prefer ence for farce on the 

very first occasion that Moli~re and hi s company played 

before the court. (1) 

As for the hasty composition which i s often a feature of 

the works ~oli~re produced for the court, one is reminded 

of the r emark in l'Impromptu. de Versailles , - that the 

"pleasures'' that are the least prepared are frequently 

the most welcome to roya l and court audiences . (2) To 

what extent this statement is true , is subject to debate; 

but when he made i t , Moli~re no doubt had in mind the 

improvised 9 "commedia dell ' arte" type of entertainment 

which owes much of its popul ar ity to the element of 

spontaneity present in it . The short notice at which 

purveyors of entertainment , - be it music , comedy, or 

ballet 9 - were required to produce material for the 

various "divertissements" at court, suggests a d-egree of 

capriciousness in decisions regarding amusements for the 

(1) 24th October, 1658, in the guar d-room of the Vieux­
Louvre. It appears that Louis was more impressed 
with Le Docteur Amoureux - a "petit divertissement", 
than with the main piece, Kicom~de. 

( 2) Sc. l, op • ·cit • vo 1. I, pg. 677 • 
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King and his entourage. Life at court, at any rate 

inasmuch as it affected Moli~re, Lulli and other persons 

of similar profession, was presumably su:fficient;ly leisured 

and flexible to allow for sudden and impromptu entertain­

ments in addition to those which occurred annually, and 

merely formed part of the routine of court-existence. (1) 

In order to gain a clearer idea of the sort of plays 

acceptable to court-taste (for hitherto this has only been 

alluded to in general terms) let us now consider briefly, 

in chronological order, the works that Moli~re staged 

successfully in court-circles. 

Le M~decin Volant is unquestionably closer to farce than 

to the comedy of the classical age. As the title suggests, 

the situation presented in the play is highly improbable, 

involving as it does considerable credulity on the part 

of the dupe (GorgibQs) and considerable agility on the 

part of the rogue (Sganarelle), in the usual confrontation 

between these stock-characters of traditional farce. 

Noise, mobility, visual deception and breathless pace of 

action, - these are the main characteristics of what is 

essentially a light piece of entertainment. 

D~pit Amoureux was not written specifically for the court; 

La Grange's Registre (2) indicates that it had already 

been performed in Languedoc even before Moli~re settled 

(l) For example, there were the annual festivities 
( "rejouissan.ces") at court which took place traditionally 
between Christmas and Lent . 

(2) See Couton, vol . I, pg. 151 on the subject. 

I 
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in Paris with h.is troupe. But it is worth mentioning 

here, since it was certainly presented to court-audiences 

shortly after its premiere in Paris, in December 1658; 

and it was greatly appreciated by the court. 

~hile it is a more sophisticated comedy than Le M~decin 

Volant 9 D~pit Amoureux is a far cry from the disturbing 

and ambiguous works that Moliere produced in the mid-

sixties. The basic theme is very simple, consisting 

of the parallel loves of ErastejLucile and Gros-Ren~/ 

Marinette, and the changing frustrations encountered by 

the lovers mainly as a result of Ascagne's disguised 

identitye As in the first play discussed above, the 

subje ct-matter calls for a great degree of suspended 

belief on the part of the spectatoro While it is rich 

in comic potential, its merit is not outstanding: again9 

it stands for lively amusement rather than for that 

pleasure afforded by a more intellectual type of comedy 

based on paradoxical visions and interpretations of what 

is absurd in the human conditiono One is more impressed 

by the energy and resourcefulness of Mascarille (a figure 

reminiscent of Sganarelle in Le M~decin Volant) than by 

the lovers themselves. 

In 1661, Moliere's nom Garcie de Navarre, a play by no 

means re.concilable with farce or any of the "lighter" 

brands of comic entertainment, was performed for the 

first time before the Parisian public. It was not 
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primarily intended for the court, but of the few 

occasions upon which it was presented to an audience, 

three were in court-circles. (l) The lack of enthusiasm 

with which the work was hailed confirms the impression 

that more "serious" pieces were not regarded with favour 

at court, however true it may be that the judgement of 

the public at large endorsed that of the court-audiences, 

in rejecting Dom Garcie. 

Although Les F~cheux (November, 1661) had its premi~re 

in Paris, at the Palais-Royal theatre, it was originally 

commissioned by Foucquet, Louis 4{IV' s unfortunate minister 

of finance, for the F@te at Vaux-le-Vicomte in August, 

1661, - which means that it is in fact a play intended 

for royal-and-court-audience. A great success from the 

start, this work displays all the characteristics of 

lighthearted divertissement: slightness of plot, a 

tendency to caricature in the characters presented, and 

an impromptu quality suggested by the structure of the 

play. 

This impromptu element is even more noticeable in 

L'Impromptu de Versailles (1663), in which plot is vir­

tually non-existent, and the dialogue is so close to 

everyday speech that it suggests the natural, unrehearsed 

exchange of conversation usual in an improvised comedy. 

Despite the cheerful spontaneity of the work, it does 

(l) Before the King (1662); before Monsieur (1663) and 
before the King a second time (1663). 

I 

I 
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not appear to have been particularly well-received at 

court, possibly because of the way in which aristocrats 

are indirectly portrayed (remarks such as: "Le marquis 

d'aujourd'hui est le plaisant de la comedie ••• il faut 

toujours un marquis ridicule qui divertisse la compagnie" (l) 

were not likely to pass unnoticed by those of that rank in 

the audience.) The criticism implicit in the unflattering 

epithets accompanying the names of the "dramatis personae" 

("marquis ridicule", "marquise fa9onnH~re") renders the 

compliments to the court-audience in the first scene 

suspect. There is the additional fact that this particular 

comedy derives most of its vivacity from the dialogue, -

not from the action, so that the overall impression 

given by L'Impromptu is one of verbal, and therefore in­

tellectual, wit as opposed to sheer exuberance and 

buffoonery. 

The theme of Le Mariage Force (1664) -a comedy-ballet -

is, as Moliere himself points out in the "argument", the 

most commonly-used as the subject of comic entertainment (2): 

that of a man making himself ridiculous over marriage. It 

is the sort of material which lends itself quite naturally 

to farcical treatment, and Moliere's handling of the well­

worn theme certainly borders on farce: in scene five, 

for example, where the infuriated Sganarelle, after a 

long and unsatisfactory conversation with Marphurius, 

{1) Vol. I. op. cit., pg. 681. 
(2) Ibid., pg. 707. 
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(a 11Pyrrhonian" philosopher) , is goaded into beating 

that learned pedant . The issue of Sganarelle's match 

with Dorim~ne is only resolved (scenes nine and ten) by 

the threat of physical violence, and the tone of the work 

as a whole is one of boisterous fun. Despite the short 

run o:f the play, it was apparently well-received at court, 

and it was commissioned for the "rejouissances" of 1663/1664, 

to please the King. (1) 

Hitherto, most of the court-entertainments from ~oli~re's 

pen discussed in this chapter have borne the stamp of 

farce, or at any rate the comic element in them has been 

basic and tending towards the exuberance of farce. 'i/i th 

La Princesse d'Elide, we come to the other main type of 

amusement for court-circles: the pastoral comedy. Despite 

the convention within which he was writing, Moli~re still 

introduces a suspicion of farce into this play, in the 

amiable person of Moron, termed the "plaisant", (or fool 

in the Shakespearian sense), of the court. The liberties 

taken with the usual features of the pastoral convention 

are discernible in the argument of the second ''interm~de", 

in which we are informed that Moron takes advantage of 

.~uryale's absence to make the woods and rocks resound with 

the name of Philis, his beloved. There is nothing in-

trinsically amusing in. this; but .. ;loron' s invocations 

call forth "un echo ridicule" (2), which satisfies him 

so much that he becomes quite engrossed in a game of 

(l) dee vouton, Vol. I, pp. 701-702. 
( 2 ) Op • c:. t . vo 1. J , pg • 7 cl7 • 

/ 
I 
' 
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aural hide- and-seek , until interrupted by a bear . He is 

subsequently rescued by eight peasants armed with sticks. 

This episode suggests the burlesque rather than the pastoral, 

although the setting, names and pursuits of the characters 

involved belong to the latter tradition. That La Princesse 

d'~lide is essentially a play for the court is evident 

from the fact that the number of performances for town­

audiences (1664/1665) was restricted to twenty-five, and 

the piece was subse~Qently produced only for court-audiences 

dQring Moliere's life-time. It is the sort of entertain-

ment more suited to the taste of the court than to that 

of the town. 

Tartuffe, the other comedy to have its premiere at the 

Versailles inauguration already discussed (see the pre­

ceding chapter), does not fit in with the pattern of 

court-plays so far considered, (1) and the fate of that 

vmrk confirms the impression that there was a certain 

rigidity of expectation characterizing court-audiences 

in Moliere's day. Nith the exception of the scene in 

which Orgon is hiding under the table (2) while Elm.ire 

indtlces :rartuffe to betray his baseness before his bene­

factor, there is little in the play to suggest farce. 

It is certainly not written in the pastoral or mythological 

vein , and the implications of action and dialogue in it 

are disquieting. True, the persons responsible for 

having the work banned were not representative of the 

(1) 

( 2 ) 

i . e. it belongs neither to the farce nor to the 
pastoral convention. 

~ct. IV, sc. 5. J 
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court-audience as a whole, and the King's attitude in 

the Tartuffe issue implies that he did not personally 

join in the condemnation of the play as a morally per­

nicious piece of dramatic literature. There were, in 

any case 7 two main elements composing the court: the older, 

more coDservative members of the royal entourage; and 

the younger, livelier, more frivolous i ndividuals (attracted 

to Loui s' sister-in-law, Henriette d'Angleterre) who 

occ~sionally chafed against the restraints which the 

f ormer endeavoured to lay upon them. One cannot generalise 

too freelyo But it may be pointed out that if the appeal 

of Tartuffe to court taste had been sufficiently great, 

not even the respected members of the Compagnie du Saint­

Sacrement would have succeeded in stifling all performances 

of the comedy for so many years. (1664-1669). 

September 9 1665, saw the premi~re of L'Amour Medecin, at 

Versailles; the play was commissioned by the King at 

short notice (Moli~re wryly remarks in the preface that 

it is 11 c oo un petit impromptu ••• le plus pr~cipite de 

tous ceux que Sa Majest~ m'ait commandes") (1), and there 

i s no doubt that this work is designed to amuse a court 

audienceo The elements of music and ballet are important 

in L'Amour Medecin, and the comedy is more completely 

understood by the modern reader, if this fact is bor.ne in 

mind o Again, the intellectual aspect of comic art is 

understated here, while the earthiness of the dialogue 

(e . g. in Act II, sc. 2) and liveliness of the action, 

(l) Op. cit. pg. 95; vol. II . 
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coupled with the vi sual appeal of danci ng and movement, 

make for undemanding amusemento 

The next work to cqnsider as being specially composed 

for the court is Pastorale Comique, whi ch was presented 

with M~licerte and Le Sicilien ou l ' Amour Peintre as 

part of the great Ballet des Muses (1). .As its title 

would suggest, Pastorale Comique is comedy in pastoral 

guise, the sort of entertainment th&t promises few sur­

prises and allows little room for originality on the part 

of the dramatist. The slight story of bucolic love is 

not much more than a pretext for a parade of richly­

costumed participants representing either figures from 

mythology and antiquity, or from foreign countries (in 

the fifth entr~e, for example)o The comedy itself' is 

very clearly subordinated to spectacle, music and song. 

As for the second of the three plays presented at Le 

Ballet des Muses - M~licerte - some remarks concerning 

the circumstances, intention, and nature of the work have 

already been made (2) in the present study. Suffice it 

to observe , here, that as in the case of Pastorale Comique, 

the conventional setting , simple plot and prevailing 

gaiety of M~1icerte would imply that the comedy was 

written for an audience with a preference for light-

hearted, undemanding entertainment . This confirms the 

impression gained hitherto of court-audiences in Moli~re's 

day. 

(1) December 1666-February 1667 . 
(2) Jee preceding chapter • 

. / 
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Le Sicilien, with its protagonists described as slaves 

(e.g. Isidore, Za!de, and Haly) suggests a context not 

unlike that of old Roman comedy: the resourceful, in­

triguing slave through whose agency young lovers are 

finally brought together is very reminiscent of Terence. 

Horeover, although the characters themselves are not pre­

sented in the pastoral convention, there is an element 

of the pastoral in the serenade ordered by Adraste for 

Isidore at the beginning of the piece. The stereotyped 

characters, - Tircis, Filene, Clim~ne - and the theme of 

amorous shepherds and uncompromising maidens, are intro-

duced between scenes two and three, giving Le Sicilien 

a hint of antiquity which belies the more modern descrip­

tion of Dom P~dre as a "gentilhomme sicilien", and Adraste 

as a "gentilhomme fran9ais'~. ( 1) The exotic quality of 

the comedy is derived from the foreign nationalities of 

those before the audience: Dom Pedre is Sicilian, Isidore 

is Greek, and Haly is Turkish. Paradoxically, a taste 

for that which is exciting or rare or unusual is the 

characteristic of a na!ve public; it is the truly sophis­

ticated who seek entertainment in tne ordinary and every-

aay, or in situations tnat are tamiliar. 'l'he eagerness . 

for imaginative rather than realistic comedy displayed by 

court-audiences - ~we know, for examp~e tnat Le Sici~ien 

was included in Le Ballet des Muoes in order ~o have 

Turks and l'vloors among the "nations differentes que les 

Muses ont fait para!tre") ( 2), - leads one to the concl u-

(1) See dramatis personae, vol. II, pg . 321. 
(2) Preface to the play, ibid. 
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sion that there was a certain simplicity, intellectually 

speaking, in the gatherings that Moli~re was called upon 

to entertain at Versailles, or whichever court Louis happened 

to favour when festivities and celebrations took place. 

One of the most interesting "f~tes" to which Moli~re 

contributed his talents from the point of view of infor­

mation regarding life at coll.rt is undoubtedly the "Grand 

Divertissement Royal de Versailles" of Jllly, 1668. The 

pretext for this display of royal extravagance was the 

victory of Cond~ which brought in its wake the peace of 

Aix-la-Chapelle. Added to this circumstance was the 

growing beauty and development of Versailles; so the 

celebrations were held, appropriately, amid the early 

s~~er verdure of the King's new palace. In view of the 

season and the strong preference already noted in court­

circles for pastoral entertainments, the F~te was held 

out of doors: first there was a gargantuan banquet 

during which the "livret'' for the entertainment was dis­

tributed: it consisted of a ballet and a comedy, with 

music by Lulli. Thanks to a contemporary commentator, 

F~libien, a detailed account of the proceedings has been 

left to posterity. Xe know, for example, that after the 

royal appetite had been satisfied (and that of the courtiers) 

the banquet was left to the ravages of those simple folk 

who had gone to Versailles as spectators , out of curiosity, -

"··· la destruction d'un arrangement si beau servit 

encore de divertissement agr~able a toute la 

cour, par l'empress ement et la confusion de ceux 
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qui d~molissaient ces ch~teaux de massepins 

et ces montagnes de confiture 11 (1). 

In ~hat bald statement of fact, the twentieth-century 

mind might well discern some irony, for there is some-

thing intrinsically disagreeable in the idea of an 

elegant and well-fed assembly of court-gentry deriving 

condescending amusement from the clumsiness of those 

inferior to themselves socially, and rendered more 

gauche by hunger. Yet to the seventeenth-century mind, 

this attitude of the superior to the inferior, as long 

as it was not malicious, was by no means blameworthy; 

it was logical, being founded on a recognition of social 

distances which were after all very real. 

After the repast, the entire court as well as the 

"curieux" who were present adjourned to what is simply 

described as "un grand salon", the size of which may be 

estimated from its seating capacity: it seems there 

were 1,200 persons in tiered seats, and a greater number 

in the pit below. Flanking the stage, as a reminder to 

the audience of Louis' greatness, were two statues, one 

of Peace and one of Victory. The "curtain-raiser", 

so to speak, was the pastoral ballet with mimed sequences 

from the com.edy to follow, the comedy in question being 

George Dandin. One cannot help wondering at the choice 

of such a SQbject for such an occasion, and more par-

ticularly at the seemingly inappropriate setting for a 

bourgeois comedy with disturbing overtones and implications: 

(1) From l!,~li bien's "•telation de la f~te de Versailles", in 
the Oeuvres de Moliere, coll. "Les Grands Ecrivains", 
vol. VI, pg. 618. 
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the charming, conventional rQsticity of the pastoral is 

hardly consonant with the harsher realities of a seventeenth­

century "mesalliance''· However, despite Moliere's 

apparent departure from standard practice in the sort 

of work offered here for court-entertainment, the two 

main characteristics of what we have hitherto established 

as typical comic fare for court-audiences , are present, 

even if they are less obvious than in the earlier pieces 

discussed. The pastoral convention is represented by 

the social origin of Dandin, who is a peasant and therefore 

appropriate in a rustic environment (this rather tenuous 

connection with the pastoral is more evident in the 

ballet than in the comedy itself). The farcical ~ra­

dition is represented by the situation into which Dandin 

clumsily manoeuvres himself while endeavouring to incrim­

inate Angelique conclusively before witnesses. (l) The 

action of George Dandin at this point closely resembles 

that of the first farce attributed to Moliere - La 

Jalousie du Barbouille. In both comedies, the main 

protagonists are the same: the irate husband consumed 

with jealousy, and the erring wife skilfully avoiding 

reprisals. The situ.ation of the characters is the same 

in both plays, moreover: the husband has the initial 

advantage, having locked his spouse out of their home 

at an advanced hour of night; then there is a reversal 

of positions as the husband is locked out and his suppli­

cations are ignored by the triumphant wife. Despite 

(1) ~ct III, sc. vi. 
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the darker implications of the later work and the more 

sophisticated form, much of the original farce-element 

so obvious in La Jalousie du Barbouill~ may be seen in 

Geor ge Dandin. From this it can be deduced that, whatever 

impressions are created by a first reading of Dandin, 

the play's essential characteristics are not after all 

inconsistent with those normally associated with court­

entertainment. 

In the tradition of the "com~die-ballet", -a tradition 

particularly suited to royal and court taste, - is 

?·onsieur de Pourceaugnac (presented at Chambord in 

ueptember, 1670). rhe greater part of this piece . 

consists of the broadest farce, with the stocK theme of 

dupe versus rogue, and very little sympathy accorded 

to the former. The comedy is not strictly verbal; 

it lies rather in situation and gesture than in dialogue. 

rhis is especially apparent in scenes eight , nine, ten 

and eleven of Act One, in which Pourceaugnac receives 

gratuitous medical advice, and in those in which the 

unfortunate provincial is confronted by Lucette and Nerine 

(scenes seven and eight of Act Two) disguised as provincials 

themselves and indignantly claiming paternity-rights from 

him for their "children''. The second scene of Act Three, 

in which Pourceaugnac is dressed as a woman and accosted 

by two Swiss gentlemen apparently undeterred by his beard 

and other un-feminine attributes, is the point of the 

play where the farce-element is most striking. Ollt-

rageous situations, music, "entrees de ballet'', slapstick, 



199 

disguises, and parodied provincial and foreign accents, 

combine to make this three-act comedy a very typical 

piece of court-entertainment. The concluding couplet 

of Monsieur de Pourceaugnac, chanted by a chorus, could 

well be taken as the motto of both entertainer and 

entertained: 

"Ne songeons qu'a nous rejouir, 

La grande affaire est le plaisir". (l) 

The element of farce is less apparent in Les Amante 

~agnifiques (February, 1670) than in the preceding works 

considered, for in this comedy, there is more emphasis 

on the pastoral and mythological. The King himself 

chose the subject-matter, which is such that it lends 

itself to spectacle rather than to improvised buffoonery. 

As in La Princesse d'~lide, the plot centres upon the 

choice of a husband for an amiable princess, but there 

the resemblance between the two works ends. Despite 

the witty presence of Clitidas, - the sort of character 

who reminds one of Moron in La Princess d'Elide -there 

is more restraint in the action of the later play. The 

rivalry between the princess's lovers is in any case 

merely a pretext for magnificent visual display. The 

piece opens with an elaborate tableau depicting marine 

life, in which dolphins, nymphs, fishermen, perso~ifications 

of rivers, and the usual assortment of deities associated 

with the sea, appear to the accompaniment of music and 

the sound of shell-horns encrusted with pearls. We 

(1) Op. cit., vol II, pg. 638. 
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are told in the introduction to the play that 

"Tout ce spectacle est une magnifique galanterie, 

dont l'un des princes r~gale sur lamer la 

promenade des princesses." (1) 

In point of fact, the fiction corresponds closely with 

reality here, since not only was the company entertained 

by IvlolH~re and his troupe every bit as "galante" as 

the imaginary company in the amants Magnifigues, but 

the spectacle designed for the amusement of the princesses 

Aristione and Eriphile was equally enacted to divert 

Louis and the court-audience at Saint~Germain-en-Laye. 

The necessity to please the royal family and their 

elegant courtiers is reflected in the comedy itself, 

for lwioli~re loses no opportunity to suggest submission 

to the wishes of the great, whether in the dialogue or 

in the action itself, which emphasizes obedience and 

service to those in high places. Clitidas, for example, 

answers an instruction from Eriphile with the words, 

"Cela est fait, 1\~adame; il ne faut pas ~tre 

courtisan indiscret." (2) 

.6ven the "intermedes 11
, - mimes and dances interspersing 

the main acts of the play, - indicate this deference 

which was, it seems, part of the attitude prevailing in 

Moli~re's time towards King and court. The little 

"pastorale" between acts two and three is expressly to 

please Eriphile (and, incidentally, the real audience 

of the comedy): 

(l) Op. cit., vol. II, pg. 646. 

(2) A Ct II, sc. ii. 
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pour la divertir, on lui joue une petite 

com~die en musique 11 • (1) 

dimilarly, the dance of the statues in the grotto where 

the princess and her mother take a walk is to amuse and 

distract the ladies, while the most splendid spectacle 

of all is that of the sixth and last "intermede 11 , in 

which the performers undertake the ambitious task of 

representing the Pythian Games for the deli c;ht of their 

audience. rhe overall tone of the Amants I.Iagnifiques 

is lofty and dignified, but as entertainment, it erl~ibits 

the same lack of intellectual complexity as the other 

works specifically written for ~he court. 

vf a completely different nature is the comedy-ballet, 

Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme , presented at Chambord in 1670 

when the hing decided to offer the court some amusement 

during nis stay at that ch~teau for the hunting-season. 

D'Arvieux mentions in his M~ll).oires that His .Majesty 

ordered himself, Moliere and Lulli to work out 

"une piece de the~tre ou l'on put faire 

entrer quelque chose des habillements et 

des manieres des l'urcs". ( 2) 

Oriental customs, clothes and general modus vivendi were 

very topical that year since the ·.rurkish ambassador, 

cioliman rtga, was received at the French Court in 

!~ovember, 1669. ·..Che enthusiasm with which Moliere 's 

Bourgeois Gentilhomme was hailed by court-audiences 

(1) Op. cit. Vol. II, pg. b65 . 
(2) Memoires , Vol. IV, pp. 252-253, Paris, 1735. 
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may be explained par tially by the choice of subject­

matter, which, in accordance with the royal commission, 

duly included reference to the ~ast. Added to the 

topicality of the play, however, is the sheer comic 

exuberance of the action, which is more often closer to 

farce than to comedy per se: when M. Jourdain inexpertly 

attempts to dance, for example, or when the masters of 

music, dancing, fencing and philosophy become involved 

in an andignified skirmish over the relative merits of 

the art or science each represents, to say nothing of 

the extravagant ceremony in which Jourdain has the rank 

of "mamamotichi 11 conferred upon him with some violence.(l) 

Again, in the Bourgeois \}entilhomme as in so many .of the 

pieces performed for King ~~d court, we find that robust 

spirit of fun that is rather to be expected in entertain­

ment for persons less sophisticated than the lords and 

ladies attendant on royalty. The comedy under present 

discussion differs from the usual fare for the court in 

that it is poss ible to react to it at different levels. 

At the primary level, it is simply a Turkish extravaganza 

with farcical overtones, composed with a view to pleasing 

the King and diverting the court. At another, deeper 

level, it is a comment on society; and at a still deeper 

level, it presents a certain view of human nature, as 

well as affording a perspective of the relationship 

between reality and illusion. It is reasonable to 

su_?pose, however, that the latter, more subtle aspects 

(1) Act IV, sc. v. 
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of the comedy would have escaped the notice of the 

average courtier viewing the spectacle of Jourdain's 

elocution-lesson, or enjoying the colourful Turkish 

costumes, and unintelligible gibberish of Cl~onte dis­

guised as the son of the Great Turk. 

With the tragedy-ballet Psych~, of which Moli~re is part­

author, the farce-element is understandably suppressed, 

and the accent is on stage-effect and technical ingenuity 

rather than on comic situation. In this work the 

pastoral blends with the mythological in a traditional 

setting of woods, rocks, pastures and river, with a 

discreet glimpse of the sea in the distance. (1) 

Vertumnus and Flora, Palaemon and his naiads, disport 

themselves gracefully in this sylvan environment, in-

viting Venus to come to them as they sing of the "paix 

profonde" and "doux jeux" that they are enjoying, adding 

tactfully that 

"On doi t ce repos plein d 'appas 

Au plus grand roi du monde." (2) 

Venus' descent from the heavens is accomplished in what 

is described as "une grande machine" in the prologue to 

Psych~, and this reminds us that the play in question was 

primarily intended to revive interest in, and make use 

of, the "grande salle des machines" at the Tuileries. 

Still more ambitious effects are achieved later in the 

play: in the first "interm~de", for example, where 

Psych~ is abandoned in a fearful desert, with "rochers 

(l) · Bee the description in the Prologue, op.cit.Vol.II,pg.~22. 
(2) Ibid. 
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affreux", and an awe-inspi·ring grotto in the background; 

or in the following 11 interm~de" where a magnificent 

palace is represented, decorated with gold and precious 

stones to suggest the fairy-tale quality of Psych~'s 

rescue by Love. another perspective of the palace is 

shown at the beginning of the fourth act, this time with 

a garden and fruit-trees. So many changes of scene, and 

elaborate scenes at that, involve a considerable degree 

of skill in stage-craft. In addition to this, the 

audience is further entertained by the sight of Psych~'s 

sisters being whisked off on a cloud by the West Wind; (1) 

by the dramatic disappearance of both Love and the garden 

once the secret of Love's identity has been reveal~d; 

and by a most spectacular view of Hell aflame and the 

river Styx. (2) 

.. hat of the reaction of the court-audience to this work, 

which Robinet describes as "pompeux, grand, auguste" (3)? 

The premi~re took place on January 17th, 1671, and during 

the winter entertainments for that season, several more 

performances were given. ~fi . de Saint-Maurice, from 

Savoy , who happened to be at the French Court at the time, 

wrote of Psych~ in glowing terms as "~tonnante 11 , "belle", 

"superbe"; (4) and Illoli~re 's desire to offer his Parisian 

audiences a slightly more modest version of this sumptuous 

spectacle would indicate a very favourable reception at 

(1) 
(2) 

(J) 
( 4) 

Act IV , s c • i i . 

Fourth 'interm~de'. 
Lettre en vers a Monsieur, 24th January, 1671. 
Lettres sur 1a cour de Louis AIV: see Mongr~dien, vol.I, 
op. cit. pp. 386-)87. 
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the Tuiieries. The spectators, whether at court or at 

the Palais-Royal theatre, would conceivably have given 

more attention to the scenic effects and mechanical 

devices, than to the actual dialogue, -which means that 

the many classical allusions in the play to characters 

of Greco-Roman mythology need not necessarily presuppose 

a high level of culture among the on-lookers. It is 

not essential, for example, to know that Vertumnus, as 

god of trees and fruit, dances at the head of the dryads 

and sylvan nymphs, while Palaemon, as the deity of rivers 

and streams, leads the naiads and water-nymphs . The 

polished choreography and carefully-designed costumes 

are sufficient distraction in themselves from the .symbolic 

importance of the dancers. Once more we find confirmation 

of the thesis that court-audiences in Moli~re ' s day were 

not concerned with the deeper implications of plot and 

dialogue, but derived their amusement from spectacle or 

farce, neither of which are intellectually demanding. 

Towards the end of 1671, the arrival of the German princess 

:Elizabeth-Charlotte of Bavaria at the French Court as 

s econd wife of the King's widowed brother, called for 

celebration and, inevitably, entertainment . Louis XIV 

commissioned a ballet, which, since it was composed of 

the choicer fragments of ballets performed in court- circles 

over several years, was known as Le Ballet des ballets. 

To complete the entertainment, Moli~re was required to 

write and stage a pastoral and a comedy. The pastoral 
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is not extantt but it appears from the libretto that the 

characters - seven in number - enacting itt were the con­

ventionai assortment of nymphs, shepherdesses and cow-herds, 

and there is no reason to suppose that it was in any way 

a departure from the stock-in-trade of pastoral comedies. 

The comedy itself, -La Comtesse d'Escarbagnas -was to 

serve as a pretext for the various exerpts from previous 

ballets already mentioned. These were performed between 

the five acts of the "pastorale", which in turn was in­

corporated into the action of La Comtesse d'Escarbagnas: 

it is the entertainment offered by the Vicomte to the 

assembled company at the end of the play. 

( "3ouffrez t ~1ladame, qu' en enrageant nous pui&sions 

voir ici le reste du spectacle"). (l) 

This comedy written for the Court belongs neither to farce 

nor to spectacle, but by its light-heartedness and somewhat 

impromptu air, it is reminiscent of Les F~cheux. The 

plot is very slight, centring on the complicated love-life 

of a provincial lady, a widowed countess, with all the 

pretentions to greatness and unjustified complacency, that 

might be expected in one of her station. This theme is 

the main thread of the action; there is the secondary 

one of the thwarted love between Julie and the Vicomte, 

who make use of the Countess' home to meet until t he 

differences between t heir respective families are resolved. 

Needless to say, this unsatisfactory state of affairs does 

not last: the Countess, labouring under the delusion that 

the Vic omte is in love with her, is made to realise her 

(1) Scene ix, op. cit. Vol . II, pg. 972. 



207 

mistake, and consoles herself with the affections of 

Monsieur Tibaudier; Julie and her beloved are free to 

marry, and to make the nuptials complete, the Countess' 

maid Andree is to wed M. Tibaudier's lackey. Wherewith 

the entire company repairs to the 11 salle de thea.tre 11 to 

enjoy the comedy organized by the Vicomte. Every eligible 

person involved in the plot has been matched with bewilder­

ing rapidity and nonchalance, and having disposed of 

sentimental problems, both protagonists and audience can 

concentrate upon the business of being entertained. Quite 

apart from the brisk pace of the action and witty dialogue, 

court-audiences would have been delighted with the 

satirical presentation of a type offensive to their taste 

and values: the provincial snob aping Parisian manners. 

The last play to be considered in this section - Le Malade 

Imaginaire - was not actually performed before King and 

court as Moli~re had intended, but as the work was written 

with a view to entertaining a royal-and-court audience, 

it is relevant here to examine the nature and content of 

this, :.1oliere 's final comedy. 

Structurally Le Malade Imagin~ire resembles Le Bourgeois 

Gentilhomme, combining as it does the elements of song, 

music and dancing with that of comedy. The plot, which 

itself is very similar to the plot of Le Bourgeois, serves 

as the unifying theme for the entertainment. The farcical 

quality of the comedy is particularly evident in the 

burlesque ceremony where by .... rgan becomes a doctor ( 1), 

( 1) Third "intermede". 
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and the analogy between this ceremony and the one con­

ferrine 'furkish nobility on M. Jourdain is obvious. 'fhe 

only essential difference between the two plays lies in 

the choice of object pilloried, and in the tone. In the 

earlier work, Moli~re ridicules snobbishness, while in 

Le J,1alade, his wit is directed against the medical profession 

and its practitioners with all their limitations, ignorance 

and charlatanism. ~~loreover, Le Bourgeois gives the 

impression of fantasy, despite the initial scenes in which 

social realism predominates. Quite apart from the extra-

vagance of the Turkish ceremony, the action somehow dissolves 

r ather than ends with a ballet, and the audience's attention 

is allowed to wander from the plot to the spectacl~. The 

tone is light-hearted , in keeping wit h the whimsical nature 

of the comedy . We are hardly expected to take seriously, 

for example , the reply M. Jourdain makes to his wife's 

inquiry about Nicole: 

''Je la donne au truchement; et ma femme, a gui 

la voudra." ( 1) 

And t he final comment of the play is by Covielle, who 

expresses doubt as to the sanity of Jourdain: 

"Si 1 •·on en peut voir un plus fou, je 1' irai 

dire ~Rome". (2) 

Attention has already been drawn to the similarity between 

Le BoQr geois and Le Malade , but whereas the first is 

characterized by gaiety, the tone of the second is harsher . 

Ar5an is just as obsessed with medicine as Jourdain is 

(l) Act V, sc. vi, op. cit. Vol. II, :pg. 779. 
( 2 ) Ibid. 
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with social superiority; Argan is as deficient in sound 

judgement and reasonableness as Jourdain, where his fa~ily 

is concerned. But there is a degree of selfishness and 

spite in Argan, which is absent from the character of the 

"bourgeois gentilhomm.e". It is not for nothing that 

Argan announces emphatically, 

11Je ne suis point bon, et je suis m~chant quand 

je veux. 11 (1) 

In addition to the less amiable nature of the main pro­

tagonist in te Malade, the attack upon the race of doctors 

is more explicit and more coloured with personal resentment 

than the more indirect criticism of the social climber in 

Le Bourgeois. ~oliere's own experience of illness. and 

medical science explains both his familiarity with doctors ' 

jargon and the hostility towards doctors and apothecaries 

discernible throughout the play. There is a sombreness 

in Le ~alade lmaginaire which leads one to wonder what 

sort of reception woul d have been accorded the work at 

court. Certainly the double prologue, with its pastoral 

d~cor, rustic deities represented by Flora and Pan, and 

singing, dancing shepherds and shepherdesses, is calculat ed 

to gratify court-and-royal taste. The panegyric of Louis 

in the introductory words and in the first prologue ( "Apr~s 

les glorieuses fatigues et les exploits victorieux de 

notre auguste monarque •.• ") (2); ( 11Loui s offre avos 

chru1sons la plus belle des matieres") (3) confirms the 

(1) Act I, sc. v, op. cit. Vol. II , pg. 1109. 

(2) Op. cit. Vol. II, pg. 1091. 

(3) From Flora's song in the second entree de ballet. 
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impression that the Malade Imaginaire was to be performed 

at court , and that Moliere intended it to meet the formal 

requirenlents of a piece of entertainment for such an 

audience . ihen , too , the structure of the comedy suggests 

that the dramatist was tempted to repeat the particular 

arrangement of drama , song, mime and dance that had won 

him acclaim ·:1ith Le bourgeois Gentilhomme. The ingredients, 

as it were , are t he sa~e; only the interpretation differs 

slightly. 

:E'rom the analys is of the plays that :loliere staged (or 

meant to stage) at court, the following deductions can be 

made. First , it wou.ld appear that the main characteristics 

of court- entertainment (farce and pastoral convention) 

were determined by the taste of the audience for whom 

t~1e plays were written and performed. The farce-element, 

in parti cu.lar, suggests an awareness on the part of the 

dramatist of the need to divert and amuse rather than to 

inspire or touch his spectators, the latter being the 

function of the philosopher and the tragedian. Secondly, 

the importance of spectacle in comedies intended for 

King and cou.rt indicates to what extent pomp, tableau 

and aesthetically- oatisfying decor mattered in court-

circles. The 11livrets 11 of the various 11divertissements 

r oyaux" are especially informative in tais regard , and it 

is not diff:Lcul t for us to reconstruct, even at a distance 

of three centuries, the settings in which Moliere's works 

were staged : from La Princesse d'Elide, accompanied by 
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fireworks, lit by four thousand candles (1) and intro­

duced by the most elaborate cavalcade, to George ~and~~' 

performed against a background of sumptuous elegance 

("un jardin, des statues, des vases dor~s, des architectu.· .;a, 

des terrasses, un canal , des jets d'eatl v~ritables" ) (2 } o 

A playwright in Moli~re's position, if he were to pl ease 

his illustrious public, had to make allowance for spectacular 

visual effects in his work, and such dissimilar plays as 

Psych~? (with its reliance on mechanical devices for much 

of the action) and Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme (with its 

boisterous, exotically-costumed sequence depicting Jourdain's 

ennoblement) show how the dramatist's art is reconciled 

with that of the stage-technician and choreographer. 

Finally, it would seem that there was little difference 

between the King's taste and that of the court. In­

evitably, the respect demanded by, and due to, a royal 

patron was extended to that patron's immediate entourage 

It should be remembered that when Moliere alludes to his 

prospective audience in the Impromptu de Versailles , he 

includes the court-nobles in his remark ("des personnee 

qui nou.s impriment le respect") (3). Further evidence 

of the respectful attitude of a court-entertainer toward~ 

his public may be found in La Critigue de l'Bcole des 

Femmes, in which Moliere presents some views upon the 

· taste of both town and court audiences. In the con-

frontation between Dorante and Lysidas (a young noble ru1d 

a poet respectively), the former insists on the supremacy 

(1) Livret for the Plaisirs de l'tle enchant~e,op . cito!, 
pg. 752. 

(2) See Couton, Vol . II, pg. 446. 
(3) L'Impromptu, so . i . 
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of court-taste: 

"la grande ~preuve de toutes vos com~dies, 

c 'est le jugement de la cour". ( 1) 

Dorante also remarks upon the refinement of the court, 

and the superiority of its judgement, comparing it un­

favourably with the "savoir enrouill~" of pedants. 

It might be argued that since Dorante is himself of elevated 

social rank, his defence of court-taste is suspect; but 

in the scene preceding that in w!:..ich he lauds the court, 

this very same character takes up the cudgels on behalf 

of the plebeian "parterr-e", suggesting that its robust 

good sense is more admirable than the "~bullitions de 

cerveau de nos marg_uis de Mascarille" (2). ·.rhis demonstrates 

quite adequately the impartiality of Dorante's judgement. 

It is not possible to claim that the sQccessive praises, 

first of the pit and tnen of the court, are merely skilful 

means of ingratiating the playwright with both sections 

of his two-fold audience, or that the seventeenth-century 

inclination for symmetry demanded presentation of both 

sides of the coin, so to speak. ',·/hat emerges from a 

close study of Dorante's two speeches is a slight bias 

in favour of the court, for his condemnation of the 

''gens de quali t~" is tempered by an ackl1owledgment that 

not all co~rt-nobles deserve inclusion in the censure of 

ignorance, pretentiousness and vanity. 

reassure his interlocutors t hat 

He hastens to 

(1 ) Critique, sc. vi. Op. cit. vol. I, pg. bol. 
(2) Ibid. sc. v, pg. b':)4. 
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110' est a une douzaine de ro es8ieurs oui 

d~shonorent les gens de cour par leurs 

mani~res extravagantes" (1 ) 

that he addresses his reproaches. The statement i r th~ 

following scene, that there is real merit and discernmP ~ 

in court-circles, confirms the impression of a certain 

reluctance to criticize or make light of the higher ra~k~ 

of contemporary aristocracy. Respect for court-taste 

is echoed in the Abbe de Villiers' Entretiens sur les 

tragedies de ce temps (1675), in which we find the 

declaration that 

" 0 • • ce n'est plus le caprice qui distribue 

les louanges et les applaudissements de la 

Cour, c'est le bon sens" (2). 

True, there are indications that the judgement of court-

audiences was not universally respected as being j r.n-

peccable, and this has already been shown in an ea~lj er 

chapter of the present work ( 3); but again, a luci.d 

observation here and there on the short-comings of i~­

dividual members of the aristocracy does not mean that 

as a section of society the "courtisans" of Louis XIV 

were regarded with disfavour or contempt. Rather the 

contrary. Moliere's "court" plays show a readines~ 

to gratify the persons for whom they were written which 

can reasonably be interpreted as a recognition both ~~ 

the nature of court-tastet and of the need to satisfy 

it. If the dramatist was occasionally provoked into 

(l) Critigue, sc . v, pg. 654 . 
(2) 

(3) See Part One, chapter two . 
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portraying aristocrats as foolish, importtu113.tP. or 'l~i o ( t . ..: ( . ·~ 

able (as in Le s Fa.cheu.x or L' Impromptu de V~.!.'.~~!·l~P~ \ i;r· 

general impression gained from his work remains one 0~ 

deference towards those closely associated with the mon":Jri2 ~ 

described by Flora as 11 le plus auguste des rois" (l) o 

The glory of the court might have been r eflected glory. 

but it was sufficiently great to evoke admiration and 

even awe among those not connected with it: the mere 

mention of the 11 chambre du roi" by Dorante in Le BOLU'.Q'~0ib 

Gentilhomme is enough to blind M. Jourdain to the less 

admirable aspects of his noble friend's conduct , and to 

inspire in him the deepest reverence. (2) In any 

discussion of the nobility in the seventeenth century , 

a distinction must be made between aristocrats permanently 

at court, and aristocrats who, although they might ha~ .... t . 

been presented at court , lived independently of Ver"'ai.1L:>, P 

Chambord, Saint-Germain, or wherever the King happerH:.tl 

to be resident. In Moli~re's plays there is little 

direct reference to the former category of "gens de 

qualite", except in the works specifically created for 

Royal Divertissements which we have just consideredc 

Of the latter type of noble, however , there is much to 

be said, for they are legion in the comedies . It is 

to various aspects of Moliere's portrayal of them th~t 

attention will now be given . 

(1) In the first Prologue to the Malade Imaginaire ope 
cit. II, pg. 1094 . 

(2) Act III, sc. iv. op. cit. II, pg . 741 . 
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2o ARISTOCRATIC CIRCLES 

Chapter One o 

A Study of Two Salons. 

The most obvious area in which to study Moli~re's portrayal 

of the nobility is that of social intercourse ; and in 

the mid-seventeenth century, social intercourse among 

the leisured aristocrats took place principally in the 

salons . Three of Moli~re's comedies depict this phenomenon 

of French society in his day: La Critique de l'Ecol e des 

femmes, Le Misanthrope, and La Comtesse d'Escarb~gn~~o 

The latter pl ay will be di scussed at a further stage i n 

the present work, since it deals rather with provincial 

life, and as such stands a little apart from t he two 

first-mentioned . 

Three years separate La Critique and Le Misanthrope (l) 

and the circumstances of the two plays are differ ent : 

the first was written to counter t he criticism leve l l ei 

against L 'Ecole des Femmes , as Moli~re himsel f s tates in 

the preface to that comedy ( 11 • o. je ne meta point dans 

cette pr~face ce qu'on verra dans la Critique , en cas 

que j e me resolve ala faire para!tre"). (2) Le 

(l) The Critique had i ts premi~re in June , 1663; 
Misanthrope, in June, 1666 . 

t he 

(2) Preface to the .Ecole des femmes, op. cit . vole I ~v::~o 54-4 
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Mis~t.hro~, on the other hand, cannot be attr:tbu:ced 

to any specific event or source of inspiration. r~. was 

not a royal commission, nor was it composed, appareut~y, 

with any object in view other than the need to stage a 

new play at the Palais-Royal theatre. 

The chronological distance separating the works in 

question, and the dissimilarity of their circumstances, 

make them all the more valuable as pictures of contemporary 

nobility glimpsed in everyday surroundings and activities . 

It is significant that in neither of these comedies is 

there any suggestion of buffoonery or farce; action of 

any sort is reduced to a minimum. The plot of La Q!..!,tiauc 

is virtually non-existent, as the play merely presents a 

conversation between the habittAes of a salon; and althout~4 

Le Misanthrope offers the interest of a love-story with 

some psychological complexity, it relies very little on 

gesture, movement or visual effect as do, for example, 

Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme or Le Medecin malgre lui. 

This absence of physical action, coupled 'Ni th simplicity 

of plot, enables the spectator/reader to concentrate on 

the characters themselves and the social milieu they 

represent. La Critique is particularly interesting in 

this regard, since the social setting in which its pro­

tagonists are seen was something of a departure from 

normal practice for Moli~re at the time. As G. Couton 
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points out , ( 1) it was the first time the dramatJ.st hau. 

chosen to pu.t on the s·!iage characters who came ..... ·rom tha.t 

well-bred, slightly precious class of nobles who 9 wluld 

not actually attached to the court, had free acc~ ss to -J 

and stood for a certain way of life : wealthy, leisu.red , 

and more concerned with how to pass their time than how 

to use it profitably. Before La Critique, Moli~re had 

depicted only middle-class society (Les Pr~cieuses 
~ 

Ridicules, L'Ecole des Maris, L' Ecole des Femmes) and 

the fictional, imaginative "monde galant" of Dom Garcie 

de Navarre . The little comedy of 1663 anticipates the 

more serious work of 1666 both in the section of society 

portrayed, and in the sort of atmosphere generated by 

this particu.lar social milieu. Let us examine the first 

of these two plays in an endeavour to determine Moliere ' · 

conception of, and attitude to, the people represented 

in it. 

Ylhether by accident or de sign, the six main characters 

of La Critique may be evenly divided according to their 

sex: of the three women, one is a pr ude and purist 

(Climene), who has something in common with the affected 

poet , Lysidas; one is an intelligent, sensible you.ng 

woman of the world (~lise), whose soundness of judgement 

is echoed in that of Dorante, a typical "honn@te homme" 

of the time; and the third, Uranie, is a gregarious, 

well-informed society lady to whom the ready witticisms 

(1) See the introduction to the Critique, op.citoi 9 pg . 638o 
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of the sixth character - the Marquis - are acceptable. 

all these personae are neatly differentiated, and yet 

they have much in common: social origin, int erest in 

theatre and literatur e, and sufficient leisure to devote 

a whole evening to discussion of a controversial play. 

In the first scene, Uranie expresses astonishment and 

displeasure at the solitary state in which she and her 

cousin Elise have been left throughout the day; to which 

Elise replies by remarking that Uranie's house is the 

"refuge ordinaire de tousles faineants de la cour." (1) 

This situation, and the reaction of the two young women 

to it , both provide us with a basis for one or two supposi­

tions concerning the sort of life led by such people. 

First, it may be assumed that visiting and receiving were 

an important part of daily existence for "mondaines" in 

Uranie's position, and that there was not much alternative 

occupation to which one could have recourse should visitors 

fail to materialize. Secondly, the word used by Blise 

to describe Uranie's callers implies the degree of freedom 

from responsibility enjoyed by those frequenting court­

circles. (The strict etymological sense of the word 

"faineant" is "do-nothing"). To an aristocrat, the 

term would have no pejorative connotations, but to one 

of Moli~re's station, brought up with the middle-class 

values of honest toil and "the daily bread well-earned", 

it is conceivable that idleness did not represent a 

( l) Sc. i, op. cit . , I, pg. 64.3. 
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positive virtue. The remark in question calls forth 

an image of bored, unoccupied nobles gravitating from 

the court to whichever salon promised them the most 

distraction. 

In the exchange between Uranie and her cousin, Moli~re 

presents two different attitudes to company: that of 

Uranie, who is quite uncritical so long as she is rescued 

from solitude, and that of Elise, whose taste is more 

discriminating and who considers that 

" ••• la complaisance est trop generale, de souffrir 

indifferement toutes sortes de perso.nnes" . (1) 

"Nithout indicating which is the more acceptable attitLlde , 

' Moliere uses this difference of opinion to show the 

exquisite malice of which a worldly, observant young 

woman like Elise is capable. First Uranie's friend, 

the Marquis, comes under fire for his extravagant language 

and inevitable punning. Elise alludes scathingly to his 

"jargon obscur11 ,(2) and demolishes pitilessly the word­

play on Boneuil and "bon oeil" so dear to the gentleman. 

Uranie attempts to defend him in vain. Next is the 

turn of Clim~ne, the first visitor of the day to grace 

Uranie's salon; and ~lise is quick to see in the circum­

stance divine retribution for Uranie's dissatisfaction 

with the lack of society to divert her. The prude is 

dismissed as 

"la plus sotte b~te qui se soit jamais m~lee de 

(l) 
( 2) 

sc. i, 
Ibid. 

o p • cit • , I , .!:Jg • 6 4 4 
i 
I 
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raison.ner".(l) 

Her person is no more safe from censure than her intelligence , 

for her affected, mincing gait, her pout, and her efforts 

to make her small eyes seem large, are ruthlessly pointed 

out by .!!.:lise. Despite the anxiety of Uranie, who fears 

some indiscretion on the part of her cousin, ~lise recounts 

a disastrous supper-party given by Clim~ne for Damon 

(whose reputation as a 11bel esprit 11 secured him the 

invitation); and, up to the very moment when the caller 

makes her histrionic entry, pert comments on the incongruity 

of a match between Climene and the Marquis are fortrrcoming 

from the witty critic. 

do much viciousness without due justification (Climene's 

only crimes are t hose of affectation and failure to 

please those in whose society she finds herself) does 

little to present ~lise in a favourable light. Moreover, 

Uranie's treatment of her servant, Galopin, is not con­

sistent with the graciousness and poise to be expected 

of a lady: exasperated at the lad's inexperience, she 

says, 11Diantre soit le petit vilain!", and calls him 

11animal", -neither of which expressions suggest that 

self-mastery normally associated with the great.(2) 

The rough edge of Uranie's tongue is allowed to show 

through, despite the polish of her speech and conduct 

in normal circumstances. As an observer of hwnan nature , 

i~loliere has few illusions, it ·.vould seem, about the 

( 1) sc. ii, op. cit. I, pg. 645. 

(2) lbid. 
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refining influence of breeding when instinctive reactions 

are involved . As for ~lise, it is obvious tnat her up-

bringing , whatever elegance of manners it may have bestowed 

on her, has failed to teach her any of that tolerance 

and kindliness which form the basis of true courtesy. 

It must be admitted th~t Clim~ne's behaviour on joining 

her two "friends" confirms the uncharitable characterization 

given of her in the preceding scene . Her noisy demonstra­

tion of suffering, both mental and physical, leads one 

to expect tidings of some great calamity; but it turns 

out that she is outraged by nothing more drastic than 

"cette mechante rapsodie de L '~cole des Femmes" (1) . 

Discussion of the comedy is the pretext for the inter esting 

confrontation which ensues between the "precieuse " and 

the "mondaines". In Clim~ne we see exaggerated nicety 

of language and judgement (she calls Uranie "ma ch~re 11 , 

and her speech is punctuated with expressions like "vous 

me faites pitie", "un goO.t detestable", and "obscurite 

de discernement" . ), together with considerable condescen­

sion towards one whose taste she deems ini'erior to her 

own. In Uranie we see a straightforward rejection of 

the values represented by Clim~ne, - excessive delicacy, 

super-refinement, and a finesse that detects obscenity 

in the most innocent remarks. Uranie expresses herself 

with elegance and fluency, but her speech is sDnpler than 

that of Clim~ne , and while she disagrees with her visitor , 

she does not condescend to her. Elise, as might be 

(1) sc . iii , op. cit . I , pg . 647 . 
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anticipated, is more subtle and therefore more devastating 

in her exchange with Clim~ne, for she ironically agrees 

with everything the "pr~cieuse 11 says, even outdoing .her 

at times in her censure of the play under discussion, 

siding with her against Uranie in the delicate matter of 

ivloli~re's use of a definite article: 

. . . ce le est insolent au dernier point, et II 

vous avez tort de d~fendre ce le." (1) 

It is clear to the meanest intelligence that such an 

endorsement of Clim~ne's judgement can only maKe the 

lady look more ridiculous than she already appears, and 

by the end of the scene even Clim~ne's vanity is not 

enough to persuade her ~hat ~lise is sincere in her 

violent admiration of her person and intelligence ("Vous 

vous moquez de moi, Madame".) (2) rhe excessive use of 

11 t.~adame" in the last lines of scene three gives an air 

of burles~ue civility to the conversation as well as 

suggesting a degree of spite a~d insincerity inevitable 

in a gathering of young society women. (Later, in Le 

Misanthrope, a similar situation arises between Arsino~, 

the prude, and C~lim~ne the coquette.) 

Scene four brings the arrival of the Marquis, and with i t 

a fresh crisis with Galopin, who indiscreetly tells the 

new-comer that the lady of tne house is o~t, when she is 

clearly visible through the door. Uranie's restraint 

is severely taxed by the lackey's reminding her in front 

(l) sc. iii, op. cit. I, pg. 647. 
(2) Ibid. pg. 650. 
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of the Marquis that 

"Vous me gronda.tes l'autre jour de lui avoir 

dit que vous y etiez . " (l) 

The comic aspect of the situation, - a complete reversal 

of that in scene two, - is unmistakeably the aspect which 

Moliere intended to emphasize; but as a revelation of 

the sort of courteous dishonesty upon which polite society 

reposes, the "malentendu" between Galopin and Uranie is 

an implicit comment on the social practices of the time ; 

a comment which is still relevant today. 

Just as Climene's presence confirms the portrait that 

preceded it, so the Marquis' introduction to the group 

in the salon proves Elise's observations about him to 

have an element of truth: the gentleman is barely seated , 

when Galopin's treatment of him inspires him with a pun 

on the word "mine'', - the felicity of which sends him 

into peals of mirth at his own wit. After some remarks 

about the lack of respect shown by servants to the great 

(Elise slyly suggests that age and experience will make 

(l-alopin "plus eclaire en honnetes gens" (2)), conversation 

turns to the play, and a new opinion is given on its merit . 

The Marquis states arbitrarily: 

11C1est la plus mechante chose du monde",(3) 

and it emerges a little later that this criticism is 

prompted by the dishevelled state into which his ribbons 

and lace "canons 11 were tangled by the crowd at the per-

(1) sc. iv, op. cit. I, pg. 651. 
(2) Ibid. pg. 652. 
(3) Ibid. 
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form.ance . The frivolity of this reason for condemnation 

of L'Ecole des Femmes is broQght OQt by ~lise's comment, 

that "cela erie veni:!>eance contre L'Ecole des Femmes"o(l) 

At this juncture, Dorante makes his entry into Uranie's 

salon, and yet another perspective is thus afforded upon 

the comedy. Like Uranie, Dorante speaks in SQpport of 

the play, despite the horror SQCh an attitude inspires in 

the Marq u.is • The use of "tu" between the two young men 

is ambigu.ous, for it could indicate either equality and 

familiarity, or else contempt occasioned by their mutual 

disapproval of each other's judgement . The Marquis' 

snobbishness (already suggested by his brush with Galopin) 

is explicit in his remark that the most convincing evidence 

of the play's worthlessness is the enthusiasm witn wnich 

it was greeted by the "parterre". Hhereupon Dorante 

launches into the much-quoted speech concerning the sowrrd 

common sense of the less prestigious members of a theatre­

auuience, and the shortcomings of the socially superior 

as judges of dramatic art, who are often led astray by 

••prevention aveugle", "complaisance affectee", and 

11 delicatesse ridicule 11 • ( 2) Does this attack on members 

of his own class put Jorante in a ridiculous light or 

make him unconvincing as a character? The .;Iarquis' 

retort, 

"'.re voila done, Chevalier, le defenseur du 

parterre?" (3) 

(l) sc. iv, op. cit. I, pg. 652 
(2) Ibid. pg.654 . 
( 3) Ibid. 
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gives some indication of the originality of such a stand-

point taken by an aristocrat . The reference to Dorante ' s 

social rank - "Chevalier" - further emphasizes the in­

congruity of his choice of the plebeian pit as a guide to 

excellence in theatre-taste. tet Dorante hastens to 

reassure the company that he is infuriated by the conduct 

of those who betray their class by tneir affectation ( 11malgr~ 

leur qualit~), and lead people to believe t hat the entire 

gentry is guilty of their absurdity. ·.rhis a ssertion is 

surely an indirect way of saying that the upper classes 

are above the very faults of which they have just been 

accused, and as such i t may be seen that f undamentally, 

t here is little difference between Dorante•s view of the 

nobility and that of the Marquis. The divergence of 

their respective opinions comes from the fact that the 

Marquis is a .anob, while Dorante is not. noth respect 

the worth and importance of the aristocracy, but Dorante, 

being free from the social prejudices that blind the 

Marquis, can see room for improvement in its ranks and 

acknowledge merit in less elevated orders of society. 

After these generalizations, conversati on turns t o a 

discussion of other apparently reputable judgements of 

L'Ecole des Femmes, and we hear first of Lysandre, t hen 

of the marquise Araminte. ·.rhe same sharp, merc iless 

lucidity which is noticeable in Blise•s earlier comments 

on absent acquaintances, may be detected in Granie's 

criticism of Lysandre •s dogmatic approach to exchange 

of opini ons, and his intolera.nce of others. The same 
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harshness characterizes Dorante's remarks about Ara~int~: 

he attributes the excessive gentility of this lady to a 

need to compensate for her waning charms, suggesting "tb.a.t 

prudishness is a suitable disgaise for the frQstration 

attendant upon a woman no longer young and beautifQ! . 

In addition to an exaggerated moral susceptibility, 

Araminte is a "pr~cieuse", unspeakably shocked by certain 

"syllabes deshonn~tes" (l) which she contrives to notice 

in every second word. 

With La Bruyere-like accuracy, .illoliere isolates in 

these two verbal characterizations, traits of contemporary 

persons belonging to polite society of his time. It 

must be confessed that neither do much credit to the 

originals; and it is likely that the similarity of 

Lysandre to the Marquis , and of Araminte to Clim~ne , i s 

not fortuitous. Elegance of language is all very well 

but when language itsel f becomes distorted by too much 

zeal for linguistic purity , admiration turns to impatience 

and contempt. In the characters Moliere sets before us 

on the stage , we see the illustration of the point Dorante 

is trying to make : Clim~ne and the Marquis represent th~ 

negative aspects of noble class-traits, while the others , -

malice apart, - have more positive qualities. In other 

words, there are elements· of good and bad in the upper 

classes: there is breeding and culture and soundness of 

taste and judgement, but there is also affectation, 

preciousness and prejudice . The sketches of Lysandre 

and Araminte reinforce the impresE~j_on that the Marquis 

(1) sc.v, op . cit . I , pg. 655. 
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and Clim~ne are not exceptional beings in their particular 

social milieu, but stand for a certain type easily identi­

fiable amongst their contemporaries. Finally, there 

remains the sixth gentleman to complete the group in 

Uranie's salon: Lysidas the poet. 

"Poet" is used here in the wider sense of "one who is 

concerned with literary activity", and the very first 

words uttered by Lysidas give u.s to understand that he 

is the author of a new play due to have its premi~re 

shortly. Iilith commendable foresight, the play-wright 

lets it be known that his work has had an excellent recep­

tion "chez Madame la Marquise" (1), and that the praises 

heaped upon it detained him for one hour; then, that all 

who heard the reading of it are committed to attend the 

premiere; then, that Uranie would do well to reserve a 

"loge" for the perfonnance; and, lastly, that there are 

not many seats left. Despite her promise that the master­

piece will be read after supper, Uranie has great difficulty 

in persuading the enthusiastic dramatist to take a seat 

and contribute his opinion to the matter under discussion. 

The dialogue between Uranie and Lysidas is fascinating as 

a study of two opposing wills constrained by civility: 

Uranie owes Lysidas politeness as her guest, and Lysidas 

has an equal obligation to Uranie both as a lady and as 

his hostess. Lysidas has one thing in mind, and that is 

to advertise his play. Uranie's main desire is to continue 

(l) sc. vi, op. cit. I, pg. 656. 
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the interrupted conversation and find someone to enders ~ 

her judgement of L'Ecole des Femmes. 

Upon the latter subject, the "poet" is very reserved ~ 

making such non-committal statements as: 

"Je la trouve fort belle ••• n' est-elle pas 

en effet la plus belle du monde?" (1) 

Even when coaxed by Dorante to be more explicit, the 

prudent Lysidas merely points out that L'Ecole des Femmes 

is not acceptable to "les connaisseurs''. After which 

he relapses into a discreet silence while the others 

argue over the application of the play's moral, and Blise 

takes advantage of the opportunity to damn Clim~ne with 

faint praise. When at last Lysidas is prevailed upon 

to state his views on the comedy, he prefaces his speech 

with the observation that he is a reluctant critic , being 

in general indulgent where fellow-playwrights' work is 

concerned. A technical discussion ensues on the subject 

of genre, until the matter of court-taste is brought up . 

Enough has been said in this regard in the previous 

chapter, and will not be repeated here. Suffice it to 

say that Dorante•s reasoning at this juncture confirms 

his earlier statements about the nobility, its virtues and 

its vices. As the discussion progresses , Lysidas warms 

to his theme of the many deficiencies marring L'~cole des 

Femmes; his initial reticence on the play's merits and 

demerits forgotten in his professional envy of h i s rival's 

success. Towards the end of the little play under con-

(1) sc. vi, op. cit. I, pg. 657. 
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sideration, the well-mannered veneer of the protagonists' 

conduct wears thin, especially in the case of the Marquis, 

who endeavours to stifle Dorante's counter-attack of 

Lysidas' speech by bullying him ( "R~ponds, r~ponds, r~ponds, 

r~ponds") (1), and later, by singing loudly to drown the 

other's arguments. (2 ) This is a sorry reflection of 

aristocratic courtesy, whatever its comic potential. 

(In fact, the comic effect of the scene in question is 

mainly derived from the incongruity of such behaviour in 

one so languid and mannered) . The situation is retrieved 

by the announcement of supper, and the humorous sugges­

tion that the past conversation be reproduced as an 

appendage to Moliere's controversial comedy. 

So much for La Critique de l'£cole des Femmes. With the 

exception of Galopin, all the characters in the work are 

of the upper classes, which means that the play provides 

a reasonable basis for conclusions about Moliere's conception 

of those socially superior to himself. It must, of course, 

be remembered tha~ as a writer of comedy, Moliere's por­

trayal of any section of society is influenced by the 

need to amuse, and therefore a l i teral interpretation of 

dialogue, situation and characterization should be treated 

with caution. Nevertheless some general impression is 

created of an attitude towards those presented in a given 

comedy. 

On the one hand, nearly all the habitu~s of Uranie's 

(1) 

( 2) 

sc. vi, op. cit. I, 
Ibid. pg. 667. 

665. 
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salon have some unpleasa~t trait: we have seen th~t 

Climene, Lysidas and the Marquis are affected, pompous ; 

dogmatic and shallow. The Marquis has the additionaJ 

foible of foppishness (witness his concern for his ribbons 

and "canons"). Dorante, Uranie and Elise, although 

they are more attractive than the other three protagonists, 

have a disagreeable tendency to demolish the character of 

absent friends and acquaintances, with a thoroughness 

that suggests scant charity or tolerance. (This is 

especially true of Elise.) 

On the other hand , the conversation that forms the main 

interest of La Critique is kept at a high level, both in 

tone and in content. True, the Marquis exhibits lack of 

courtesy in his exchange witn Dorante, and some of the 

witticisms are insipid; but on the whole, remarks , retorts, 

quips, rejoinders and questions passing between the Bix 

young people are of the sort to be expected in a group 

of well-educated, refined individuals . Despite a small 

lapse (in the recriminations addressed to Galopin) natura l 

reactions are pretty well controlled by acquired civility 

throughout the action, and , in short, it may be said with 

just ice that the ambiance of Urania's salon is one of 

elegance and refinement . The subject of discussion? too 9 

is in keeping with the tone of the conversati~n, bearj~g 

as it does on matters of taste, language and literary 

convention. 

Some consideration shall now be given to the other comedy 
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mentioned at the beginning of this chapter: Le Misanthrope. 

rhe issues raised in this later play are quite different 

from tho~e presented in La Critique. Nevertheless, the 

background against wnicn the drama of C~limene • s and 

Alceste•s love-affair is played out is tne same: the 

salon of a wealthy young woman visited (and courted) by 

the cream of society. As in La Critique, the plot is 

very simple: the whole comedy ce·ntres on one basic 

fact, - that Alceste tile unsociable, Alee ste the misanthrope, 

is irremediably in love with a woman whose values and 

temperament are anathema to him. ·.rhe situations arising 

out of day-to-day existence, - the encounter with Oronte, 

the visit to C~lim~ne, arguments with Philinte, dealings 

with Arsinoe, the news of the outcome of Alceste's 

litigation, the confrontation of Celim~ne and her indignant 

admirers, - all these are illustrations of, rather than 

distractions from, the basic theme of the play, which is 

the temperament of Alceste ae opposed to the temperament 

of C~lim~ne. 

As in La Critique, the majority of the personae are noble; 

the only exceptions are Basque and duBois, Celim~ne's 

and Alce~te's respective valets, and an official from the 

"marechaussee de France." Again, the interaction that 

takes place between the principal characters affords ample 

opportunity for analysis of the aristocratic way of life 

as viewed by a man in moli~re'e position. 

fhe comedy opena with an argument (one of many, as we 
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shall see) between Alceste and his friend, Philinte . The 

comic and psychological aspects of this spectacle, - the 

misanthrope and the debonnaire society gentleman at 

variance - are obvious , and it is these that impress the 

spectator mosto But there are other deductions to be 

made from thei r conversationo Alceste's wrath is roused 

by his friend's effusive greeting of a person whom he 

hardly knows. The descriptions of the salutation -

11Je vous vois accabler u.n homme de caresses, 

Et t~moigner pour lui les derni~res tendresses; 

De protestations, d'offres et de serments, 

Vous chargez la fureur de vos embrassements." (1) 

is undoubtedly exaggerated, par tly to show the extent of 

Alceste's rage, which queers his judgement; partly for 

amusing effect, since after all this extravagant display, 

Philinte admits he can barely recall the person's name . 

However, as the dialogue continues, it becomes cl ear that 

Philinte is far more representative of normal social con­

duct than his atrabilious friend, and one is led to wonder 

whether the incident that provoked Alceste so exceedingly 

is very far removed from standard practice in polite 

society after all . What emerges f rom Act One is the 

inexpedience of that complete sincerity recommended by 

Alceste, for he himself is made painfully aware of the 

difficulty of its application to real life. Whatever 

the values upon which middle-class and lower-class society 

might repose, it is clear that the conduct of "honn~tes 

gens" of Philinte' s and Alceate 's standing is governed 

(1) Act. I, sc. i, llol?-20. (op.cit.II,pg.l42.) 
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to an appreciable degree by a eort of moral compromise 

not far removed from nypocrisyo The sole justification 

for this "ltlche flatterieu, as .Alceste terms it, is a 

desire to spare the feelings and sensibility of other s. 

Philinte demonstrates this amply by pointing out the 

indelicacy of telling old Emilie that she is too old to 

wear make-up, or showing Dorilas how much his recital of 

family glory bores everyone afflicted with it at the 

court. In theory, honesty without compromise is a fine 

thing, but in practice, its capacity for wounding makes 

it inacceptable in dealing with others, as Alceste's 

"Je ne dis pas cela" ( l) proves. It is logical to 

assume that the upper classes should be more aware of 

the necessity for the social lie than any other section 

of society, since it is they who have the leisure for 

those activities (conversation and exchange of opinions) 

involving consi deration for others' feelings, and sensi-

tivity to their reactions . 

Before considering Celi.m~ne 's sB.lon itself, to which we 

are introduced in Act Two, it is worth noting that in 

Le Misanthrope as in La Critique , there is seen to exist 

an interest in literary matters among the higher orders 

of society. Uranie's friends spend the evening discussing 

one play, with the prospect of hearing another read after 

supper; and Oronte confronts Alceste and Philinte with 

his sonnet in Le Mi santhrope as with a composition worthy 

(1) Repeated three times i n consecutive replies to Oronte's 
anxious questions about his sonnet: Act I, sc. ii. 
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of sustained and serious attention . Already there is 

some evidence of a certain picture of aristocratic pursuito 

crystallizing out from the content of these plays. Far 

from contradicting the earlier impressions gained from 

La Critique, Le Misanthrope confirms the image of seven­

teenth-century nobility. 

Now we come to the most relevant and interesting point 

of comparison between the two plays: the presentation 

of a salon. Obviously the scope and depth of Le Misanthrope 

are much greater than those of La Critique, since the 

former centres upon human nature, while the latter merely 

uses personae to debate a question of taste and judgement 

arising from a single, controversial issue . It is not 

to the main characters of Le Misanthrope that we must 

look for an insight into the social milieu to which they 

belong , but rather to the secondary characters: Oronte, 

Acaste, Arsinoe, and Clitandre. Because these last-

mentioned are not shown to be intrinsically compelling 

in the way that Alceste and Celim~ne are, they bear to a 

much greater extent the imprint of their social environment. 

As with the characters of La Critique , there is nothing 

remarkable about them to distract one from the values 

and norms of the class they represent, added to which is 

the narrowness of the circle in which they move. It is 

not without justification that M. Jasinski describes Le 

Misanthrope as a comedy in which "l'action se joue dans 
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un cercle aristocratique fort etroi t. n ( 1) 

It is reasonable to assume that in the habitues of 

Celimene's salon we see persons who conform fairly closely 

to real-life, and whose characterization is more or less 

free from caricature; t or Alceste's extravagant individuality 

only has meaning if seen against a background of normality. 

l'he truth of this remark is borne o"ut by the contrast 

between Alceste's reaction to Oronte's sonnet, and Philinte's 

more civil, if less honest, judgement. .,'i thout the 

presence of Philinte, much of the point of Alceste's 

criticism would be lost. 

'Nhen Alceste reproaches Celimene for her indulgence of 

the young fops who freqQent her salon (2), a detailed 

portrait of Clitandre prepares the ,audience for that 

gentleman's entrance three scenes later. :6ven making 

allowances for Alceste 's prejudice :against him, it is 

possible to gain from this description some idea of the 

manners and dress of a contemporary noble: the long 

finger-nail, blonde wig, abundance of ribbons, vast "canons" 

and stylish "rhingrave" favoured by Clitandre are by no 

means unusual for the period, as; a glance at one of 

Abraham Bosse 1 s etchings proves ·( 3). Added to his 

fashionable attire is his af'fectsd laugh and high-pitched 

voice; and collectively, these details form a coherent 

whole: Clitandre emerges as the product of a well-defined 

( 1) H. Jasinski, i·.1oliere et le Ivii santhrope, Nizet, Paris, 
1970' pg. 203. 

(2) .Lict II, sc. i. 

(3) ~ee Le 17e siecle vu par Abraham Boss§J Dacosta, 1967. 
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social milieu and, when we see rim in conversa"tio:' .• .:.t1. 

his ~ri~nd Acaste, or paying court to Celim~ne , his spe£ch 

and attitude confirm the visual image we already have of 

him. He epitomizes the well-bred, idle, fashion- conscious 

young gallant of mid-seventeenth-century society. While 

it is true that C~lim~ne encourages his attentions to 

ensure a favourable judgement in her law-suit, 

"···dans mon proc~s, ainsi ~u'il m'a promise, 

Il peut interesser tout ce ~u'i~ a ~d'amis." (1) 

it must be remembered that this aspect of her relationship 

with him is pointed out for Alceste•s appeasement , and 

does not preclude the possibility of there being another 

reason for the welcome accorded Clitandre at the young 

widow's salon. Not only does he gratify her vanity, 

but he, together with Acaste and Oronte, helps to set the 

tone desired by C~lim~ne. This tone is a happy balance 

between formal, disciplined good breeding and nonchalance , 

a harmonious blend of self-mastery and vivacity. This 

has nothing to do with the motives, - the hypocrisy, the 

self-interest, the backbiting and malevolence, that underlie 

this cultivated, brilliant social set. The positive 

attributes of C~lim~ne's friends are to be found mainly 

in external matters; in the turn of phrase used to 

express a delicate nuance of thought, for example, or in 

the half-familiar, half-imperious address to servants. 

In the latter can be seen another instance of that easy 

elegance wnich is the stamp o~ the aristocrat, and Celim~ne 's 

instructions to Bas~ue seem all the more gracious when 

(1) Act II, sc. i, 11. 491 - 492 
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compared with Alceste's brusque exchange with duBois,­

in Act Four, for ~xample: 

"Ah! je te casserai la t~te assur~ment, 

Si tune veux, maraud, t•expliquer autrement." (l) 

As one who is reacting violently against all that his class 

represents, Alceste is shown behaving in a manner contrary 

to the principle of "honn~tet~" so dear to the group in 

whose society he finds himself. In some ways, this 

independence of conduct is admirable, since there are 

negative aspects to be discerned amid the polished gathering 

in C~limene's salon; yet on the other hand Alceste also 

brings into relief, by contrast, the more admirable 

features of aristocratic behaviour. So far, these would 

seem to consist mainly of impeccable manners and language; 

but there is another area in which the distinction associated 

with gentlefolk finds expression in Le 1\'lisanthrope: the 

approach to life. 

at the beginning of Act Three, Acaste and Clitandre are 

seen in conversation awaiting the return of C~lim~ne, and 

Acaste's remarks concerning the condition of a young man 

in his position are revealing. ~ven after due allowance 

has been made for the context of Acaste's statements, 

(the self-felicitating Marquis is hinting to Clitandre 

that it is himself whom C~lim~ne favours) some general 

impression is gained of an aristocrat's attitude to life, 

and of his conception of his role in society. 

Before the gentleman launches into his speech concerning 

(l) Act IV, so. iv, 11. 1447-1448. 
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his achievements and aspirations, his friend has already 

commented upon the confidence and optimism betokened by 

his appearance: 

"Toute chose t'~gaye et rienne t'inqui~te".(l) 

'I'hat observation arises from Cli tandre 's curiosity as a 

rival-in-love ignorant ot the exact relationship between 

Acaste and C~lim~ne - the unruffled cheerfulness of the 

marquis suggests success with amorous enterprises, and as 

such gives Clitandre grounds for speculation. But Acaste 's 

reply to the question, "crois-tu ••• avoir de grands sujets 

de paraitre joyeux?" (2) shows that his joie de vivre 

comes from a plurality of sources: his youth, wealth, 

consciousness of high rank, and conviction that there are 

few tasks to which he is unequal. Despite the complacency 

characterizing most of Acaste•s opinions about himself, 

there is a certain modesty in his choice of vocabulary 

when pointing out his merits: the code of "honn~tet~" 

demands that vanity be disguised as far as possible. Hence, 

while he makes it clear that he has courage in duelling, 

he says "pour le coeur ••• je n'en manque pas" (3), rather 

than affirm baldly that he is brave. When he alludes to 

his native intelligence, he softens the remark with a 

"sans doute", and in referring to the fine fi5ure ne cuts, 

words such as 11assez" and "je crois" (4) lessen the conceit 

inherent in his assertions. Added to his scruples in 

speaking at length about himself (understandable in an 

( 1) Act III, sc. i., 1. 778. 
( 2) Ibid. 11. 779-780. 
(3) Ibid. 11. 787-788. 
(4) Ibid. 11. 791, 797, 799. 
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age when there was a prevail ing belief that "le moi Ast 

haissable"), Acaste' s speech is marked by the sort of 

politeness to be expected of one gentleman addressing 

another. He calls Clitandre "mon cher .Marquis", and 

even when he teases his interlocutor by his refusal to 

enlighten him, the tone of the conversation never becomes 

vulgar. The strongest expletive used by the young men 

is "parbleu~", - again , a comparison ~it:q. the more 
' 

vigorous, less refined language of Alceste is invited. 

(The latter's speech is full of expressions like "morbleu", 

11 sacrebleu" and "t@tebleu".) 

Considering Acaste in the context of his social milieu, 

and bearing in mind the characterization of Clitandre 

already discussed at some length, and the poetizing Oronte 

whom we have met in the first act, it may be assumed that 

these young men are typical representatives of the gentry. 

They share a passion for conforming to whatever mode 

happens to be in favour , be it concerned with sartorial 

elegance (as is the case of Clitandre), or with pastimes 

(as is the case of Oronte , whose sonnet is the product of 

a dilettante following the prevailing fashion.) Moreover , 

Acaste, Clitandre and Oronte have in common a certain 

measure of ambition, for they are all involved to a greater 

or lesser degree in court-life , without being courtiers 

in the strict sense of the term. Oronte tells Alceste 

that 

"On sait qu'aupres du Roi je fai s quelque figure"(l); 

(1) Act I, sc. ii, l. 290 . 
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Clitandre mentions that he has just come from the "leve" 

at the Louvre, and speaks with authority on the personality 

and appearance of those frequenting court-circles (l), 

while Acaste confidently asserts that he is "bien aupres 

du maitre" (2), the "maitre" being, of course, the King. 

Finally, the three young men are simultaneously in love 

with Oelimene, and this fact enables us to study aristo-

cratic practice where the fair sex is concerned. Oronte's 

sonnet, - we may guess from its content, - is inspired by 

Celimene, whose identity is tastefully disguised in the 

veils of pastoral c·onvention (she is addressed as "Philis"). 

Certainly the poetry is insipid by modern standards, but 

in ~·roliere's day it was admired, as is demonstrated by 

.Jonneau de Vise's Lettre sur le Misanthrope, in which is 

the f ollowing remark: 

"Le sonnet n'est point mecha.nt, selon la 

maniere d'ecrire d'aujourd'hui" (3). 

It appears that at the first performance of the play, some 

of the spectators even applauded the piece before Alceste's 

criticism demolished it, and were "ensuite tout confus."(J). 

As for Acaste and Clitandre, their assiduous attendance 

upon the young widow, and their gallantry towards her in 

conversation (evidenced by their defence of Celimene when 

Alceste attacks the lady's conduct) make it clear what their 

intentions are regarding her. Acast e's attitude towards 

paying court is surruned up in his remark to Clitandre: 

(1) Act II, sc. iv. 
( 2 ) .Act III, sc. i. l. 802. 
(3) Included (Unabridged) in Gouton's ed., vol. I I, pp.l31-l40. 
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II je ne suis de taille ni d'humeur a pouvoir d'une 

belle essuyer la froideur." ( 1) That this determination 

is shared by others of nis class is shown at the end of 

the play, when Oronte demands that C~limene commit herself 

to him once and for all: 

"Il me faut de votre ~e une pleine assurance: 

Un amant la-dessus n'aime point qu'on balance."(2) 

Pride, and a positive approach to love, are also manifest 

in Acaste ' s piqued retort to Celimene after the revelation 

of her duplicity: 

"Et je vous ferai voir que les petits marquis 

Ont, pour se consoler, des coeurs du plus haut prix."(3) 

,vhat emerges from this survey of the attitudes of the upper 

classes as represented in Le Misanthrope by Oronte, Acaste 

and Clitandre? The overall picture is one of merits 

counter-balanced by faults. Aesthetically speaking, 

there is much to be said in favour of the blue-blooded. 

~legance of diction and manners, discretion, wit, and an 

observance of etiquette which is not allowed to degenerate 

into excessive, stultifying ritualism - these constitute 

that excellence of form traditionally associated with the 

nobility. Morally, their worth is more ambiguous. On 

the positive side, they evince a confidence and optimism 

in accordance with their rank and prospects, not altogether 

unjustified. Yet this is spoilt by complacency and vanity, 

both of which are fairly obvious pitfalls for those in 

high places. Clitandre's stylishness is marred by 

(1) ~ct I II, sc. i. 11.807-808 . 
(2) RCt V, SC. ii. 11.1589-1590. 
(3) Act v, sc. iv, ll.l697-169e . 
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effeminacy; Acaste's pleasure in his birth and valour is 

equally great where his more trivial attributes are concerned 

( 11 ••• j'ai ••• les dents belles surtout 11 ) (1); and Oronte 

is distinctly pompous regarding his poetic achievements. 

There is still more to criticize. The most informative 

scene from the point of view of those curious to see how 

the aristocratic pass their time, is that in which C~lim~ne 

entertains Acaste, Clitandre, Alceste and Philinte, 

together with hliante. Here, as in La Critique, we 

have an opportunity to discover the main topics of con­

versation with which a salon was usually preoccupied. 

In Uranie's salon, the company is chiefly concerned with 

L'~cole des Femmes; but even there, allusions to con­

temporary figures and sharp remarks upon the shortcomings 

of absent friends are introduced into the discussion. 

In C~lim~ne's salon, the emphasis is different, for there 

is no mention of a new play. Talk is entirely taken up 

with disparagement of acquaintances, and C~lim~ne excels 

in the gentle art of picking friends to pieces, from the 

absurdly eccentric Cl~onte to the taciturn B~lise. 

Nobody in the list of gentlefolk presented to C~lim~ne 

for comment by her visitors escapes her causticity. ~he 

appears to be a second Elise, differing from the earlier 

character only in the degree of her cruelty, which is 

greater, and in her method, which is more systematic. 

3uch a conversation indicates two things: first, it is 

revealing as to the character of the participants them-

(1) Act III, sc. i, 11. 797-798. 
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selves, because although the principal speaker is Celimene, 

her admirers form a highly receptive and appreciative 

audience, encouraging every malicious observation from 

their cynical hostess. Secondly, it introduces us to a 

host of individuals who, despite their physical absence 

from the stage, convey a general impression of the sort 

of social group to which they belong. Collectively they 

suggest much the same existence as that led by the persons 

before us: for all their breeding, energy and accomplish­

ments, they seem to achieve very little. Damon, "le 

raisonneur", ( 1), has considerable talent for saying 

nothing in a great many words, and ·can detain a friend 

for a whole hour with his meanineless eloQuence. Timante, 

as Celim~ne epigrammatically puts it, "sans aucune affaire, 

est toujours affaire". (2). Then there is Geralde, 

perpetually talking of his horses and dogs to the exclusion 

of everything else, and, presumably, with nothing more 

important than hunting to claim his attention.(J). Young 

Cleon's stupidity neutralizes the charm of his excellent 

table, and makes friends hesitate to seek his company.(4). 

And so, as these various beings are offered for inspection 

and criticism, an awareness of the weaknesses inherent in 

this refined company intensifies. Talking, eating, 

hunting, being busy about nothing, - these are the trivial 

pursuits to which the ample leisure-time of the upper 

classes would seem to be devoted. 

(1) Act II, sc. iv, 11.576-582. 
(2) Ibid., ll. 585-594. 
(3) Ibid., 11. 595-603. 
(4) Ibid., 11. 623-630. 

Moliere's comedy is 
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all the more piquant when it is borne in mind that the 

very criticisms applied so liberally to C~lim~ne's acquaint­

ances are far from irrelevant in the case of the habitu~s 

of her salon, and of herself. This brings us to the 

greatest fault of the nobility as portrayed in Le 

Misanthrope: a lack of generosity and humanity. It 

is the fact that C~lim~ne and her circle subordinate 

content to form, wnicb explains certain deficiencies 

noticeable in them. The pettiness characterizing their 

pastimes (gossip, fashion, intrigue) stems from their 

attention to minor details at the expense of more essential 

issues. ~een analytically, the charm of C~lim~ne's salon 

(and of Celim~ne herself) is ·the charm of perfect style; 

it has nothing to do with the heart. Like most things 

connected with appearances alone, it is not free from 

artifice, and Alceste's rough spontaneity serves to high­

light the affectation of those in his company, even as his 

lack of polish contrasts unfavourably with their urbanity. 

What does this imply about Moli~re's judgement of the 

higher strata of his society? While it is true that a 

great artist is great because he does not have a discernible 

standpoint, it is equally true that a total absence of 

judgement tends to make a work of art pointless. .Moli~re's 

opinion may perhaps be inferred from the fact that neither 

the graceful malevolence of Gelim~ne's followers nor the 

irascible sincerity of Alceste are sufficiently attractive 

to constitute an ideal. Alceste's indignation against 
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"Ces obligeants diseurs d'inutiles paroles" (1) 

is useful inasmuch as it is a reaction against a form of 

hypocrisy current amongst fashionable society in his day. 

But far be it from Moli~re to suggest that all refinement 

be swept away in the name of sincerity. Nor does the 

dramatist imply that reform is necessary in the ranks of 

the aristocracy. As 1'11 . Jasinski remarks, (2), "il soul~ve 

les masques''. Like La Rochefoucauld, Moli~re simply 

points out; and if ne were a moralist, his office would 

end there. But ~oli~re is not a moralist; he is a comic 

writer and an artist, and any concern with social ethics 

in his work is therefore secondary to his concern with 

comic situation. There is, after all, an element of 

"vis comica" in the spectacle of Celim~ne caught in the 

web of her own intrigue, - crushed, as it were, beneath 

the weight of righteous anger loudly expressed by those 

whom she expertly manipulated. The d~nouement of Le 

Misanthrope is reminiscent of one of the oldest and most 

time-honoured themes of comedy: the biter bit. Modern 

audiences might persist in seeing Alceste as a tragic 

figure, and Celim~ne's final exit as one of the most 

pathetic expressions of rejection, but it is surely the 

reactions of seventeenth-century audiences that count.(J) 

So much for Idoli~re's attitude as a comic dramatist to 

the society depicted in Le Misanthrope . As an artist he 

could not fail to have appreciated, in the "societe 

(l) Act I, sc. i, 1. 46. 
(2) Op. cit. pg. 210 . 
(3) For further comments on this subject, see G. Rudler, 

Preface to Le Misanthrope, Blackwell, Oxford, 1952. 
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mondaine" he portrays, that reconciliation already 

mentioned of delicacy and zest for living to be observed 

in Acaste and Clitandre; that fine balance between con­

descension and graciousness in O~limene's manner to her 

inferiors. If hypocrisy, pettiness, intolerance and 

egotism are byproducts of the aristocratic code of be­

haviour, (and O~limene's salon gives abundant proof that 

this is so) that same code of "honn~tet~" also engenders 

self-control, tact, and a sort of elegance impossible to 

imitate and difficult to acquire, -as aM . Jourdain 

demonstrates most convincingly. Set side by side, 

La Cri tigue and Le ~ilisanthrope appear to complement rather 

than contradict each other. Both contain the same basic 

ingredients: an assembly of well-bred persons reactine 

to each other in a clearly defined environment. The 

first play has a more restricted scope and a literary 

bias, with a hint of social satire; the second is far 

more complex, emphasizing as it does temperamental con­

flicts, and focussing attention on various aspects of 

11mondaine" society. The element of literary interest 

is present in Le Misanthrope, (the matter of Oronte ' s 

sonnet) but it is of minor importance, serving only to 

illustrate one of the facets of human nature displayed in 

this comedy. 'rfhat was the main substance of La Critique 

becomes a secondary theme in the later work, and the central 

theme of Le Misanthrope is seen to have existed already 

as a less essen~ial e~emen~ ia Gne comedy of ~bb3. 

·.t:ne common 1·eature s pre sen ted oy ooth p.Lays give some 



247 

coherence to Moli~re's portrayal of the social class with 

which we are presently concerned. In La Critique as in 

Le Misanthrope, a particular atmosphere surrounds these 

aristocrats who exchange opinions, gossip and compliments 

so blandly. Although each individual has his or her 

salient characteristic, as do the persona to whom reference 

is made by those on stage, all involved directly or in­

directly in the action are of the same social group, which 

somehow gives them the air of belonging to the same family. 

Taken collectively, they display through their individual 

traits (vanity, preciousness, hypocrisy), certain features 

making up a definable whole. C~lim~ne and Arsino~, for 

example, not unlike Elise and Clim~ne, are differentiated 

by the values they represent. At first glance it would 

appear that a coquette and a prude can have very little 

in common. Yet from their conversation it is clear that 

both are animated by the identical brand of malice, and 

that they are not so dissimilar after all. 

Much has already been said in this chapter of both the 

positive and negative qualities of the nobility as viewed 

by Moli~re in La Critique and Le Misanthrope. What 

finally emerges from these works, considered together, is 

a realistic appraisal of the higher orders. There is 

respect, and even a measure of admiration, implicit in 

the presentation of the social class in question; cer­

tainly an awareness of real merit. At the same time the 

dramatist is sufficiently free from social prejudice to 

be distinctly critical of the elegant persons whom he 



248 

characterizes. Their lack of human kindness, and myopic 

concern with themselves and their imrnedl ate circle, are 

striking. Above all, their very vi rtues can be distorted 

into vices with disturbing facility (a reflection, perhaps, 

of La Rochefoucauld's tenet that "nos vertus ne sont que 

des vices d~guis~s"?). Frivolity and dissipation are 

attendant upon leisure and wealth. While recognizing 

the true value of that ideal of the "biens~ances" and 

"honn~tet~" of which some of the social elite proved 

worthy, Moli~re, the clear-sighted bourgeois, had no 

illusions about the hollowness and potential uselessness 

of life as it was lived by the Acastes and Clitandres 

of his world. To what extent his opinion of nobility 

was universal, may be guessed from the fact that an extra­

vagant or excessively individualistic portrayal of social 

realities would not have been acceptable to the public 

whom I.1oli~re had to entertain in order to ensure his 

living. 
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Chapter Two. 

Glimpses of the Fashionable Nobility. 

In the preceding chapter, we have seen what general image 

of seventeenth-century aristocracy is projected by those 

of Moli~re's plays exclusively featuring this section of 

society. There are other comedies which, while they do 

not depict the nobility as such, are nonetheless enlighten­

ing where :Joli~re's attitude towards the ~lite is concerned. 

In these works is to be found not so much a broad character­

ization of the upper classes or a portrayal of their moral 

qualities, as an occasional glimpse of their manners and 

appearance. 

One such inkling of genteel society seen from the outside, 

as it were, is to be gained from Sganarelle's outburst in 

L'~cole des maris. At first it might be thought signifi­

cant that this play, - with a tirade on extremes of fashion 

as worn by the gentry in the very first scene, - was not 

performed for court-audiences, but staged at the Palais­

Royal theatre (June, 1661). Yet while the comedy was 

running in Paris, La Grange noted that 11 quinze loges ont 

~t~ lou~es".(l)That is an impressive indication of popu­

larity with the more prestigious members of the audience. 

(1) See Couton, Op. cit., I, pg. 409. 
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These were the very persons most likely to take offence 

at Sganarelle's speech. '-lihat is more, many performances 

of L'Ecole des maris were given before private audiences 

"en visi te" ( l), which implies that the comedy was accept­

able to the illustrious individuals who viewed it on such 

occasions. Surely such enthusiasm for the play among 

the fashionable nobility was misplaced? 

closer look at the speech in question. 

Let us take a 

':Che play opens with a difference of opinion between the 

two brothers, Ariste and Sganarelle. The reproach that 

.A.riste, the elder, addresses to his kinsman could well 

be taken for a criticism of Alceste: Sganarelle is taxed 

with 

"Oette farouche humeur, dont la severite 

Fuit toutes les douceurs de la societe". (2) 

This immediately sets 8ganarelle down as one whose tempera­

ment is anti-social, and whose manners are non-conformist. 

·,t'hile this might be construed as a virtue in the post­

enlightenment era, it hardly recommended a man in the 

seventeenth century, an age which was firmly orientated · 

towards the ideal of uniformity and harmony. Ariste's 

observation that his younger brother's eccentricities 

extend even to his attire, making him barbarous "jusques 

a l'habit", provokes Sganarelle's eloquence on the subject 

of contemporary dress. Coming from any other character, 

such a systematic attack on fashion would no doubt cause 

(l) See chapter 2, part one, of the present work. 
(2) Act I, sc. i, ll. 13-14. 
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grave displeasure to the modishly-accoutred spectators 

present in the mixed audiences filling the Palais-Royal; 

and it would fail to amuse elegant guests at s pecially-

commissioned performances. But all this causticity about 

"petits cilapeaux", ''la vaste enflure des cheveux blonds", (1) 

huge collars 11 jusqu'au nombril pendants" and sleeves "qu'a 

table on voi t ta.ter les sauces" ( 2), is expressed by a 

disagreeable, idiosyncratic fellow whose opinions are, 

presumably, not to be taken too seriously. 

beside Ariste, who stands for co~formity: 

He is seen 

''Toujours au plus grand nombre il faut s 1 accomrnoder" ( 3), 

and whose attire no doubt suggests adherence to the precept 

just quoted. ~ganarelle's description of his habitual 

costume makes the contrast between h imself a.nd Ariste all 

t.he rnore striking. 

From nis remarks it would appear he is clad according to 

the fashion prevailing in the time of Henri IV (some two 

generations before his own.) Added to the intrinsically 

comic spectacle of one defending his outrnoded garments is 

the fact that .:iganarelle, the ultra-conservative, is younBer 

Lhan his stylish brother by about twenty years, - a reversal 

of the usual order of things whereby youth see~s novelty 

and age seeks tradition. This is an illustration of 

l.~o1H~re 1 s intentions as a comic dramatist: it is .~.1ot his 

place to censure or commend contemporary practices. ne 

(1) rtCt I, sc. i, 1~. 2?-27. 
~2) Ibid. 11. 30-jl. 

(JJ lbid. 1. 41. 
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presents a ludicrous situation and leaves the spectator 

to draw his own conclusions. But that is not to say that 

the play-wright has no mind of his own on the particular 

issue raised, and in this instance the comments of 

Sganarelle invite some reflection, even if the absurdity 

of this character takes some of the sting out of his words. 

~n the matter of fashion, there have always been excesses, 

and despite its reputation for sobriety, the seventeenth 

century was not exempt from this general rule. Within 

the well-defined hierarchy of society, tnere were accepted 

ways in which one was to dress, according to one's social 

status. The bourgeois mode of attire was plain, while 

higher rank was reflected in a more elaborate style of 

clothing and coiffure. This means that when 8ganarelle 

attacks extravagance in dress (such as shoes which disappear 

under cascades of ribbons, and wigs and flounces) his 

criticism is directed largely against the higher orders 

of s ociety, since it was contrary to practice tor a bourgeois 

to indulge in such sartorial whimsies. 'Iii 1ihout overtly 

censuring the fashionable nobility, IYioli~re, by his detailed 

inventory of items of male clothing from the head (petits 

chapeaux") to the feet ( 11 ces souliers mignons ••• qui vous 

font ressembler ~ des pigeons pattus") (1) contrives to 

s uggest that it is possible to go too far in an attempt 

to be elegantly attired. Nhen ariste remarks that 

"l'un et l'autre exc~s choque" (2), -meaning that slavish 

; 1) h.Ct I, sc. i, ·11. 25-34. 
( 2) I bid. l. 4 3. 
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adherence to fashion is as bad as total disregard thereof 

he is expressing the typically seventeentn-century ideal 

of m.oderat'ion, without necessarily expressing Moli~re's 

own views. ·.rhat .::>ganarelle 1 s criticism is relevant to 

the aristocracy of his time, is inferred rather than 

obvious. There is, however, a much less ambiguous picture 

of fashion-conscious nobility in Les F~cheux, the play 

immeuiately following L'Ecole des maria chronologically. 

Moliere's intention, stated clearly in the preface of the 

play, is to depict "toutes les esp~ces de fAcheux qui se 

trouvent'' (l); and he adds that "le nombre en est grand , 

et a la cour et dans la ville" (1). That is as explicit 

a remark as anyone could wish regarding the social status 

of the persons involved. In the fir st scene of tnis 

comedy, ~raste complains at length to his valet, La 

Montagne, about an im1Jortunate marquis whose conduct at 

the theatre, and wnose subsequent lack of sensitivity 

about social cvmmitments, nave incurred tne young man's 

wrath. Eraste is clearly of the gentry himself, as is 

evidenced by the "facheux 1 s" addressing him as ' 1Marqu~s". 

l'ne opening speech of .c-raste (106 lines), wnile it fulfils 

the usual function of introducing the audience to character 

and situation, also presents a very interesting description 

of manners amone; t he blue-blooded. Eraste mentions that 

he was seated on t he stage; a detai l in accordance with 

(1) rreface, Op . cit. I, pg . 4dJ. 
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usual practice, for the wealthier and more uninhibited 

spectators freqllently left the "loges" for the stage 

itself. (This not only gave them a better view of the 

performance, but also showed off their modish clothes to 

the rest of the audience.) J~hat it was only aristocrats 

who took seats on-stage, is evident from a remark of 

Chappuzeall, who refers to the difficulty experienced by 

actors, 

"tant les ailes sont remplies de gens de gualite 

qui n'en peuvent faire qu'un riche ornement." (l) 

Significantly, the "facheux" is characterized by his 

ClOtheS: 11 Un hOmm.e a grandS CanOnS II ( 2' • This draws 

attention to the foppishness of the newcomer, and also 

emphasizes nis obtrusiveness. Braste's embarrassment 

at the absllrd exhibitionism of the marquis indicates much 

the same consciollsness of dignity peculiar to the upper 

classes, as we have already seen in Dorante (La Critique 

de l'Ecole des femmes). The embarrassment intensifies 

when the marquis claims friendship with Eraste: 

"Au visage sllr l 'heure un rouge m' est monte 

Que l'on me v!t connu d'un pareil evente" (3). 

Such a reaction implies that behaviollr like that of the 

"facheux" is not universally applicable to the nobility, 

since it is regarded with disgust by one of that class. 

vn the other hand, Braste's unpleasant acquaintance is 

not an isolated phenomenon, for his effusive greeting of 

(1) Le theatre franrais, pg. 153. (1674) 
(2) Act I, sc. i, l. 17. 
(3) Ibid. 11. 41-42. 
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someone he barely knows is reminiscent of Ehilinte•s 

conduct at the beginning of !Je Misanthrope. .traste 

alludes with distas.te to "les baisers 11 inflicted upon 

him, and the unjustified use of 11 tu11 which suggests an 

intimacy non-existent in reality. ~rdste • s comment on 

this piece of presumption reminds one of Alceste: 

11 ••• on en voit parattre, 

.ue ces gens qui <le rien veulent fort vous conna1tre" (l). 

It would appear that civility as interpreted by the gentry 

in Moli~re•s day tended to degenerate on occasions into 

obsequiousness,as is proved by the facility with which 

mere acquaintances fell upon one another amid violent 

demonstrations of affection. ·.rhe ent husiastic greeting 

exchanged between the "fficheux 11 and "un jeune homme 

arnplement ajuste" ( 2) described. by ..:.raste towards tne 

end of his tirade, confinns this supposition. 

''l'tlon Importun et llli courant a 1' embrassade 

Jnt surpris les passants de lellr brusque incartade 11 .(3) 

.ihen the "facheu.x" 's attention has at last been drawn to 

the comedy performed be side nim on the stage, anoth.er 

aspect of aristocratic interests and preoccllpations becomes 

evident. As in La Critique, it may be seen that the 

theatre offered leisured persons of the marquis ' i lk (one 

remembers Uranie, Clim~ne and Dorante) a welcome source 

of diversion. Not only does ~raste's friend show familiarity 

with the piece immediately before him, but ne prides himself 

on his knowledge of theatre in general, and of the rules 

to which dramatic art in t he seventeenth-century 

---------------·-----
(1) 4Ct I, sc. i, 11. 43-44. 
( 2) 1 bid. 1. 98. 
(J) !bid . 11. 99-lcu. 
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was subject. Again, there is a similarity between this 

awareness of literary and dramatic convention(" ••• je sais 

par quelles lois un ouvrage est parfait") (1), and Lysidas' 

wordy exposition on the technicalities of playwriting in 

La Critique. In the circles frequented by those of rank 

and title, it was apparently good form to profess some 

knowledge of theatre, or even to set oneself up as an 

authority on comic or tragic art. While such an attitude 

suggests a degree of intelligence and culture, it is not 

free from pretentiousness. Lysidas is distinctly 

pedantic, and the "f~cheux" who accosts Eraste, labours, 

under the delusion that Corneille reads his plays ex­

pressly for his entertainment and edification. 

(" ••• Corneille me vient lire tout ce qu'il fait".) (2) 

It is quite true that great authors often prepared their 

audiences by reading their plays in influential salons 

before the works in question had their premi~res; but 

this practice was designed less for the satisfaction of 

the listeners, than for the benefit of the dramatist. 

It is therefore preswnptious of the marquis in Les F~cheux 

to suppose that Corneille sho~ld attach importance to his 

judgement, which is presumably of the most mediocre. Not 

only is his native intelligence ~u~pect (in view of his 

behaviour in general), but the superficiality of his 

attention to the play would in any case preclude respect 

for his opinion of it. Eraste tells La Montagne that he 

left l~ng before the end of the performance 

(1) Act I, sc. i, l. 53 

(2) Ibid. 1. 54. 
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"Car les gens du bel air, pour agir galam.ment, 

Se gardent bien surtollt d'ou:tr le d~nollement" (1) . 

It may be good form to be well-acqllainted with all the 

latest plays~ but, if we are to believe i:ras·te, it is 

equally good form not to be too conscientious in following 

a work to its conclusion; the very prerequisite for 

sound judgement! As a comment on the attitude of the 

great towards contemporary drama, this anecdote consti­

tutes a fairly severe indictment, suggesting intellectual 

dishonesty and irresponsibility. This is not without 

relevance to Acaste's fatuous remark that he nas sufficient 

wit and taste to "juger sans ~tude et raisonner de tollt 11 (2), 

and to ].i.iasccl,:r.illc t :3 interesting statement that "les gens 

de qL,.:~::t . i tt sa'-rent -~out ba l'iS c.;:voir jc-.ma: s r::..en a.ppris" ( 3) . 

~.l.~a · 1 s puni . .j.hment ?r"ts pr olonseu. 9 :1:: s~.vs, by the marquis' 

orate: · .-9 oost of which concerned ~·he l atte:!'' s s uperior 

quali t:;; s an<.l achievements o In t.~.!;_ ~: 9 the 11 I'G.cheu::;,: 11 is 

not UJ.'1.ique 9 for Acaste stateD his 0 1 7l l Peri~s et length in 

Le Misanthropco And like Oronte 9 i.tl the "- ~' 'ne play, 

~raste 's interloc11tor speaks grandly cf hi s in:tll.lencz at 

court, and offArs his 50od services in those quarters to 

his acquaintanc~ ·.:i. tl-J. a mixture of condescension and 

civility 9 just as Oronte does t o .alceste: 

"S'il faut faire a la cour pour vous quelque ouverture, 

On sait qu'aupres du Roi je fais quelque figtlre 11 (4). 

(l) Act I, sc. i, 11 . 61-62. 
(2) Misanthrope, Act III sc. i, 1- 792o 
(3) Pr~cieuses Ridicules, sco ix. 
( 4) ~disanthroEe , .act I, sc. ii 9 ll c 289-~90. 
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It would seem t hat in the ranks of the n obi l i ty, there 

wa s a certain type of aristocrat who, mainly t o swell 

his own s elf- impor tance , was always ready to exaggerate 

1.li.:, credit at court and magnanimously pr opose extending 

.... t ·~;,_ ~-.:::...~..:lo.ls tn .no real need of it ~ ~r8ste has little 

usn . .'or· the marqui9 1 offer, :J..rll' 1\.loes te ia :· .c!. s i milar 

ca~o ~ith rcgPrd tc that of Gronte. w·n-:... ~. (;· ·- ·;; wo u.ld be 

s i.ncericy are r egarded 'oy .: o .:. _re a s attribut. e ..:3 of tne ~ lite, 

i G i s c er taJ.n t ha t he no (j C' l1 1.y perceived t.u.e ir pre sence i n 

some i nfe.ior re9resent~tives of t h i s class, but what i s 

more, had no q ualms about d e picting t hese fail i nos on tne 

sta:..,e, and for a c ourt-audience at that" 

2he ''f.!:lc.11eux " 'a .... n.' ·"i t;:...ltion to _·Jraf'> t e to join him. "for a 

:,;pin c.-;; ,JnlJ_rG- ·1..2. -.~te::int:; in :nis .1.e : "gal~che '1 (the spelling 

of ·,vhicil ir.oi.ie:b the affected ;?ron...mcid.tion adopted by 

of ~ ~flue~~r ~+ court. Ir.. .;;.:c liE.re 's ti•fre, Cours-la -.-teine 

w~s +hn 
\.I.I.J..- .;e seen i f one nad sc ci.:-1 aspirations , 

~-l~.d ,,he q,J.lus:Lon t0 it by the m<.::r.-:_uiG is cio:J.b t less a ~ieee 

..Chis impression 

is con fi:cyaed by the rJ.eYJ.tion of a 11 '1 ~~·ec~a1 11 ···::..th whom 

-'vne marqui s had allegedly a.rrangr:>d 't.;t; havG st' pper: go od 

social co.unections nev e r do one's re-pu -:;at ion any harm for 

being Known 9 ar..d :C..rt:.ste's co;npanion t.J.kes car e not t o let 

this oppor tunity :pi..:!:: s him by. rh~ ric"tt:.re o :.:.: t his "f§.chel.lX" 

is b:.r now ali-ao st complete, and it only remain::.. vc snow him 

swiftl:" transf'err::..ug his no isy affection t o a , ·· ~. arrival 
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before Eraste slips away to keep his appointment with 

Orphise. The new arrival and the marquis are evidently 

birds of the same feather, judging by the ostentatious 

dress and carriage of the former, "combl~ de laquais et 

devant et derri~re" (1). The last glimpse we nave of 

the nobleman in q~estion is that of an exuberant embrace, 

the enthusiasm of which is no doubt in inverse proportion 

to its sincerity. 

Hitherto, little attention has been given to braste him-

self. The recital over, he is seen undergoing the minis-

trations of his valet, and in the space of a few lines, 

Moli~re provides a realistic little sketch of an exchange 

between master and servant. Far from exhibiting any 

vanity about his appearance, Eraste is indifferent to the 

state of his "rabat'', "canons", and hat, all of which cause 

La Montagne some concern. Mention of the first two items 

of clothing ("rabat" and "canons") show that 3raste is 

dressed according to the prevailing fashion, as befits a 

gentleman. We may assume that his carelessness about his 

attire is due to a preoccupation with Orphise rather than 

to a genuine lack of interest in the sort of figure he 

cu.ts. His trucu.lence with La Montagne is possibly the 

expression of his anxiety and frustration, but remarks 

li.ire: 

"Ouf! tu m'~tranglee, fat; laisse-le comme il est" (2) 

and: ''Je suis fort avanc~. ~u.e 1a fi~vre te serre! " ( 3) 

-----------------
( 1 ) .h.Ct I ' sc. i' 1. 96. 
(2) .Ibid. 1. 134. 
(3) Ibi d. 1. 148. 
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leave much the s~e impreseion as do Uranie's indignant 

reproaches to Galopin in La Critique. It is amusing to 

see how the civility of refined persons breake down under 

the strain of irritation, and ~tloli~re does not hesitate to 

make an audience laugh at their expense. La Montagne's 

revenge comes in the following scene, when Eraste appeal$ 

to him to give an opinion, and he replies, 

"Monsieur, je ne dis rien, de peur d'@tre fA.cheu.xN (1). 

Galopin likewise worsts Uranie in their second confronta­

tion, when his obedience to her previous instructions is 

misplaced in a new set of circumstances. This does not 

necessarily imply a hostile attitude on IAoli~re's part 

towards the nobility, or sympathy with the under-dog. ·rhe 

servant's unexpected advantage over the master merely 

represents the traditional comic process of reversal of 

position. 

~~hen Eraste encounters Lysandre, another type of "fa.cheux ;, 

is presented: the self-felicitating artist cast in the 

same mould as Oronte and Lysidas. As such, he is a 

recognizable type. . His social sta tus is soon established 

by his reference to "la cour", of which he is an habitu~; 

by his familiar use of "tu" to Eraste (a common affectation 

amongst young aristocrats); and by his modest assertion that 

11J' ai le bien, la naissance, et quelque emploi passable, 

l:.t :fais f i gure en France assez consid~rable" (2). 

He evinces the same interest in music as the first Ntl cb.tux" 

did in theatre, but it is the interest of a dilettante. 

(l) ~ct I, sc. ii, l . 158. 
(2) rlCt I, sc. iii, 11. 183-184. 
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He has the same tendency to glorify what is, after all, 

a fairly modest participation in cultural life, and is so 

carried away by his composition that he inflicts the last 

few bars on Eraste 11quatre ou cinq fois de suite"; and · 

finally shows off the choreography to accompany the music, 

making Eraste perform the "figures de la femme". (1) His 

complacency is such that it makes him totally insensitive 

to the needs of others, and it is only Eraste's blunt 

"une autre fois 11 that sends him off in quest of fresh 

admirers. His exit is marked by a little speech indicating 

his familiarity with 11Baptiste 11 , that is, Lulli, who had 

been appointed Court Musician some six months before 

Les Facheux was first staged. The observation that 

Lul1i's taste in music coincides with his own; puts 

Lysandre in the same category as the marquis characterized 

in the first scene of the play, and who fondly imagined 

that Corneille valued his opinions in dramatic art. 

Eraste's comment at the end of scene three could easily 

be taken for one of Alceste's irritable utterances: 

11Ciel! faut-il qlle le rang, dont on veut tout couvrir, 

De cent sots tous les jours nous oblige a souffrir, 

Et nous fasse abaisser jusques aux complaisances 

D'applaudir bien souvent a leurs impertinences? 11 (2) 

Even after one has taken into account the exasperation 

occasioned by .t!iraste 's circumstances, there remains in 

the outburst just quoted a certain relevance to social 

criteria contemporary with the gentleman. 

(l) Act I, sc. iii, 11. l d8-192. 
( 2) Ibid. 11. 2J9-212. 

There is the 
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acknowledgement that rank counts for much, if not every­

thing, and that it excuses or justifies the greatest ex-, 

cesses of stupidity, (two examples of which have already 

proved sources of annoyance to Eraste.) There is also in 

those four lines an indication of the main pitfall atten-

dant upon politeness: hypocrisy. This is not hypocrisy 

of the sort pilloried in Tartuffe, but hypocr~sy which 

consists of the social lie, a compromise with truth to 

make life in a community liveable. If one is not pre-

pared to accept this brand of insincerity, the only 

solution left is that adv~ated by Alceste: to live the 

life of a hermit in splendid isolation. In Les F~cheux, 

we are not strictly involved with the issue of sincerity 

and loneliness as opposed to insincerity and gregarious-

ness. We are simply dealing with a series of portraits 

intended to amuse an elegant gathering, but this does not 

mean that no incidental comments included in the play are 

enlightening and significant where attitudes to society 

and etiquette are concerned. 

Eraste•s subsequent 11 fa.cheux" are less interesting 

psychologically than the marquis and Lysandre, but they 

give some insight into the typical occupations of the 

leisured upper classes in Moliere's day. There is Alcandre , 

the would-be duellist who interrupts Eraste ' s t~te-~-t~te 

with Orphise, and whose request for help as a second 

inspires a cautionary speech on obedience to the .Monarch; 

then the aggrieved Alcipe, who brings his complaints about 
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a game of piquet to Eraste and is dismissed unsat isfied. 

Then there are the t wo "pr~cieuses" , Orante and Clym~ne, 

needing a referee for their impassioned debate on a matter 

of the heart. Duelling, gaming, discussing at l ength 

"questions galantes", - such are the acti vities absorbing 

the interest and energies of Eraste's peers . Then we 

c·ome to the character suggested to Moli~re by t he King 

himself after the premi~re of Les F~cheux : Dorante the 

huntsman, based, it would seem, on M. de Soye court who 

became "grand-veneur de France" eight years af t e r Lea 

F~cheux was first performed . 

Dorante displays the same cheerful unconcern for ~raste's 

feel i ngs as Lysandre: in vain does Eraste i nform him 

"Je cherche ici quelqu'un, et ne puis m' arr~ter" . (l) 

Dorante is full of his anecdote, and his need f or a sympa­

thetic audience is greater than his sens itivi ty to the 

audience's preoccupations. His language differs from 

that of the other "f~cheux" in that it is less affected 

and certainly less refined . Like the mar quis and Lysandre 

and Alcipe, Dorante use s the intimate f orm of address t o 

Eraste ("tu 11 ); but there the similarity ends, f or his 

speech is peppered with technical terms relative to hunting, 

and hi s turn of phrase is simple, as is t o be expected of 

a man of action. Despite the great difference between 

hunting and composing a "courante", Dorante and Lysandre 

are nonetheless of the same race: both are sel fish, narrow 

(1) Act II, sc. vi, l . 485. 
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in their interests, and obstinate. These characteristics 

are a contradiction of the very notion upon which the ideal 

of the nobility is founded: that of the "honn~te homme", 

the man signalized by generosity, amenability and univers­

ality of interests. In Dorante, Lysandre and other nobles 

of their kind, is to be seen a combination of the come­

dian's irony and the moralist's accuracy of observation. 

The last act of Les F~cheux shows Eraste beset by two 

importunate individuals who are not of his rank: Caritid~s 

and Ormin. Although in themselves they do not tell us 

much about the aristocracy, their purpose in accosting 

Eraste is revealing as to the function of the tltled in 

society. Besides, one or two chance remarks made by 

these persons pertain to the habits of the gentry. 

Caritid~s, for example, justifies the unusual hour at 

which he approaches Eraste by pointing out that in the 

morning the young man is seldom available "car vour dormez 

toujours" (1). There is no reason to suppose that Eraste 

is exceptional in this regard, for he is not characterized 

as a lazy individual. The lateness of his rising may be 

assumed to be nothing more than the normal routine of a 

nobleman's existence. When Caritid~s complains of the 

lack of ceremony with which he is introduced to Eraste, 

(since he mus t effect the introduction himself,) he gives 

the impression that it is no small matter to approach 

the great: 

(1) Act III, sc. ii, 1. 620. 
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'
1 it toujours pres des grands on doi t ~tre introdui t 

Par des gens qui de nous fassent un peu de bruit" (l). 

Some allowance must be made for the arrogance of the pedant 

in such a statement, it is true; but his words imply the 

value attaching to an audience with someone of ~raste's 

rank. If it were not worth impressing a noble patron, 

there would be no necessity for anyone to herald the visit 

with "un peu de bruit 11 • 

The favour required of ~raste is the presentation of a 

"placet" to the King, - not a very demanding service, 

since any subject of Louis AIV was technically endowed 

with the right to address himself to His Majesty. In 

his M~moires for 1661, Louis noted: 

''Je donnai a tous mea sujet s' sans distinction, la 

libert~ de s'adresser a moi a ~outes heures, de 

vive voix et par placets 11
• (2) 

However, as Caritides remarks, the Monarch's generosity 

and indulgence result in an abuse of requests which makes 

favourable reception of his own doubtful; hence the 

utility of one in ~raste's position, to ensure the Kine 's 

receipt of the "placet '1 • In the mid-seventeenth cen·tury, 

court-nobles whO were pnysically close to the ftoyal 

Presence were regarded by the humbler members of society 

as reliable intermediaries ~etween themselves and their 

King. fhis tends to negate the usual concept of the 

(1) Act lli, sc. ii, ll. bJJ-634. 
(2) Bee Longnon's edition (Paris, 1933) of Louis AIV's 

iil~moires, pg. 24. 
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aristocracy as a merely decorative social order, for 

despite the monarch's willingness to receive in person 

any applications from his subjects, it was difficult in 

practice for a commoner to penetrate to the royal sanctum, 

as Caritides' own experience has proved: he cannot get 

beyond the "salle des ~ardes". In the royal apartments 

there were not only the multiple barriers of successive 

cuambers, but also zealous officials to prevent people 

like Caritid~s from having a n audience with the King. 

( 11 ••• les huissiers sont de terribles gens!" says the 

Hellenist .) (1). One of the functions of nobles was 

to assist less privileged persons than themselves to a 

hearing at Court. Another was to defend the 3tate when 

the need arose, and in fact the upper classes were at 

leisure precisely because they had to be free of mundane 

tasks in order to take up arms for King and country. 

~raste himself tells alcarrlre: 

" ••• on m'a vu soldat avant que courtisan" (2). 

:vhile there is an awareness of the potential idleness and 

frivolity of the blue-blooded in Moli~re's works (as we 

have seen in La Critique and Le Misanthrope) there is no 

sue;gestion that this section of society is expendable. 

Given the need to flatter one of whom a favour is about 

to be asked, there is genuine respect in the attitude of 

Caritiues to Eraste: 

(l) Act III sc. ii, 1. 65~. 
(2) Act I, sc . vi, 1. 274. 



267 

"0omme le rang, l'esprit, la g~n~rosit~ 

~ue chacun vante en vous ••• " (l) 

fhis respect is not even diminished by resentment at 

~raste's ungracious acceptance of the commission and 

brusque dismissal of his pedantic acquaintance: Caritid~s 

offers to do Eraste the honour of a laborious literary 

composition bearing his name "en fo:rme d'acrostiche" (2). 

Of a similar nature is the request put to Eraste by Ormin, 

who replaces Caritides a s the young man's tormentor. 

Ormin represents the "donneur d'avisn eager to enrich 

himself, and endeavouring to do so by offering advice to 

the wealthy for a consideration. One of the most promis-

ing sources of income for such a man is the supreme govern­

ing force in the land; in Ormin's case, the King. Faced 

with the same difficulties as Caritid~s when it is a 

matter of access to t ne Royal Person, Ormin has recourse 

to the same expedient, namely , Eraste•s intercession • 

.c;raste's reaction to the appeal "··· au moins, appuyez-

moi" is lacking in cordiality not only because of the 

circumstances in which he finds himself, but also because 

of his low opinion of the worth of Ormin and what he has 

to offer; just as Caritid~s, too, fai l ed to inspire 

respect. Of the latter Eraste remarks, 

"Ma. foi, de tels savants sont des fules bien faits 11 (3) 

(l) act III, sc . ii, ~1. 629-630. 
(~) Ibid. l. 680. 

(3) lbid. l. 682 . 
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and he judges Ormin as 

11 
••• quelque souffleur, de ces gens qui n'ont rien, 

Et vous viennent toujours promettre tant de bien" (l). 

Despite this disillusionment with his prospective prot~g~s, 

~raste maintains enough patience to humour them. His 

tone, it is true, is brusque: he tells Caritid~s to come 

to the point ("Achevez promptement"), and declines to share 

Ormin' s secret ("Non, non, ;ie ne veux point savoir votre 

secret''). Nonetheless, he undertakes to present their 

respective causes to the King,and lends Or.min the sum of 

money he requests, both of which actions suggest a degree 

of compliance commendable in one of his station. 

:.rhe last of the 11fa.cneux'' to annoy Eraste before the 

d~nouement is another aristocrat: Filinte, whose mode of 

addressing the marquis implies social equality, if not 

intimacy. In his own Nay, ~'ilinte is as obstinate as 

any of the other importunate individuals whom we have 

already seen asking .~raste for advice, help or sympathy, 

according to their needs. He only differs from them in 

that instead of demanding assistance, he offers it, re­

{;ardless of whether his friend welcomes his proposals. 

His indelicacy causes him to insist on accompanying 

Eraste everywhere for hie protection, even to his assig­

nation with Orphise. fhis does not say much for aristo­

cratic sensitivity, nor for that breeding which is 

supposed to produce an ''honn~te homme" capable of under-

(l) Act iii, sc. iii, 11. 697-698. 
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standing when his presence is desirable, and when it is 

not. 

What overall image of fashionable society emerges from 

Les F~cheux? And does it add to that already established 

from La Critique and Le Misanthrope, to form a coherent 

whole? In each of the encounters between Eraste and the 

various "fa.cheux", we see a cameo, as it were, featu.ring 

some aspect of the nobility : from dilettantism to patron­

age, from extravagance of dress and manners to preciosity. 

~raste himself not only provides the link between what 

wou.ld otherwise be a series of disconnected anecdotes, 

but also acts as a foil to the absurdity and affectation 

characterizing the majority of persons with whom he comes 

into contact. His reasonableness counters the inordinacy 

surrounding him, and in that contrast and balance !Vloli~re 

exhibits his talent as an artist. From our point of view, 

it is less the aesthetic aspect of the picture he presents 

than the social implications thereof, which are interesting. 

l'aken collectively, the representatives of the aristocracy 

as portrayed in Lea Facheux are not prepossessing. In 

each successive "facheux" we see some defect: Lysandre 

is complacent; Alcandre, indiscreet; Alcipe, petty; 

Orante and Clym~ne, affected; ~orante, idiosyncratic. 

All have in common an irritating artlessness which belies 

the sort of upbringing and education that they, as members 

of the elite, may be assumed to have had. Yet braste 

himself is also of the nobility, and he does not conform 
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to the pattern established by the persons of his class 

with whom he converses. So far is he from conforming, 

in fact, that he is critical of his social peers. We 

judge the Dorantes and Filintes of the play from Eraste•s 

viewpoint. Our vision of those he meets is his own. 

This means that the final picture of the cream of society 

in Les F~cheux is not as unflattering as might at first 

be assumed, for Eraste's sanity and intelligence con-

stitute a saving grace, as it were, for the social group 

to which he belongs. It is as if he stands for the ideal, 

being in many ways an "honn~te homme" (in spite of occasional 

lapses in civility understandable in one so consistently 

frustrated), and he is seen against a backgro~d of the 

aberrations of which his acquaintances are guilty. 

As a class, then, the fashionable nobles of Moli~re's 

time do not stand condemned in Les Facheux. They are 

simply depicted in a way which reveals what they are, and 

what they might be; and since I1.oli~re is first and fore­

most a comic dramatist, the discrepancy between the ideal 

and reality is presented not so much for its moral or 

social significance, as for its comic potential. Setting 

Les F~cheux beside La Critigue de l'Ecole des femmes and 

Le Misanthrope, we see that all three works present a 

similar conception of the gentry. In La Critique, 

there is the same characterization of a cross-section of 

the upper classes as we have noted in Les F~cheux: just 

as in the latter play Eraste•s judgements and attributes 
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are seen in the context of silliness , affectation and 

arrogance, Dorante's views and personality are conveyed 

to us in the setting of Uranie's salon. The habitu~s 

thereof display much the same imperfections as Eraste's 

"f§.cheux". As for Le Misanthrope, in which an atmosphere 

similar to that of La Critique is generated , Alceste's 

sincerity and Philinte's common sense compensate for the 

spite, pettiness and self-satisfaction reigning in 

C~limene's salon. It only remains to consider the 

allusions to "les marquis" in L'Impromptu de Versailles, 

to complete the impression gained of .MolH~re 's general 

attitude towards the nobility of his day. 

In reply to Mademoiselle Moliere's comment, "Toujours des 

marquis!" (1) the playwright/troupe-director is moved to 

make several observations llpon the "marquis" as fit matter 

for mirth, the most telling of which is the following: 

"Le marquis d'aujourd'hui est le plaisant de la 

com~die; et comme dans tolltes les com~dies 

anciennes on voit toujollrs un valet bollffon qui 

fait rire les allditeurs, de m~me, dans toutes nos 

pieces de maintenant , il faut toujollrs un marquis 

ridicule qui divertisse la compagnie" (2) . 

This might reasonably be construed as an audaciolls remark 

coming from one whose function was, after all, to entertain 

at court the very ''marqllis" referred to as "ridicules" . 

(1) In sc. i: Op. cit., vol. I, pg. 681. 
(2) Ibid. 
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Contemporary reaction confirms such an interpretation, 

moreover: in a play entitled La Vengeance des Marquis,(l) 

a young playwright and theatre-critic of Moli~re's time, 

Donneau de Vise, comments amply on the insult directed 

against "les marquis" by the author of L' Impromptu. He 

further indicates disapproval of Moli~re's treatment of 

the gentry in an eloquent Lettre sur les affaires du the~tre, 

in which is to be found this explicit statement: 

"Lorsqu'il joue toute la cour, et qu'il n'epargne 

que l'auguste personne du Roi, ••• il ne s'aper~oit 

pas que cet incomparable monarque est toujours 

accompagne des gens qu'il veut re~dre ridicules, 

que ce sont eux qui ferment sa cour; que c'est 

avec eux qu'il se divertit •••• c•est pourquoi 

Elomire devait plutet travailler ~ nous faire 

voir qu'ils sont tous des heros, puisque le 

Prince est toujours au milieu d'eux, ••• que de 

nous en faire voir des portraits ridicules." (2) 

fhe remark just quoted, taken at face-value, is an ex­

pression of righteous indignation prompted by the impro­

priety of Moli~re's attitude towards certain members of 

the nobility . Yet the relevance of de Vise's Lettre to 

the prevailing opinion of "les marquis" should be judged 

only after the circumstances under which the Lettre was 

written, have been taken into account. In the first 

place, de Vise is not altogether reliable as a represen-

(l) In the Diversites Galantes, 1664, Ribou, Paris. 
(2) Given unabridged in Couton, Op. cit., vol. I, pp.ll08-lll3. 
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tative of contemporary reaction to Moli~re's work, since 

he was too involved in controversies himself to be objective 

when commenting upon the qualities or defects of rivals' 

dramatic art. (1) In the second place , the very title 

of de Vise's own play, La Vengeance des Marquis, makes it 

clear that in the specific issue under consideration, he 

set out deliberately to take up the defence of that group 

of persons whose foibles Moliere had seen fit to present 

in a ridiculous light. De '{ise ' s interpretation of the 

remark that "le marquis d'aujourd'hui est le plaisant de 

la comedie 11 is therefore influenced appreciably by his 

desire to discredit the author of L'Impromptu. This 

accounts for some exaggeration in his assessment of 

Moli~re' s crime of ''l~se-rnarquis", f'or by exaggerating 

it and claiming that the dramatist 11 joue toute la cour 11
, 

he makes a case sufficiently grave for bitt er denunciation. 

At the same time he creates an opportunity for himself to 

eulogise King and Court; and in view of the importance of 

patronage and the good-will of influential persons, his 

motives for doing so are fairly transparent . A more 

reliable and significant guide to reaction to the portrayal 

of nobility in L' Impromptu is to be sought in tne fact that 

none of the individuals whom de Vis~ claims are wronged in 

that play appear to have taken the dramatist's remarks 

amiss. In tne Lettre already mentioned, de Vise himself 

interprets this lack of resentment as follows: "Pour ce 

qui est des marquis, ils se vengent assez pa.: leur prudent 

silence ••• " ( 2) 

(l) He was involved, ~nong others, in the controversy 
over Sophonisbe. 

(2) Coutow, Cp. cit. vo1. l, pg. 1109 . 
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It is highly unlikely that in the whole group of noble 

individuals presumably aware of Moliere's raillery at 

their expense, there was not one sufficiently lacking in 

dignity or generosity to retaliate. The point is, that 

de Vise's remarks concerning this matter are nothing more 

than an attempt to exploit a possible sour~e of dissatis­

faction with the 11 co1nedien du roy", turning the situation 

to his own advantage. The:8 is no real slight to the 

aristocracy implicit eith"r in the observation that comic 

convention has come to require a "marquis ridicule" to 

divert the audience, or in the presentation of same 

amusing characteristics of the elite frequenting tne King's 

chambers . '.'ihen Nloliere describes the setting of his new 

play as being "dans l'antichambre du ftoi; car c•est un 

lieu ou il se passe tous les jours des choses assez 

plaisantes 11 ,(l), it i.s probable that most of the courtiers 

viewing L'Impromptu at Versailles would have been the 

first to agree with that statement. It would require a 

hyper-sensitive nature indeed to taKe umbrage at those 

words. Again, when .~oliere refers to certain manners 

and affectations current among the blue-blooded, - their 

restlessness ( "ils ne sont pas gens a tenir leur personne 

dans un petit e space" ( 2), their high-pitched tone ( ":i1on 

Dieu, ce n'est point la le ton d'un marquis; il faut le 

prendre un peu plus haut ••• ") ( 3), and their vanity 

(1) ~'Impromptu, sc. iii. Op. cit. I, pg. 665 
( 2) I bid. 
(3) Ibid. 
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(" ••• avec cet air qu'on nomme le bel air, peignant votre 

perruque") (1), -he is merely stating facta without 

adding any criticisms of his own. Nor does he suggest 

that affectation is a universal trait of the aristocracy: 

he qualifies what would otherwise be a generalization by 

saying "la plupart de ces messieurs" (2) . If criticism 

of courtly and noble behaviour must be detected in Moli~re's 

characterization, it should i:ilso be admitted that there is 

some discretion in the applLcation of the criticism. Any 

section of society has its weaker bretheren, whose conduct 

may be censured without necessarily implying a general 

condemnation of all who belong to the same class. Cer­

tainly i1:loliere is not dazzled by rank and prestige to the 

extent of indulging or deliberately ignoring shortcomings 

in those who were the privileged of society in nis day. 

But lucidity and independence of judgement do not preclude 

respect. From the plays considered hitherto, which offer 

relevant comment upon the point at issue, it is reasonably 

clear that the dramatist's awareness of certain negative 

qualities in members of high society still leaves intact 

his basic conviction of their worth. Silliness invites 

satire, whether it is present in yokel, valet, bourgeois 

or marquis. That Moli~re should draw attention to it 

in the last-mentioned by no means implies hostility towards 

the aristocracy as a whole. It simply shows a freedom 

from social prejudice, which in the long run makes continued 

esteem for the nobility all the more ~dlid . 

----·--- ----------------- ----------
(1) L'Impromptll, sc. iii. Op. cit. I, pg. 6d:S. 

( 2) Ibid. 
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Chapter Three. 

Impressions of Nobility 

i r.. '~DoLl G-arci e de Navarre" and 11Dom Juan" . 

Our examination of moliPre ' s ~o~trayal of the aristocracy 

would not be complete if v·..; : ~ JLitted from this etudy the 

two plays in his collected ;orks which stand a little 

apart from the others: Dom Garcie de Navarre (lb6l) and 

Dom Juan (1665) . In the works hitherto discussed in 

previous chapters, the con"!iext in w.r.d.ch nobles of J.i:raste ' s 

and Alceste's ilk are presented is that of everyday 

reality~ and it is clear from references in the dialogue 

tnat they belong to the world of seventeenth-century 

!<'ranee. Celim.eme 1 s friencis attend the King 1 s "leve" 

at the Louvre, lor exa'TI.ple ( 1), while the discussion of 

r~ ' .6colc des Femmes i.n U:ranie 1 s salon leaves us in no 

doubt as to the contemporary na.ture of La Cri ti..:.1ue. In 

Dom Garcie and .Dom Ju.an,however , a completely dif..i:'erent 

atmosphere prevails . First of all ,. the setting is not 

that of the li'rance of 1,~oliere 1 s day: Dom G-[ .rcie is set 

in the .,panish to·Nn of astorgu.e, 11dans le r oyaume de .Leon" (2), 

and .Jom t.Juan, in 3icily. AS for the period in which the 

action of the two plays takes place, although no specific 

(l) Le ~llisanthro~, .1.ct II sc . iv. 
( 2) Information preceding ".,_ct I , sc. i . 
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dates are mentioned, it is evident that in the case of 

Dom Garcie, we are dealing with an older and more violent 

age than the century of Louis XIV (l); and in the case of 

Domjuan, the mythological aspects of the hero's experience 

and the extraordinary fate which overtakes him at the end 

of the play somehow make time irrelevant. 

fhis means that the aristocl~·,;ts peopling the world of 

~om Garcie and Dom Juan are not reproductions, to a 

treater or lesser degree, Oj~ members of their class as 

~;;oliere knew them; they arc not easily identified wi th9 

for example , the marquis who frequented salons in mid-

seventeenth century Paris, -"Trote 11vers galants" to their 

mistresses, and dressed extravagantly. Fiction plays a 

much greater part in their characterization than in that 

of one of the ' ' f~cheux", let us say. It might be argued 

that there seems little point in tryin5 to gain further 

enlightenment about ?·1oliere 's a·ni tude to the nobility 

I'rom either Dom Garcie or Dom Juan, since both are far 

removed from the comedy of manners usually so edifying in 

that regard. Yet in any characterization, however fanciful, 

the author's beliefs, prejudices a4d attitudes carry a 

certain weight, whether or not he himself j_::., fully aware 

of their impor tance , and, indeed , their existence. That 

is why i k is worthwhile to examine ~oliere's treatment of 

the blue-blooded protagonists of .ais two "..;panish'' plays, 

especially as his initial conception of them , ~s preslli~ably 

(1) :F'rom Done ~lvire's words in Act I, so. i g., we 
learn that she was rescued by Dom Garcie .:0m possible 
rape during the sack of a town (11. ll5-12J ), 
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different from thdt of the personae hitherto considered . 

Inevitably something of Moli~re 's attitude towards aristo­

crats must emer~e from the characterization of the almost 

exclusively noble protagonists of the works in question, -

even if the society to which they belong is archaic and 

fictional , more related to romance than to reality. 

However ridiculous his jealou:w might rt.!ike him appec:1r, 

the me,in character of Dom~~:-' .. r cie personifies many of the 

ideal attributes tradition ~. J.ly associated with one of his 

ra.nk. From the very first scene, we are left in no 

doubt as to his very real m~rit : Done Elvire speaks to 

her confidante, ~lisG, of 

"Toutes les qualites d ' un h~ros glorieux" (1) 

·1nd alludes to t11e 11 eclat de vertus" common to her two 

sLi.i tors, Dom Garcie and Don i::iylve. Throughout the first 

act, in the exchange between the characters , there is 

repeated mention of courage, honour, virtue~ dignity, - in 

sl1ort , the tyt>ical preoccupations of proud aristocrats 

conscious of their high birth and faithful to the lofty 

2~1pirations they have inherited toc ether with their 

titles and their wealt~1. .l?hus far 1 :1Ioli~re' s approach 

to depicting nobility in the context of romance (in the 

literary sense) is seen to coL1form entirely to convention. 

His chaJ:<...cters speak the elevated , stereotyped lane,uage 

appropriate to their st&tion ~nd the circumstances in which 

they find themselveso Examples abound ~ - wf.len, for 

(l) ACt I, sc . i, 1 . 6 Op o cit. pg . 341 (I) 
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i~stance, Dom Garcie has read Done Ign~s' letter to 

Done ~lvire, he comments upon the writer's chos8n course 

of action in a rollin6 , well-turned alexandrine which would 

not be out of place in Hacinian tragedy or Carnelian drama: 

11.9ans la haute vertu son a.me est affermie" . (1) 

In other words, we have in the first act of Dchl Garcie the 

diction and characterization to be expectca in a play 

dealin~ with idealized per so_,~ from the top ranks of 

flociety; a society which t ~ !lot immediately recognizable 

in contemporary reality. :.:!le only departure f:::·om this 

convention that r.ioli~re perrni ts himself is in dramatic 

situation. .Jespi te the ad:uira.ble abstractions of wnich 

the protagonists' speech largely consists, there is an 

Qndeniable incongruity in tne position of Dom Garcie at 

the end of the act: suspicions concerning a' letter address ed 

to Done ~lvire, and the half-teasing, half-angry reproach 

.he r eceives from the lady , bring us (and Dom Garcie hi!Il­

self) from the sphere of the icteal to the sphere of reality. 

fhe situation is, after all, a fairly banal one . Here 9 

we can anticipate already tne tone of Le • .1isanthro~: 

warmth of feeling express eO. wi·th the restraint and elee;..::lllce 

consonB.11.t with those wnose ;::>osition in society demanc s a 

good example for less distinguished beings. Done ..:..l·.rire ' s 

dry remark, 

11 vu.i. Je rn'en rejouis et pour vous et po.rr rnoi'' (2) 

in reply to Dom Garcie's acknowledgement tha ~ the letter 

is penned by J one Ign~s . could well be ta~en : or one of 

; 1) Act I, sc. iii, 1. .376. Op. cit. pg. 35 . 
(2 ) hOt I, sc. iii, 1. 362. ibid. pg. 353. 
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Celim~ne's retorts to Alceste's accusations . rhe tone 

is basically the same, - refinement mixed with irony, -

'"'.nd the evidence of good breeding is present in both. 

Tc iB also worth noting that the language in this laRt 

"l0r. "'l of Act One is less obviously that of the ''heroic 

comedy" i n certain l ines , like the comment of Done Elvire 

just quoted .. 

•,;ith the following scene ( .: : .. :.wo, scene i), the departure 

from the lofty la.ngu::tge of C.Jrneille is more marked . With 

a few exceptions, (1) the Iemarks exchanged by hlise and 

Dom Lope suggest contemporary conversation rather than 

tragic, artificial diction. The most interesting speech 

in this part of the play is that uttered by Dom Lope 9 

rega:ding the t~ctics of those courting the great ; and 

t oth ~ts content and its expression would lead one to 

bel i 8,re that Moli~re is more concerned here with t he 

or-,~ :1 ety he knew 9 than with tha.t featured in Dom Garcie . 

TL.P. lines 

"Et les plus prompts moyens de gagner lE:u.r favour, 

c•est de· f latter toujours le faible de leur coeur , 

.0'ap_plaudir en aveugle ~ ce qu' t1s veule.nt faire, 

Et n' i...pptlyer jamais ce qui :peut leur dlnL..ire 11 ( 2) o 

The~e obserVations have the lucidity and insieht into human 

nattlre t ha·c; may be found, for exampl e , in the Maximes of 

La Rochefoucauld ; they could serve as a comm~nt on the 

- ·-- ··- -··· - -·~------

(l) ~.G .. J. .. 399: "Facheu.x que par vos soins, ·_ J.oux que 
par vo s yeux'' o 

(2) hCt Two, SCo i, llo 418-42lo 
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sort of practices which f .. ~oli~re, as court-entertainer, 

could not fail to notice in the society that he was required 

to serve. This means that within the context of a play 

depicting essentially non-realistic characters and situ­

ations, we can find indications of social attitudes similar 

to those contained in works more obviously fitted for such 

matter. (Like Le Misanthrope or Les F~cheux). Dom 

Lope's remarks to Elise are enlightening as to the absence 

of illusion where relationships between "les grands" and 

lesser lights of society are concerned. First, they 

indicate an awareness of the cynical opportunism charac-

terizing courtiers. Dom Lope's rhetorical question at 

the beginning of his discourse shows this quite clearly: 

11.2;t quand, charmante Blise, a-t-on vu, s'il vous plait, 

Qu'on cherche aupr~s des grands que son propre int~r@t, 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Pourvu que sa fortune en tire quelque fruit?" (1) 

Secondly, there is an implicit criticism of the illustrious 

members of society in the fact that they can be influenced 

by the flattery of sycophants. It does not say much for 

their intelligence and their discernment that they can be 

gulled by those astute enough to detect, then pander to, 

their weaknesses. Furthermore, accordin& to Dom Lope, 

they are not even capable of appreciating good advice when 

they receive it. In short, "l'adroite complaisance" 

achieves much more than "les utiles conseils", (2), and 

Dom Garcie's confidant sums up his theory of successful 

(l) Act Two, sc. i, 11. 410-415. 
(2) Act Two, sc. i, l. 425. 
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manoeuvring in high places with the statement that 

"···· on voit partout que l'art des courtisans 

Ne tend qu'~ profiter des faiblesses des grana.s"(l). 

This is hardly the sort of judgement to enhance the merit 

und admirable qualities of the class to which Dom Garcie 

belongs. It also strikes a discordant note in the heroic 

comedy that Moli~re apparently intended this play to be • 

.rr..1e, .... lise's reaction counters to a certain extent the 

impression created by lJom. Gope's outburst: she reproaches 

him with the liberty he takes in speaking so disrespect­

fully of those above him (a conventional enough reaction, 

and in fact not very impressive coming after the striking 

speech which precedes it.)-

"Cependant je dirai que votre §me s'explique 

Un peu bien librement sur votre politique" (2) • 

.'ihen all is said and cione, we are left with the feeling 

that Dom Lope's attitude and ideas carry more conviction 

than those of ~lise. lt is not possible to say with 

certainty whether this was ~oliere's intention, but even 

if it were not, it is perhaps significant that the emphasis 

should fall - however involuntarily - upon the weaknesses 

of the great rather thun upon the respect due to them by 

tr4.dition. 

rhe behaviour of Dom Garcie himself confirms tai s notion 

of certain deficiencies in his moral and intellectual fibre. 

-------------------------·---- --------
(l ) Act II, sc. i, 1. 426-427. 
( 2 ) Ibid, 11. 436-437 . 
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His lack of self-discipline where his jealousy is concerned 

does little to contradict the unfavourable assessment made 

of the behaviour of "les grands" as voiced by Dom Lope. 

Indeed, the comic effects achieved in Dom Garcie depend 

large:!,:r 011 the recttrrence of the jealous noblewan '.s in­

abili~y to carb his instincts and exercise hi s ~ritical 

:faculties before jurapinb to cor..clu.sions a:.)u!J.t _:us lady's 

guilt. Each act of the ple~ ... brings a fresh crisis in 

their relationship , and in ·v.rs end. one feels t hat, how­

ever well-endowed Dom Ga1d. · might be with the conventi onal 

and accepted qualities of a romantic hero. he appears 

absurd by reason of his irrepressible jealousy. Againy. 

the picture of nobility which emerges from Dom Garcie 

has the same ambiguity that we have detected in other 

plays discussed in this section of the present study. 

On the one hand, there is the basic admiration for aristo­

cratic merit that one would expect to find in the work of 

a man in ~oliere' s position, following the dramatic con­

ventions and inher~ting the social prejudices of his time; 

on the other, there is a distinct tend.eucy to pre sent im­

perfections in the .make-up of t.tose persons representing 

the cream of society. Such a pr~s~ntation is not con­

sistent wit h the unquestioning respect often bestowed on 

the ~lite simply because they are the elite; and the 

fact that !.1oliere dares to introduce certain unflattering 

reflections upon the character of the nobility suggests 

two things . First, that some reservations concerning the 

worth of that section of society were not unr '< sonable, 
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even in the seventeenth oent~ry. Secondly, that Moli~re 

m~at have anticipated hie a~dienoe tolerating s~ch views, 

even if some members thereof might react like Elise, ob­

jecting a little from habit and prejudice rather than from 

the need to ref~te an erroneo~e J~dgement. 

On the whole, Dam Garoie represents a depart~re from the 

~eaal approach to the genre of "heroic comedy". The 

a~tward form of the play is conventional enough (that is, 

the diction and arrangement of acts and scenes are those 

of Oorneille's "tragi-com~diee" ); the characters all 

belong to the cream of society, and have the values of 

their class (dignity, honour and courage counting as all­

important with them); and the basic issue raised in the 

play is one which, in Moli~re's day, was the sort of sub­

ject lending itself to endless debate in fashionable 

"salons"; should a lover be forgiven for jealo1.1sy if this 

is to be interpreted as a symptom of hie passion? The 

setting of the action, moreover, both chronological and 

environmental, conforms to that of other works in the 

~ame genre. The atmosphere in which Dam Garcie, Done 

Elvire and the other prot88onists of the comedy act and 

interact is also like that of, for example, Le Cid , with 

valorous deeds and protection of noble young ladies form­

ing part of daily existence. 

On the other hand, however, - and it is 1n this that we 

detect the difference between Dam Garcie and the plays 
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more obviously written in the "heroic comedy" tradition 

this presentation of a ~panish hero's vicissitudes in 

love bears the stamp of some of ?doli~re's later comedies, 

no·tf:.oly k Mise~:nthrope, - where tone and situation are 

'! :'JJ ..... , , ~:r.'1•.h, .. fhe .: .nc ident of t.he letter in the first act 

of Do~ Ga rcie has its parallel in the work of 1666, as do 

some of Dm1.c invire 'a remar~s to her su.s~.a.ciou.s lover. 

An even closer parallel be: ·een JJom Gat2J:! and Le Misanthro12e 

may 'be seen in the eecond · ·tt er-" incident, which occurs 

in Act Two.. The dialot;;ue ..>etween Dom Garcie and Done 

.~lvire on this occasio.1: :i.J:t fact served Moli~re with the 

inspiration for the similar exchange between C~lim~ne 

and Alcest e . I t is si~nificant thdt such a likeness 

should exist be Gween t•vo works belonging to differ ent 

genres . Ale: ;:rte and G~lim~ne are characters of seventeenth-

centu.ry .2a~·is i while Dom (J.arcie and Done Elvire are more 

rcm~1tic figures ~~Rociated with ~'1other age and another 

pL .. co. 1 :; otner words, if Lhe external t rappill(;!;S demanded 

"J the 11r .. e:roic" genre were removed 9 we wollld see benea th 

them nothine; more than a depiction of the life and manners 

of hit::,h ~:ociety in :'.loliere 's day. ·,·,e have already ob­

served how, occasionally, the elev~ted , stylised speech 

appropriate to the tradit ion of "herojc comedy" gives way 

to a more natllral idiom, whioh 9 while it is perfectly 

elegant ' .nd in ~eeping .tith the status of t1~e speaker , 

has abou-'c; it the ring of contemporary, everyday speech. 

Thu.s , despit e its a:Jpuront lack of potential .,~or enlight­

ening us abo:.:~.t attitud<~ s towards aristocrati :·v)rsons of 
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his time, Moli~re•s Dom Garcie is in fact a source of 

information in this regard; and from the situations 

and characterization presented 1n the play, the impressions 

already gained from other works hitherto considered in 

the present study are confirmed. As in Les FAcheux, 

La Oritique, Le Misanthrope and L'Impromptu, we see that 

the respect for members of high society imposed by tradition, 

is t~pered by an awareness that, for all their excellent 

breeding and the lofty social ideal they represent, aristo-

crate are capable of certain lapses. Dom Garcia's jealousy 

is not the sort of sentiment worthy of an "honn~te homme", 

and through his lack of self-discipline, he is made to 

look as absurd as any of Moli~re's bourgeois protagonists. 

The other play classified here for the sake of convenience 

with Dom Garcie, - Dom Juan, - is a more complex and tho~ht­

provoking work. To begin with, the obvious difference 

between Dom Juan and the other comedies lies in the fact 

that the action of the former is determined in advance by 

mythol~gy, and its outcome a foregone conclusion. The 

action, in other words, holds no surprises for the audience 

in the way that a more original piece of entertainment 

like L'Impromptu does. Moreover, it is less likely to 

suggest attitudes to nobility in the same areas (i .e. 

situation and characterization) as those explored in a 

work like Lea PAcheux, dealing with contemporary society 

in a realistic manner. Yet after ita own fashion, 

Dom Juan, too, gives some insight into Moli~re'a conception 
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of the social group mainly depicted therein. This is 

to be fo~d in the sort of things emphasized by the dramatist 

in thie comedy. Among other things, Dom Ju.an is a play 

about hypocrisy, and as such it raises issues similar 

to those which arise in Le Misanthrope. These iss11es 
\ 

are, of course, relevant to the social context which 

eng~ndere them, and lead one to debate the val11ee govern-

ing human behaviollr. The central isa11e in Dom J11an, 

once the obvious moralizing force of final retribution 

has been laid on one side, is that of conforming to the 

status q11o demanded by one's birth and rank, of respecting 

the outward forms of socially acceptable conduct (honn~tet~) 

by dissembling the more disruptive aspects of one ' s 

nat11re. Por Alceste, such a co11rse of action would be 

"Wl commerce honteu.x", "lache flatterie'' , "trahison, 

fourberie" ( 1). On the other hand, society of any sort 

wo11ld become an impossibility if wilfulness , vanity and 

egoism e11ch as that of Dom Juan were allowed free expression. 

Some kind of compromise is necessary, if the formal order 

of society is to be preserved; and this compromise in 

Dom Juan is shown to be hypocrisy, as evidenced by the 

nobleman• a "conversion'' to the values represented by 

his father. The cynicism and lucidity with which Dom 

J11an comments upon hie "conversion" underlines the impli-

cations of his act.(2) In the same way that , i n Dom 

Garcia• the dramatic convention used by the playwright 

(1) Le Misanthrope, Act I, sc. i, 11. 68, 93 and 94 . 
(2) Dom Juan, Act V, sc. 11. 
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allows at times for certain penetrating observations 

relevant to a more modern society than that depicted in 

the work in qlleation, so too in Dom J~an the mythological 

natu.re of the hero and his adventu.res is momentarily for­

gotten as Dom J~an remarks to Sganarelle llpon the preva­

lence of hypocrisy in the circles he freql1ents. A 

statement likez "••• l'hypocriaie eat l1n vice Ala mode, 

et tolls lee vices A la mode pasaent pou.r vertu.s" (1) wot1ld 

seem, su.rely, to belong rather to a collection of epigrams 

in the tradition of La Rochefo~cau.ld than to a comic 

presentation of the old legend of Dom J~an. Sllch is the 

flexibility of Moli~re's dramatic techniql1e that it appears 

quite nat~al for the nobleman to make this sort of comment 

to his valet. 

Yet, detached from the context in which Moli~re has placed 

it, the long speech on the s~bject of hypocrisy littered 

by Dom Juan in Act Five, (scene ii), constitu.tes something 

of a jl1dgement on society. Inevitably, one wonders 

whether the society concerned is that of medieval Spain (2) 

or that of eeventeenth-cent~ry France. While there was 

quite likely a fair amo~t of that particular vice dis­

cernible in the society known to Dom Juan, it is not 

strictly necessary to demonstrate the fact in relating 

the conquests and retribu.tion of the libertine hero. 

Moreover, even if references to Hypocrisy were essential 

(1) Act V, so. ii, Op. cit. II, pg. 80 
(2) Althou.gh the action is set in ~icily, the protagonists 

are Spanish. 
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to the theme of Dom Juan, the terms ~sed by Moli~re in 

the relevant passages bear a distarbing resemblance to 

·t;hose foWld in Tartuffe and Le .Misanthrope ,- the t wo plays 

flanking Dom Jaan chronologically. This means that many 

of the dom•s pronouncements in his conversation with hie 

;alct are pertinent to French society in the 1660s; hie 

daclaration that "••• 11 faut profiter dee faibleasea 

O.es hoJWnes" by adopting the mask of outraged piety,ia 

nothi ng les s than a reflection on the situation presen·t;8d 

by Moli~re in Orgon's hoaeehold. (1) Likevvise, his ob-

servation that by so doing, tttm sage esprit s ~ a.ccommode 

allX vices de son si~clett (2) finds its echo in the moral 

resignation of Philinte , whose conception of human nature 

o.nd the "vices de son si~cle" is s11oh that he can cou..neel 

Alceete not ·to waste his time in reforming aithere 

moeurs da tamps mettons- noas moine en peine") (3)o 

("o•odes 

So much :f'or the application of Dom Juan to t:ne realities 

of oociety contemporary with Moli~re e !t :remains to 

establish wha.t section of society is par·ticlllarly involved 11 -

if any9 - with hypocrisy in its various guises, and whether 

or not there are positive val~es whi ch emerge from t he 

play nnd which are attriblltable to a ~pQcific social gro~po 

From the ··~~·.:l'~!e-mentioned exchange between Dom Jaan and 

Sganarelle 0 it may be ded~ced that in the opinion of the 

{1) Act ~ ~ CO o ii 9 Op. cit. II . pgo 81. 
(2) I bid., Pf o 81. 

(3) ~5i§!.2..!l~Xop~, Act I, sc. i . 1. 145. 
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former , those most concerned with oo~terfeited virt~e 

are not eo m~ch members of society in general ae members 

of the class to which he himself belongs. The remark 

that hypocrisy is "wn vice ~ la mode", for example, 

suggests that it is .practised mainly by the fashion­

conscious; that is, by the socially s~perior. One 

might argue with justification that this is not very con­

cl~aive proof ae to the prevalence of hypocrisy among 

the nobility; yet it is confirmed by two things. ~irat, 

by Dom Ju.an' s sense of solidariw with others of his 

perallaeion and, presumably, of his rank: "On lie, ll 

force de grimaces, une eoci~t~ ~troite avec tou.a lea 

gens du parti" (1). It shc~ld be remembered that he 

is essentially a "grand seigneur", and even when he is 

consorting with peasants or showering civilities upon a 

trade~, hia consoioaanesa of his aristocratic birth 

and breeding ia never allowed to be overlooked. In 

the second place, the characters in the play who are 

obvioaaly innocent of moral post~ing are for the moat 

part not of noble origin; Sg~arelle, M. Dimanche, 

Charlotte, Katharine, Pierrot and the beggar, Francisque. 

Absence of hypocrisy does not mean absence of faults, 

however, as the credulity of the peasants, passivity of 

M. D~anche, and cowardice of Sganarelle wou.ld indicate. 

The lower social orders are not, in fact, shown to great 

advantage in Dom Juan. With the possible exception of 

Francisqu.e, the other personae of non-noble status appear 

(1) Act V, sc. 1. Op. cit. II, pg. 81. 
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ridioulo~s 1n their several waysa Pierrot, with his 

clumsy love~aking; (1) Oharlotte 0 with her fickleness 

r. 1<1 na~\'Ye f~.82-tasistt'l, playing at "la grande dame" ( " ••• ai 

1 J a is l\1r:_dame 0 je te ferai gagner queug,u.e chose); ( 2) 

Sclaaarelle~ with his attempts at philosophizing; (3) and 

-i .. JJirnanche r with hi a abortive e.adeavou.r to be :firm abotlt 

pa,ment o:f debts. (4) 

The absurdity of the last-mentioned characters lies 

principally in their inability to express themselves 

articulately. The peasants s peak the dialect of their 

village ; and their idiom strikes the ear as o1.1tlandish 

and inelegant o :eta Dimanche is not even permitted to 

state his purpose in visiting Dom Juan, for hie noble 

cli<Jnt skilfully .:·1ts him short after every "Monaieu.r , 

je vo·ts . o ' 1 As for Jganarellep it i s not so mt1ch his 

diction a :::, \h.:> .,on tent of his r!iin"!>ling tirades which 

nw.kes him ri~ :~c!lloue., Dam Ju.::m. on the other hand, is 

HU.perbly e...rticulate; but to what purpooe? .t:..Von he is 

at a lee.:: £o:.· wo:r-.. ~6 on o.ne occao~.on9 when confronted by 

Done L!;lvirci sb.o.:-tly e.f'tGr his des!3rtl.on of that lady. 

I:icr bitter rema:rk , 19 .P..h! que voue~ o.s.vc.z mal vou.a d~fendre 

pou.r un hom:ne d e collr, e t; qu.i do! t ~tre etccou.twn~ A ces 

sortes ds c~1oses ~ '' ( 5) underlin~Js the worthlessness of 

that fine 7 .~ :ue>nt speech u.eu.ally associated with th~ 

(l) In Act rr ~ sc~ i. 

(;.?) Act II s sc o i ~- o Op. cit,. II, pg.. 50" 

(3) ~ogo in Act III ~ sc . i. 
(4) Act IV, 8Co iiio 

(5) Act 1 , SCo iii 0 OpQ cit ~ II 9 pg. 40. 
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courtier. Such verbal readiness, especially when it is 

devoid of sincerity, is s~ply another manifestation of 

hypocrisy. !hie brings ue back to one of the central 

themes of Dom Juan. It is safe to assume that hJpocrisy, 

the nvioe h la mode", is a phenomenon observable more in 

the higher orders of society than in the lower ones. 

Yet there is nothing particularly admirable to be seen 

among the less illustrious members of society either. 

Aa an artist aware of the value of symmetry, Moli~re 

would hardly have seen fit to produce a work from whiah 

all positive merits are excluded. It would be a mistake 

to re&ard Dom Juan as a picture of unrelieved human 

weakness. Some attention should therefore be given to 

the characters hitherto omitted from this discussion. 

Taken together, Done Elvire, her brothers Dom Carlos 

and Dom Alonse, and Dom Juan's father, Dom Louis, con­

stitute a little group apart in the context of the play. 

They are differentiated from the nlow" characters by 

their rank and by the fact that they are not intrinsically 

amusing, being neither caricaturee nor idiosyncratic in 

any way. Then they are distinguished from Dom Juan 

himself in that their conduct is governed by a different 

set of values; they are distanced from him by their 

moral code. What do they represent? The answer to 

that question is to be fo~d in the attributes or charac-

teristics which they have in common. At the most obvious 

level, they are united in their noble birth, - they all 
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belong to the same eooial stratum, as is clear both from 

their titles and their elegance o! speech and cond~ct. 

This elegance is discernible equally in Done Elvire's 

addressee to her erring "h~eband" and in Dom Lo~is' 

reproaches to the same person. (l) Both evince a simple 

dignity worthy of their station. Yet Dom J~an speaks 

the same language, as any of his longer speeches soon 

show. (2) The point is, that the latter resembles 

others o~ his class in form only, while hie inner self 

and hie intentions are determined by a defiant moral 

tarpit~de absent from his peers. The o~tward, external 

attrib~tes of nobility are easily recognizable, b~t the 

lees tangible ones req~ire more caref~l consideration. 

It is these, - the preocc~pationa and aspirations at the 

core of daily existence - which set Dom Loais, Done Elvire 

and her brothers apart. As is to be expected, hono~r 

is of primary importance to them. Done Elvire's first 

concern, once the glamour of her escapade with Dom Jaan 

has worn off, is with her tarnished "gloire'' • In her 

confrontation with the fickle nobleaan, her demeanour ia 

that of a great lady mortally insulted. Despite her 

hamiliation, there is pride and some spirit in her final 

retort, revealing at the same time the valu.ee flpon which 

her conception of lite is baseda 

"O'eat ~e l!chet& qae de ae faire expliq~er trop 

sa honte; et, e~r de tels sujets, ~ noble coeflr, 

(1) Act I, sc. iii and Act IV, so. iv. 
(2) E.g. Act V, so. i. 
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aQ preMier mot, doit prendre eon parti" . (1) 

Implicit in those words is the notion that persona of 

high rank should be sensitive to any slur on the reputa-

11j.on conferred by their illLtetrioua name, and that such 

sensitivity at least enables the degraded individual to 

bear the shame with dignityo 1t is only later tha t 

Done Blvire•s thirst for vengeance (the initial reaction 

to which her upbringing has conditioned her) is replaced 

oy more generous, Christian sentiments. 1he contrast 

between her two speeches to Dom Juan (2) serves to 

suggest the inadequacy of the narrow moral code upheld 

by those of her class. lor her brothers 0 the satisfac-

tion of outraged Family Honour su.ffices as a solllti on to 

Lne moral problem raised by Dorn Juan 9 s abduction and 

abandonment of Done Blvire. ElVire herself, howeverp 

manages to transcend feelings of petty resentment and 

aaows herself capable of a love that is t~ly great and 

disinterested a 

"O'est ce parfait et pur aro.Ollr qu.i me conduit 

ici pour votre bien, pour vous f aire part d ' un 

avis du Ciel, et t~oher de vou.s r etirer d~ pr~oipice 

oi.l vou.s courez" (J). 

Her gesture, and her speech, are at this point worthy of 

a Cornelian heroine, implying as they do an impressive 

degree o ... eelf-me.stery. The course of action favoured 

by her brothar, Dom Carlos, on discovering Dom Juan•s 

(1) ACt I, so. iii, Op. cit. pg. 41. 
(2) act I, so . iii and Act IV, sc. vi. 
(3) act IV, eo. vi, op. cit. pg. 75. 

' 

\ 
\ 
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i dentity, indicates bo·th decency and humanity . He 

re~~ses to take advantage of numerical superiority and 

wirc~at&tces v~1ioh have thrown his quarry conveniently 

in ! i~ ',1a3 , and. firmly r eminds his mor e unrelenting brother 

of the rece~t service Dom JQan has rendered himo The 

sense of obligati on arising from that service is a cogent 

reason, in his eyes, for deferring the expiationc Yet 

it is worth noting that he does not abandon the project 

of demanding satisfaction from Elvire's sedQaero .Basic-

ally he is just as set on retrieving the rep~tation of 

his sister as Dom Alonsep for whom "l 9honneU2' est infini-

ment pl~s pr~cieux que la vie". (1) In other words , both 

young men are obsessed with honour to an extent which 

precludes forgiveness, - a fact which is obvious in the 

case of Alonse, with his extreme pronouncements, and 

impli.ci t in the case of Carlos • whose gentler sentiments 

are belied by. his determination to execute what ne believes 

to be his duty. As he remarks to Dom Alonse~ "~ moment 

de douceur ne fait auc~e injure ~ la s~v~rite de notre 

devoir". ( 2) Neither Carlos nor his brother attain the 

grandeur of Done Elvire, for they show, by their view of 

the situation in which they are invulved , that they are 

rooted in the opinions of othersc Their's is the morality 

of keeping-up-appearances. Carlos, for examplep argues 

that the ~3mily honour can only be magnified by the post­

ponement of revenge "aux y,eu.x de tout le monden .(J) 

(1) Act III, sc. iv, op . cit. pg . 63b 
(2) Act III 9 sc. v , op. cit. pg. 65 o 

(3) Ibid., pgo 64 o 
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Similarly, the secl~sion of Done Elvire in a convent is 

not a satisfactory sol~tion to the matter as far as the 

brothers are concerned, for sach a move woald saggeet 

degradation in the pablic eye. The inner reality co~te 

for lea·s than the outward appearance: 

"Sa retraite ne peut noaa eatiefaire, pou.vant 

~tre impu.t~e a~ m~pria ~ae vo~s feriez d'elle 

et de notre famille ••• " 

Carlos tells Dom Juan (1). That is the greatest flaw 

in the aristocratic code of honour; i ·t tends to emphasize 

the wrong things. The lengthy piece of rhetoric Dom 

Louie addressee to hie eon concerning t !1e place and 

function of a no'bleman confirms this impression. For 

him, too , public opinion ie a major consideration. He 

reproaches Dom Juan with "cet amaa d'actions indignee, 

dont on a peine, aux yeu.x du. monde, d'adoucir le mau.vaia 

visage". ( 2) 

Stripped .of the high-soQnding phrases which envelop them, 

his ideas on the nobility may be r educed to a m~tter of 

maintaining the ancestral tradition and perpetuating the 

superiority of some members of soci ety over others. (3) 

It ia clear from hie words that according to the prejadioes 

he has inherited with hie ti·tlea and bla.zonz•y, mer it and 

high birth pr esuppose each other, which makes Dom J~an • s 

condaot all the more disconcerting for him: 

"• •• an gentilhomme qui vit mal est an monst re 

(1) Act V, so. iii, op. cit. pg. 83. 
(2) Aot IV, so. iv, op. cit. pg. 72. 
(3) Por further remarks on this subject, see L. Gossman, 

Men and Maske, pp. 52 ~.6 seq., John Hopki.ns, Baltimore , l965. 
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dans la aature ••• la vertu est le premier titre 

de noblesse" (1). 

The:t:·e u:re tn f aot no positive precepts which emerge from 

the speech in que~tion, other than emulation of illustrious 

iorbear:~ .. 

:::..t'"ld. "~clat '' pu.nctuate the old gentleman~ a oratory with 

a regularity which almost implies that he ~sea them 

from habit~ and Dom Juan 9 c cool invitation to him to 

ai t down because "voua en seriez mieux pou.r parle:r'0 { 2) 

~cts li!;:;e a. cold douche tlpon hi~ father's heated rhetoric. 

Moli~re•a prL~ary intention here ia no doubt to excite 

mirth from t!le contra .. st of two diametrically opposed 

a.t·ti t:.1.des P - a comic daYice to which he often hf.l.s z·ecourse. 

But once this aspect of the Dom Louie/ Dom Juan confronta­

t ion has be(I:J duly t !lken into acco I.Ult ~' tnere remain the 

i mplications to be deduced fro~ their exchange. The 

:;-our..,gcr man's remarl:, coming t.tfter the elder• e dl.ac ourae, 

ie: tc m.,ra.c extent a Ieminder of rc ·~li·byp correcting the 

serien of abetractiona in which Dor1 LOi1is dceils .. .Notions 

of grandeur ~nd roe:.ei t ure admil'Ublc in their way 9 and 

tl.O\"Jhere i s i t sucg€ sted th:":J. t they bi..I'ro ir-relevant or 

expendable .Bu.t they mu.st be X"!·~ late: l to reality in 

order to have valQe 9 and Dom Juan•a reaction to his father's 

outburst implies the inade.;_u.acy of confining t.nem to words 

aloneo The danc~r of adharin~ too rigidly to certain 

concepts is, ·that the latt8r boco.m.e formalized and. vitiated; 

----------.--------·--··-------------------
(1) Act IV, so. iv, Opo cito pge 73Q 
( 2) Ibid .. 
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their original meaning is lost grad~ally thro~gh the 

increasing narrowness of their application. 

In the case of Elvire's brothers and Dom Louis, the 

fundamentally so~d values of aristocratic c~ste (pride 

in one'e birth; honour; dignity; courage) have been 

debased into a conventional social code which consists 

in little more than maintaining a good public image . 

Despite the frequency with which he alludes to the values 

just en~erated, Dom Louis shows a greater concern with 

conformity to the sort of conduct expected of a nobleman, 

than with the criteria underlying that conduct . 

It may be seen, then, that in Dom Juan both the positive 

and the negative aspects of human nature are depicted . 

Aa in plays previously considered in the present study, 

Moli~re does not show great indulgence for the aristocracy, 

b11t at the same time, its strengths are .aot neglected for 

ita weaknesses. Indeed , the non-noble protagonists of 

the comedy in question offer less to esteem than the noble 

ones. Even the vice of hypocrisy, while it is more mani-

fest among the social ~lite, is not wanting completely in 

the lower orders, for ~ganarelle•e cowardice makes him 

compromise his honesty in all his dealings with hie master, -

a fact of whieh he ie fully awarea "O compl aisance maudite! 

a quoi me r~dllis-tu?" (l) he wails after Dom Louis' dis-

missal by his son. As for the positive elements in the 

(1) Act IV, sc. v, op. cit. pg. 74. 
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play, they are mainly to be found in the high-born 

characters, notably Done Elvire, in whom tr~e nobility 

is expre~sed in love and charity. Despite the limita-

tiona or their outlook on life, her brothers and Dom 

Lo~ia are not wantinB in oincerity and ~oodness. Be­

aides, the code to which they attach lmvortance is intrin­

sically valid; there are grou.nd.a for criticism only in 

the way that it is applied and interpreted. ~ven Dom 

JQan himself ia capable of acts of magnanimity, such as 

hie intervention in the skirmish between Dom Carlos and 

the thievea.(l) He also exhibits courage be!ore the 

animated sta·tae of the Commander, - a phenomenon su.:f­

ficient ly unnerving to affect a stronger man than Dom. 

Juan. It is possible that the aid he gives Oarlos is 

merely a gesture proving hie ability to live ~P to the 

chivalrous ideal when he has a mind to do so, and that 

it is not a gen~ine expression of altr~iam. It may 

equally be argaed that Dom J~an'a attitude towards the 

atat~e o£ the Commander ie simply a further proof of hie 

defiance of conventional reactions. However trae these 

suppositions might be, there is andcniably something 

remarkable in the person of Dom J'-lan, and even at his 

moat reprehensible, he is nev~r mediocre-

In the fj.nal analysis, one must acknowledge the euper iori t7 

of aristocracy aa portrayed by Moli~re in Dom Ju.an. :Prom 

this work, ae from the others discussed ~P to now in thia 

(1) In \ct III, so. iii. 
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etady, it can be seen that respect for high rank is 

appreciably qualified by the draaatist•a insight into 

those human weaknesses !roa which not even the most 

privileged members of society are exempt. B~t this 

reserve does not necessarily detract from the fundamental 

respect still felt as the due of nobility in Moli~re's 

day. 
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Chapter Four . 

The Provincial Aristocrat. 

Thus far, the various representatives of nobility 

discussed in the present thesis have all belonged either 

to the circles of Parisian society contemporary with 

Moli~re, or to the world of romance and legend. Al­

though the provincial aristocracy does not occupy a 

major rOle in Moli~re's comedies, two of his works 

(George Dandin and La Comtesse d'Escarbagnas) feature 

members of this group of society, and accordingly they 

deserve some attention. 

Chronologically, George Dandin precedes La Comtesse 

d'Escarbagnas, so this comedy will be examined first. 

The circumstances under which it was written and per­

formed have already been mentioned in previous chapters 

of this study, and it suffices to bear in mind that the 

court audience before which it had its premi~re in 1668 

would have been by no means hostile to the unflattering 

portrayal of the provincial aristocracy as embodied by 

the de Sotenvilles. The unwieldy provincialism and 

old- fashioned manners of the rural nobility incurred 

the amusement and contempt of Parisians of the same 

social rank, so that, however ancient or reputable the 

provincial noble's family might have been, his more 

sophisticated kinsman from the Capital would tend to 
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judge him inferior on aesthetic grounds; and these 

were of considerable importance in aristocratic circles. 

The main point of the present analysis is to see how 

far Moliere's presentation of the relevant characters 

confirms this generalisation. 

The comedy in question opens with a lucid monologue 

pronounced by Dandin himself on the subject of marrying 

above one's station, and the folly of endeavouring to 

mix with the nobility, if one's birth does not justify 

doing so . The speech contains two explicit criticisms 

of the upper orders of society as Dandin has known them: 

he alludes to their avarice and their condescension. 

The se in fact are the main facets of "le style des 

nobles" developed later in the play, and the opening 

remarks by this disenchanted, long-suffering peasant 

set the scene, as it were, for the conduct of Ang~lique 

and her parents . It is interesting to note that the 

adverse comments upon aristocracy are prefaced by a 

reference to the positive attributes thereof, although 

these are very vague: 

"La noblesse de soi est bonne , c'est une chose 

consid~rable ••• " (1) 

Possibly Moliere is reassuring hie illustr i ous audience 

of his esteem for the class to which they belong; but 

even if this were not the case, the fact that Landin, 

a martyr of the circumstances imposed upon him by 

(l ) Act I, so. i , op. cit. II, pg . 465 . 
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representatives of that class, can still find it in 

him to express respect (however q~alified) for hie 

in-laws, suggests the extent of prej~dice in favour of 

the gentry among those of humbler birth. Even the 

reservations which Dandin entertains concerning the 

merit of members of the nobility are voiced with dis-

cretion. Instead of claiming that noble rank is in-

trinsically evil, he merely observes that it is accompanied 

by "tant de mauvaises circonstances, qu'il est tr~s bon 

de ne s'y point .frotter." (1) In other words, the less 

admirable qualities associated with aristocracy are re­

garded by Dandin as unpleasant by-products, so to speak, 

of au elevated social rank. They somehow remain external 

to that rank itself, and nobility per se does not pre­

suppose the existence of, for example, avarice and petty 

condescension. Once this distinction has been made, the 

ill-used husband is free to complain at length of the 

treatment he receives at the hands of the de Sotenvillee. 

First he remarks upon their indifference towards human 

feelings and dignity, being mainly preoccupied with the 

acquisition of wealth: 

"L'alliance qu.'ils font est petite avec nos pereonnes: 

c 'est notre bien seul qu' ils ~pousent • •• " ( 2) 

The mercenary aspect of his in-laws' behaviour is not as 

distasteful, however, as their daughter's attitude to her 

husband, which Dandin describes in the following terms: 

" ••• une femme qui se tient au.-dessus de moi, s'offense 

(1) Act I, sc. i, op. cit. II, pg. 466. 
( 2) Ibid. 
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de porter mon nom~ et pen s e qu·i avec t out mon 

bien je n~ai pas assez achet~ la qualit~ de son 

1~1a:ci , 11 ( l ) 

tiJ c t "en-: ie:'..;h-cGncu:::y m~nd is all too ready to interpre t 

t!I:Lese wo:t"<.tc. as ·~:'ley staa i ; '' i Lt. out t .::J.:dng into account 

the eontext in vhich t h e-y £ .r l3 GlJOkeno It is true that 

Dandin's view of his position :n relation ~o that of A 

AngAl ique has the pm:.antially -:;re.3ic qualitie s of piti­

less lllcid.i.tJ a11d detachment~ Nhich add to the pathos o.f 

a si t-1a.~liion •y,;.hel."e.t.n a man is s een as ... 11he au·i;hor of his 

O\vn undoing . Yet some attention should be given to the 

character of Dandin before we take his words too seriously. 

In the first place, his n!::lme - "Dondin'' - has connota·cions 

of ru.otic clumsir.css (the origin'll ru.zar;.ing of 11dandin" 

is "sheep? s b~ll'1 , and i.u nre -se·,ranteer .. th-century litera-

tu:..c . -l·n e n .::J1 occt.u-s on r!'.or e than one occa sion in connec·-

tion wi·tl! 'J..d:·.cuJ ous O!' vt:t~.c.ndi ~h individuals~ like 

R b 1 . i I I> ~ D d' ) a e a l.s ~ .. l O u en l....l 'Ih_ .3 .:..rnm'.:c...iate l .. -r tends to 

diminish the stature or G--::. or0 f D~nc.. i.n c.:.e ~.1. tragic figure~ 

fer ·the f~ · ·"J.:; .to ! ement latPn.t i.n his D......,.,.!Je contrad.ic"ts the 

notions of hervic s u.fio;rine; ( ~,J;, .;.'3pic1ied ty Corneille) 9 

or of i.at .::n8>:: :-nd 1,1..nhappy passtoVJ. (' s portre.yed by Racine). 

In nd.di tion to thi8, ,.2.e costtlill ~ ,. o: ·n :-y .~)and in (described 

in the IE:!,~~.-.!!.Ef'~sl.~ce~ of rJ~l:i.~re v s possessions) ( 2 ) 

bespeaks --~·t only ·:.he wealth~ but also the quaint 9 almost 

eccentric quaJ.t tv O.L the characte:" ~ His provincial 

( 1) Act 1., sc" i, op o cit I I, P8 o 466 o 

( 2) See Cent ans de lecherc!le:; sur ~t1oliir~ ; pg o 567 o 
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conservatism is attested, for example , by the fact that 

he sports a ru£f (like the Sganarelles and Harpagon), 

waile his double waistcoat lends him an air of clumsiness 

~~d bulk in accordance with the inelegance of one of his 

station in lifeo Once the essentially comic aspect of 

George Dandin is borne tn mind 9 his assessment of his 

conjugal difficulties and his self-accusation, -

".George Dandin, George Dandin, vous avez fait 

une sottise la plus grande du monde" (1) 

- may be seen less as statements of tragic experience, 

as matter-of-fact remarks rendered all the more piquant 

by the fact that it is Dandin himself who makes themo 

This in turn affects the way in which we judge Angelique. 

While it is surely excessive to r egard her as the fragile, 

beautiful victim of a "m~salliance" imposed upon her by 

her parents (which is the view taken by DoWo Lewis) (2) 9 

the clownish and ineffectual husbru1d to whom she is 

committed through no vr.t s h of her oHn does justify her 

conduct to some extent 9 even if it does not excuse ito 

In the same way that the coarseness of le Barbouille 9 

and his treatment of his wife~ mitig~te the harshness of 

our judgement on Angelique's behavicu~, so too in George 

Dandin the incongruity of the couple involved, and the 

circumstances in which their marriage was contracted, 

make the Joung wife's flirtation less reprehensibleo 

Morally, Dandin is in the right 9 since loyalty is his 

due for the high price he paid for his alliance with 

(l) 
(2) 

Act One, sc. i, Opo cito pg 466 
In Moliere, the Comic Mask, Eyre & Spottiswoode , London 
1959 , pp. l ll-113. 
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the house of de Sotenville. On the other hand, he is 

not altogether blameless for the state of his marriage, 

s i nce it appears to be a snobbish impulse rather than 

i ove wbi0h i nduced him to woo Ang~lique . In addition 

there is the unpl easant suggestion of materialism in 

Dandin's use of the word "a.chete tt where the acquisition 

of his wife is concerned . (1) It should also be noted 

that Dandin's regrets about marrying above his station 

are of a purely selfish natureo When Lubin has i n­

advertently revealed the growing intimacy between Angelique 

and Clitandre, Dandin's reaction is one of frustration, 

since the difference in rank between himself and his wife 

prevents him from exacting the usual punishment called 

for by her indiscret ion: 

" ••• la gentilhommerie vous tient l es bras lies .. "(2) 

At this point of the action, our attitude t owards Dandin 

is one of qualified sympathy, for it is dif f i cult to take 

him seriously, and his plight is not without its lighter 

side . Nei·ther Angelique nor her parents have appeared 

directly on the stage, but sufficient is known about them 

from Daudin's two monologues and Lubin ' s artless conver­

sation for some sort of judgement to be passed upon them, 

and it is not of the most indulgent. 

The appea~~ce upon the scene of Monsieur and Madame de 

Sotenvi lle does little to improve the unfavourable impression 

(1) Act I, sc . i,ibid. pg. 466~ 

(2} Act I, SC. iii, ibid o9 pg o 468 o 
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already created by preceding dialogue. As with Dandin 

himself, their name evokes some hilarity, - "sot en ville" 

implying that this haughty couple properly belong to the 

province, since they lack the intelligence and poise to 

hold their own with the upper strata of urban society. 

Their conversation with their son-in-law soon turns into 

a lesson of etiquette wholly irrelevant to the issue 

weighing on Dandin's heart. Madame de Sotenville's 

obsession with the correct form of address to be used by 

Dandin, when the latter is obviously in a state of agita­

tion, indicates a considerable degree of insensitivity and 

snobbishness in the lady . In a cruder way, she is guilty 

of the same shortcoming as the habitu~s of C~lim~ne ' s 

salon, namely, an egotistical and conceited concern with 

form at the expense of human feelings . In reply to 

Dandin's rough logic, -

"··· si vous m'appelez votre gendre, i l me semble 

que je puis vous appeler ma belle-m~re". (1) 

- Madame de Sotenville merely reiterates the necessity 

of acknowledging the difference between her rank and that 

of her son-in- law, and thereby confirms the opinion already 

invited by her initial reaction to Dandin ' s grievances. 

The comic effect created by what Bergson would term "le 

m~canique plaqu~ sur le vivant", (Madame de Sotenville's 

narrow pr~occupation with precedence repeatedly frustrating 

Dandin's efforts to express his natural resentment), is 

heightened by the attitude of Monsieur de Sotenville. 

(1) Act I, sc. iv, biid ., pg. 469. 
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This gentleman appears to be more reasonable than his Wife, 

and even indQces her to cease her oration aboQt the due of 

the aristocracy. ("C'en est assez ••• ") (1). Moreover, 

he evinces some interest in Dandin's plight: 

"Sachons un peu, mon gendre, ce que vous avez dans 

1' esprit 11 • { 2) 

Despite the condescending tone of the invitation just 

quoted, it would seem that Nonsieur de Sotenville has 

more consideration for others than Madame. However, 

Dandin soon finds that communication with his father-in-

law is little easier than with Madame de Sotenville, and 

for the very same reason: he is pompously corrected when 

he addresses Ang~lique's father as "Monsieur de Sotenville 11 , 

and again when he is indiscreet enough to refer to 

Ang~lique herself as "ma femme". On both occasions, the 

trivial nature of Monsieur de Sotenville's interruptions 

is emphasized by Dandin's growing exasperation, and the 

literal interpretation he gives to the reprimand in ques­

tion ("Comment? ma femme n'est pas ma femme?") (J). 

Problems of etiquette have little bearing on the matter 

of Dandin's dissatisfaction with his wife, and they serve 

merely to delay the confrontation between the de Sotenvilles 

and their son-in-law. At the same time , they illustrate 

the petty vanity of these provincial nobles. 

So great is the de Sotenvilles' anxiety to preserve their 

(l) Act I, sc . iv, ibid., pg. 470. 
( 2) Ibid. 
( 3) Ibid. 
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distance from the social contamination of a financially 

necessary alliance with the peasantry, that even their 

curiosity is subordinated to this concern. Allowing 

Dandin to call their daughter "ma femme" is acknowledging 

the direct connection between themselves and the undistinguished 

farmer, just as standing on ceremony with him reminds him 

of his social inferiority. Thus as dramatic tension bu~lds 

up, our impression of the de Sotenvilles crystallizes out, 

to be confirmed by their subsequent defence of the .marriage 

criticized by Dandin. They counter their son-in-law's 

blunt statement of his contribution to their depleted 

coffers by pointing out the desirability of an alliance 

with their respective families; yet, significantly, they 

are vague as to the nature of any positive advantages to 

be gained from such an alliance,using such ill-defined 

terms as "honneur", "beau privil~ge", and "avantage". 

What emerges from the exchange between Dandin and his in­

laws is, that in return for a substantial swm of money, 

the "riche paysan" has received nothing more than a 

fictitious title (Monsieur de la Dandini~re) and the 

happy expectation that his children will be born into the 

nobility in view of their mother's lineage. As for the 

"honourable" association with the house of de la Prud6terie 

(which is that of Ang~lique's mother), -the name itself, 

like that of de Sotenville, has the sort of connotations 

which render it slightly absurd, and which neutralize 

any pleasure that a non-noble might experience in claiming 

kinship with one of that family. In short, the impression 
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gained of Dandin's transaction with the de Sotenvilles is 

one which indicates the unscrupulousness of these country 

nobles, whose fa9ade of high moral worth consists largely 

of fine-sounding words unsupported by more tangible proofs 

of rectitude. 

Once the accusation has been uttered by the wronged husband, 

the de Sotenvilles' reaction is typically eloquent and 

evasive. They cite various examples of feminine chastity 

furnished by both sides of their family, taking refuge in 

History and Tradition rather than committing themselves 

on the issue with which they are confronted. It is,after 

all, poor consolation to Dandin to be reassured that no 

scandal has touched the house of de la Prudoterie for 

more than three hundred years. Monsieur de Sotenville's 

inflamed oratory about the family conscience (supposedly 

a very delicate organ), and the extravagant threats of his 

wife, -

" ·· · je l'~tranglerais de mes propres mains, s'il 

fallait qu'elle forlign~t de l'honn@tet~ de sa 

m~re" ( 1) 

- somehow fail to carry conviction, as does the spirited 

offer to exact retribution from Clitandre . 

The encounter with Ang~lique's admirer reveals further 

interesting aspects of Monsieur de Sotenville's character, 

especially when the declarations made by that gentleman 

(1) Act I, sc . iv, ibid., pg. 472 . 
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in the preceding scene are remembered. In the first 

place, Monsieur de Sotenville's thirst for the satisfaction 

of honour is diminished by the rank of Clitandre, whose 

position at court possibly makes him superior to the 

country "gentilhomme" . Secondly, Monsieur de Sotenville 

is distracted from the matter in hand by his obsession 

with his own importance. Upon introducing himself to 

the young man, he makes it clear tbat he is a baron, and 

then, - not content with that, - proceeds to recall the 

exploits of himself, hie father, and his ancestor, Bertrand 

de Sotenville. Not only are these exploits less glorious 

than the baron imagines (if we are to judge by the campaigns 

mentioned); they are completely out of place in the context 

of his conversation with Clitandre, and as such are distinctly 

comical. Most edifying of all is the pompous little speech 

made by Monsieur de Sotenville when charging Clitandre with 

dishonourable intentions towards Ang~lique: 

"Il m'a ~t~ rapport~, Monsieur, que vous aimez et 

poureuivez une jeune personne, qui est ma fille, 

pour laquelle je m'int~resse, et pour l'homme que 

voue voyez, qui a l'honneur d'@tre mon gendre." (1). 

The impersonal "il m'a ~t~ rapport~" lends a spurious 

solemnity to the accusation, and saves de Sotenville the 

embarrassment of acknowledging Dandin as the source of 

his information. The tortuous construction of the sentence 

has the double function of softening the allegation (de 

Sotenville's cowardice leads him to remark that "entre 

(l) Act I, sc. v, ibid., pg. 473. 
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gentilshommes, ce sont des choses chatouilleuses") (1) 

and of giving the impression of legalistic jargon, which 

is more intimidating than ordinary speech. Finally, there 

is the insolent reversal of the usual polite formula used 

by a father-in-law in the presence of his daughter's hus­

band: instead of saying of Dandin, "dont j 'ai 1 'honneur 

d'~tre le beau-p~re", he refers to his son-in-law as the 

man "qui a l'honneur d'@tre mon gendre." 

In addition to the traits of snobbishness, deviousness, 

and insensitivity, Monsieur de Sotenville's character is 

rendered still more unattractive by symptoms of cowardice. 

These are uppermost in the confrontation with Clitandre, -

when, for example, the younger aristocrat denies the rumour 

of his relationship with Angelique and threatens to settle 

the issue by the sword, Monsieur de Sotenville is suddeniy 

eager to give Dandin his share of the limelight, and the 

unpleasant responsibility that accompanies it. This, of 

course, belies all the earlier references to the hereditary 

valour of the de Sotenvilles.(2) Ang~lique's father is 

only too happy to accept the formal, outward satisfaction 

of honour and ignore the deeper implications of Clitandre's 

and ~gelique ' s fluent but superficial denials. In the 

same way that Monsieur de Sotenville's courage, probity 

and moral worth are verbal rather than real, so too his 

loyalty to members of his family is an insubstantial thing 

which exists in words alone. This lends irony to his 

lofty remark to Dandin after the latter's humiliation 

(1) Act I, sc. iv, pg. 472 . 
( 2) In Act I , sc. i v. 
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before Cll.tandre: 

"Sachez que vous ~tes entr~ dans une famille qui 

vou3 donnera de l'appui, et ne souffrira point que 

l'on vou.s fasse aucun affront" (l) 

The de Sotenvilles offer ~ore matter for ~omment than their 

daughter 11 bt1.t ~ven Angclique, as a representative of her 

class, is not i t hout interest o She shows presence of 

mind when faced with the charge of encouraging attentions 

from Clitandre; and when, later, she has to parry the 

attacks of her disgruntled husband~ her speech has a certain 

wit and dignity which place her in a better light than her 

unintelligent? hypocritical parentoo To be surep she is 

selfish and arrogant, as her two speeches on her righto 

and aspiratio.l:.!.s show, -

11 .o.je vetlX jou.ir, s'il vou.s plait, de qu.elque 

nombre de beau.x j Otl ro que m' offre la jeunesse 9 

prendre les douces libert~s q ue 1 ! @.ge me permet o ~ o 11 ( 2) . 

Not only is she inbued v1i th the idea that her youth and 

beauty authorize her to do as Ahe pleas.~s; she is morally 

irresponsible and shares her pc~ents' c~llousneas where 

the feelings of others are concernedo On the other hand, 

her si·tu.ltion mitigates the severity wi'th which we are 

tempted to judge her. As she reminds Dandin, her feelings 

were not taken into account when the question of marriage 

arose, and the promises of conjugal fidelity she made were 

(1) Act 19 SCo Vip ibidop pgo 478o 
(2} Act II9 6Co ii, ibide, pgo 48]o 
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not given spontaneoQslyo Her marriage to Dandin resembles 

a business contract between her parents and their son-in­

law, and it is not reasonable to expect a trouble-free 

marital relationship where the emotional factor has been 

ignored. Ang~lique is the product, not only of her up­

bringing and social environment, but also of her experience, 

and it is in that light that she should be regarded. She 

has the snobbishness of her ancestors, as her remarks about 

court-nobles show -

"Que dans tous leurs discours et dans toutes leurs 

actions lee gens de cour ont un air agr~able~ Et 

qu'est-ce que c'est aupr~s d'eux que nos gens de 

province?" ( l) 

and her attitude to Dandin is coloured by that contempt 

and lack of consideration which less generous souls evince 

towards their social inferiors. 

Her cynicism, however, comes from her circumstances rather 

than from hereditary factors. In the farcical scenes of 

comic reversal, when Dandin is worsted at the very moment 

that his triumph seems assured, Ang~lique's resourcefulness 

argues strongly for the existence, in her, of a quality 

lacking in her parents: a sense of expediency. She is 

intelligent where they are not; she faces up to situations 

where they evade them. The de Sotenvilles are less ambiguous 

than Ang~lique, they are simple where she is complex. Yet 

she is recognizeable as their off-spring by reason of her 

(l) Act II, ec. iii,ibid., pg. 483. 
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values and even some of her traits . 

After the initial scenes in which they appear, the behaviour 

of the de ciotenvilles is predictable, and their reactions 

to Dandin's subsequent attempts to incriminate Angelique 

merely confirm prior judgements passed upon them: their 

complacent comments on Dandin' s good fortune in having an 

irreproachable wife, and their self-righteous insistence 

on Dandin's apology to Angelique, are consonant with their 

earlier conduct. No new facets of their respective 

characters are revealed by the action, nor by the dialogue, 

and there is no evolution in their attitudes. One has 

the impre ssion that they remain rooted in their prejudice 

and that nothing will ever change their excellent opinion 

of themselves and the houses of de Sotenv~lle and de la 

Prudoterie. 

The other play in which Moli~re features a provincial 

aristocrat differs from George Dandin in that it is a sketch 

rather than a comedy: La Comtesse d'Escarbagnas consists 

of nine brief scenes in which we are presented with some 

of the absurdity inherent in provincial society. Like 

George Dandin, La Comtesse has its debut at court, and , 

as in the earlier work, the rural nobility is not spared , -

which is understandable in view of the prevailing attitude 

amongst court-nobles towards their country cousins . The 

Countess herself is the only representative of the provincial 

aristocracy in the play, and it is accordingly with her 

alone that we are concerned. 
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Although the lady in question does not appear immediately 9 

we learn something of her person and circumstances in the 

opening dialogue between Julie and the Vicomtep and this 

inevitably affects our reaction to the CountessD Cl~ante's 

reluctance to become involv.d in a t~te-A-t@te with what 

he terms "cette comteese r:!.dj.cn.le" (1) may at first be 

ascribed to his attachment to Julie; but that young 

woman's subsequent remarks about the Countess make it clear 

that there is some justifi~ation for Cleante• a choice of 

epithet. Julie 1 s sly little reference to her hostess 's 

abs ence, and its possible cause : 

"•• • je ne doute point qu'elle ne soit all~e par la. 

ville se faire honneur de la com~die que vous me 

donnez sous son nom" {2) 

- suggests a certain pettiness~ and ostentatious self­

importance, in. the Countess (who is presumably unused to 

the honour of being offered a specially-commissioned enter-

tainment). This unfavourable impreosion prepares us for 

the later verbal portrait given of the lady9 whose recent 

visit to Paris has intensified the already considerable 

absurdity of her mannerso 

We hear that she is "un aussi bon personnage qu'on en 

pu.isse mettre sur le the{\tre", which implies that her 

eccentrL.-J.. ~iea render her lareer than life, like a comic 

caricature . It would seem that she ie obsessed with rank 

to the point of ludicrouanesso 

(1) Sco i 1 opo cito II , pgo 954 o 
(2) Ibid., pg. 955. 

In addition to this? she 
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i s charecterized by the rigidity of attitude 9 the preju.dice 1 

c;ommonly associated with the provincial, since her contact 

with Parisian society has exaggera ted her affectations 

instead o~ correctin0 themo Whenever expos1~re to new 

ideas or a different social "' ·n··iornme:-.t s erv·eo only to 

confirm the preconceived notions of an individn.:J.l ~ it may 

be j usti:fiabl~- auppos ed that t he person i n question lacks 

the br eadt h of mi nd t o aeqimi late values othe r than those 

to which they J. q,ye always b eA.n accustomedo 

Julie and Cleante, who do no t strictly speaking belong to 

the society of Angoul~me (1)~ regard this extravagant 

female with the condesc.endir.s amusement of Parioians 

viewing p r ov inci a l phenomena from a distanceD Our aware-

ness of the Countess, comins as it does from them, is 

therefore inflnenced by their aversion to her., Her very 

entrance is prefaced by Cl~ante 's uncomplimen't~.ry 

"Mais voici vot:re Madame la comte sse d'Escarbagnas; 

je sore par l'autre po:rt8 pour ne lapoint trouverooa 11 (2) 

The young man's malicious u.se of the Cou.nte ss 1 s full ti·tle 

em.phasizes her passion for high-sounding rank ~ and his 

"votre" remtnds lls of the absu..rdi ty E>,.nd spuriousness of 

her pretentious. Thu.s, as she makes her fi1·s t appearanc e 

before us , we are not likely to overlook the lady~s main 

shortcomL .. gs, namely snobbishness and affectai:i.ono 

The conversation between Julie and the CoLUltess is reminiscent 

-------·-------- ------------
(1) Cleant e 's i ni ti·: l spe e ch indicates that he is normall y 

attached t o the CQI..4.rt; he and Julie are visitors to Angoul@me. 

(2) Sc~ i, op~ cito lip pg o 957 ., 
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of that between habitu~es of the salons of Uranie and 

C~limenG 9 inasmuch as it is colou.red by subtle, feminine 

spites off-set by condescensiona Having such an excellent 

opil"'ion of herself) the Cotultess is openly patronizing 

towards Julie; and Julie's contempt for the Countess's 

rusticity and inferior intellig~nce makes her return the 

The Countess's 

speech is heavily punctDated .d tn exclamations and qu.estions, 

<t;hich heightens the effect of :J.rtificiali ty ~ ma.k; ng the 

sincerity of her utterances st1spect o JQlie, on the other 

hand (like Elise in ~a Critiqu~ qe l'Ecole ~es femmes), 

relies on irony to hold her o~m against her interlocutor , 

and the latter's failure to perceive the point of her 

barbed remarks adds to the comic effect of their confronta-

tion. In reply to Julie's comment that Cleante has eyes 

for no one but the Countess , for example , the great lady 

indulges in the following complacent self-portrait: 

"Je crois ~tre en ~tat de pouvoir faire naitre u.ne 

passion assez forte~ et je me troQve pour cela assez 

de beaute, de jeunesse, et de qualite 11 Dieu mercieoo 11 (l) 

Once we bear in mind Cleante•s r eal judgement of her, and 

the age of her son, the Count P the .... "J.!'d3 qu.oted are seen 

to be founded on nothing more than vanity and wishful 

thinking o In a less light-hearted work 9 they wou.ld be 

pathetic : .. ! the self-delusion that they suggest, but in 

the context of this li·title comedy 1 they serve merely to 

round out the characterization of the main protagonisto 

The Cou.nt bSS 1 s vanity irJ pre r;.;cn.ted by way of rnoJ.::a.l comment 

·--------------------------------(1) Scene ii , ibido~ pgo 957o 
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r ather than social comment, but it is interesting that she 

~hould have this trait in co~non with the de Sotenvilleso 

Oi a mor.e specifically social nature is Moliere's depiction 

of her deali~gs with her servantso She shows a curious 

and i.ncongru.oua blend of haut- u.r and f aruiliar i i; y when 

addressing Cirq_uet and .An.dr~e~ (hex l ackey and maid respec-

t ivelyo) Her continual cz·i t;i cism of he~· domestl.cs' 

approach to their d~ties i~ J 09sibl y accountea f 0r by her 

wish to seem accustomed t o oo~ter, more sophi~ticated 

service. The desired impr es3ion i s per petua l l y marred 9 

however, by the quaint 9 ro"hu.r:.n; t erms t hat creep into the 

Countess's speech despite heroelfo Words like "saboulez" ( 1) 

and "butorde" 9 ( 2) "bouvie::e 11 ( 3) :1nd "t @te de boeuf" ( 4) 

are not in themselves olltlandishp for they appear to have 

been in current usage at the time .Mol.iere wrote La Comtesse 

~~ Escarbagnas; but they str tke a di scordant note in the 

speech of a lady who prides herse l f on belonging to 

fashionable and elegant society~ for the pictur esque , popular 

expressions which she uses c-l re cert a.::.n J.,y not the sort 

normally associated with the gentryo This discrepancy 

between what the Countess is, and what :...he illiagines herself 

to be, forms the principal comic ele~~nt of the play, and 

is discernible ·throughout the work. ~ocially 9 the Countess 

believes that she is superior to all i n her immediate en­

viro.nmenli, in fact, however, her lack of "savoir faire" 

(1) Scene ii, ibid., pg. 958. 
(2 ) Ibido, pg. 960o 

( 3) Ibid o 

( 4 ) Ibid. 
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is betrayed perpetually by the very affectations with which 

she attempts to disguise it. She condescends as a woman 

to Julie, when it is in reality the latter who has won 

Cl~ante's admiration and love. She fancies that she 

possesses the attributes of a well-bred lady, yet her 

harshness with her servants, and her parsimony (evidenced 

by her concern with the consumption of tallow and the cost 

of the broken glass) ~ontradict the notion ·of aristocratic 

generosity and courtesy. The Countess's fond belief that 

she is a person of culture is, moreover, constantly dis-

proved by the mistakes she makes, - a notable example being 

that of her takingMartial the satirist for Martial the 

glove-maker. (1) Her reaction to the Latin recited for 

the edification of herself and her guests by her son is, 

indeed, that of an ignorant woman: 

"Fi! Monsieur Bobinet, quelles sottises est-ce que 

vous lui apprenez 1~? 11 (2) 

This is all the more amusing when followed up by the lady's 

indignant reply to the Vicomte's attempt to explain the 

theme of the comedy about to be played: 

"Mon Dieu! voyons l'affaire; on a assez d'esprit 

pour comprendre les choses." (3) 

Clearly she lacks the humility of the truly well-educated, 

dogmatically stating her intellectual ability moments after 

she has given proof of her limitations in this regard. For 

a woman of the world, she is remarkably prudish, as her 

(1) Sc. v, ibid., pg. 966. 
(2) Sc. vii, ibid., pg. 968. 
(3) Ibid . 
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sharp reprimand to Monsieur Tibaudier for his innocent 

piece of gallantrff would indicate. (1) The triple repetitipn 

of the s yllable "·ITi 11 in the young Count's recitation shocks 

his mother :t..nto expressing the wish that he be taught "latin 

plus honn@te que celui-lh.", ( 2) 9 which again demonstrates 

both her ignorance and her primness~ 

Those are a!l obvious instanc~a of the distance separating 

x-eaJ.ity from i.llu.sion in the Countess's atti t ude ·towards 

he~self and society o There are still more~ subtler, 

suggestions of the fictitiousness of the ladyes social 

status and of her snobbishness. dhe calls her butler 11mon 

Suisse", as if the domestic in question were attached to 

some great and illust~ious house~ When inquiring after 

the health of her sons, she takes unnecessary care to 

include the titles (of dubious authenticity, in any case) 

of the boys 9 for the benefit of her guests -

11Comment se portent mes deu.x au t reo fils, le Marquis, 

et le Commandeur? 11 ( 3) 

The reference to the ballet Psych~p which the Countess 

mentions having seen when in Paris, (4) indicates that 

her visit to the Capital took place . . n Ju.ly , - in other 

words, in mid-summer, when the Court wa s no longer there . 

This gives the lie to her claim that she was besieged by 

visits f~ .m admiring "galants de la courou (5 ) When 

(1) Sc. vii, ibid. 9 pgo 967 
( 2) Ibid a p pg • 968 o 

(3) ~Co Vi? ibido, pg~ 967o 
(4) Sc. ii, ibido, pgo 96lo 
(5} Ibido 
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alluding to her late husband, the Countess speaks of him 

as "Monsieur mon mari" , which is the sort of expression 

(according to de Courtin) (1) appropriate only to members 

of the royal family. Coming from one of the Countess ' s 

station, the pompous phrase is utterly ridiculous. 

Collectively, these symptoms of self- delusi on justify the 

observation that the Countess, like Monsieur Jourdain , 

lives in a fantasy-world of her own creation; a world in 

which she is adored, wooed, and respected for her superior 

breeding, intelligence and taste. The scope of the play, 

however, and the dramatist ' s intention in creating the 

character of the Countess, prevent us from regarding the 

lady in the same light as Monsieur Jourdain . She remains 

a sketch rather than a full-scale portrait, although this 

does not mean that Moli~re ' s presentation of her is super-

ficial . On the contrary , it is interesting as a comment 

on the provincial nobility as represented by one of its 

less illustrious members . ~he element of caricature is 

strong in the depiction of the Countess, as it is in that 

of the de Sotenvilles , - a fact which inevitably dimini shes 

the spychological complexity of the characters . 

·raking these specimens of the rural gentry together , it 

must be acknowledged that they do not suggest particularly 

admirable qualities . Rather, they give the impression 

of moral,intellectual and aesthetic inferiority, which is 

--------------------------------------------------------- ------
(l) Nouveau trait~ de la civilit~ qui se pratigue en Fr ance 

parmi les honn~tes &ens, 1695, ae ed . pg . 33 . 
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in accordance with the poor opinion in which aristocrats 

from the provinces of France were held in Moli~re 9 s day., 

It should be noted, however, before we make the obvioas 

distinction between Parisian and court nobility on the one 

hand, and provincial nobility on the other 9 that to some 

extent the defects of the latter are those of the former" 

The Countess' self-felicitating snobbishness is not 

basically different from that of Clim~ne in La Critique de 

l'Ecole des femmes? and the malice of her conversation 

with Julie is not unlike that generated between Arsino~ 

and C~limene in Le Misanthrope., The de Sotenville's 

complacency and pride in Ancestry reminds us of remarks 

made by Acaste to Clitandre (l)o \'\'hen aristocra·~ic 

shortcomings are .nelther tempered by discretion, nor dis­

guised by elegsxrli ma.nnere, bu.t are instead exaggerated 

almost beyond belief for comic effect, the result is a 

caricatu.ral presentation of characters who on first 

acquaintance appear to have little in common with their 

more refined kinsfolk in Parisian circleso Yet there 

are negative features recognizable in both types of 

aristocrat; a further illu.strationp perhaps, of the 

point made in the preceding chapter of the present studyg 

that human weakness and imperfection does not know social 

barriers, and that Moli~re's perception thereof is not 

dimmed by : :1.due respect for rank or statu.e" 

Act III 9 SCo i .. 
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3. THE BOURGEOIS MILIEU. 

Chapter One . 

The Bourgeois at Home. 

If we bear in mind the traditional distinction made between 

comedy and tragedy by theorists of dramatic art in the 

seventeenth century, it is only to be expected that 

bourgeois protagonists should predominate in the majority 

of Moli~re's comic works . As early as 1629, Jean Ohapelain 

observed that 

"Dans la tragedie ••• le po~te imite lee actions 

des grands dont lee fins ont ete malheureuses. 

Dans la comedie il imite lea actions des personnes 

de petite condition, ou tout au plus de mediocre ••• "(l ) 

Despite an increasing degree of flexibility within the 

long-established conventions of dramatic art, it remains 

tr1.1e that even in the late 1660s the "personnes de petite 

condition" were seldom, if ever, absent from the comic 

stage, whether they formed the greater part of the 

"Dramatis personae", or whether, like M. Dimanche in 

Dom Juan, they appeared as the only representatives of their 

class in works featuring aristocrats rather than bourgeois . 

Since comedy is chiefly concerned with the portrayal of 

domestic crises, the most obvious area to explore in 

(l) From OBuscules Criti~ues, Hunter edition, Droz,Paris,l936 , 
pg . 13 • (Discours de la poesie representative) . 
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Moliere's presentation of the middle classes of his time 

is that of family life. It is within this context that 

boQrgeoia val~es and attitudes, as Moliere observed and 

interpreted them, are best revealedo In other words, 

we shall now consider the middle- class paterfami lias, 

with a view to discovering how sympatheti c or hostile 

Moli~re '.s depiction of him is~ a..Yl.d taking i nto accoWlt 

the circumstances under which the playa i n ~aestion were 

written a 

Chronologically, the first work to discuss is the little 

farce entitled La Jalousie dll Bal·bollille., However much 

its allthenticity as one of Moli~re's works may be questioned, 

its obvious relevance to the thj rd act of Qeorge Dandin2 

and the fact that it was performed quite frequently by 

Moliere's troupe in the early 1660s (1), would suggest 

that on balance it is more likely to have been penned by 

the "com~dien du. roy" than noto The piece does not 

appear to have been intended for court-audiences, and we 

may conclude that it was performed before those mixed 

audiences in which a fair number of bourgeois spectators 

were normally present. 

Unlike most of Molierets comedies of domestic life~ 

La Jalous~~ du Barbouill~ deals more with conjugal discord 

than with paternal insensitivity to the needs of the 

younger generation. All the exuberance and mobility 

(1) Scene xiii, Op. cit. Vol. I , pgo l3o 
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associated with the farce-genre characterize the action 

of this play. As the Doctor puts it: 

".& .. toujo11rs du bruit , du. d~sordre, de la dissention, 

des querellesp des debatep des diff~rends, dee 

combu.stions." (1) 

It must be confessed that as a representati.on of domestic 

life, La Jalousie du Barbouill~ leaves something to be 

desired, and allowance must be made for a degr ee of 

caricature in the portrayal of mj.ddle-class conjugal 

relationships that it offers. Howeverp once the obvious 

influence of the Italian commedia dell'arte has been 

acknowledged,there remain in the play in. question certain 

interesting details which lend themselves to interpretation 

for the student of social values in Moli~re ' s dayo 

The 7ery first linas uttered by le Barbou.ill~ in the first 

sc~nep for example 9 give some indication of a bourgeoi s 

htlsbaJ.'ld' s attitudes and expect ationso His grievances 

against his wife, Angelique 9 a~i se from that lady 0 s in­

dependence of outlook where her duties as a house-wife 

ar e concerned. He speaks of her liking for "la promenade» 

la bonne chere ..... " and complains that she is seldom home 

"au lieu de me donner du soulagement et de fair e lea 

choses ~ mon souhai t" ( 2). Fri vcli·ty, e:Jctravagance P 

and exces~ive socializing are regarded by l e Earbouill~ 

as breaches of conduct in a wom~.n, and especially in a 

(1) Scene xiii, Opo cito Vol o I , pge 25c 
(2) Ibid . pg .. 13 .. 
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wifeo The selfianness of his own attitude and behaviour 

(it appears he is frequently dru.nk, and his words imply 

indifference to Ang~lique•s happiness) alienates our 

sympathy to some extent, - which makes the d~noaement 

less unexpected and more acceptablec It also impl1es a 

narrowness and rigidity of Jnind brought OQt in later plays, 

J.n characters J.ike t.l:le ::>gana,Iel1e of L'Ecole des Maris, 

and Arnolphe i n &_9Ecole de~ .. L~~_f!!; attributes not 

normally associated with the nob:l.lityc Generosity, the 

positive facet of extravagance, for example 9 was a pre­

requisite of nobility from the high ·middle ages down to 

Moliere's dayo As for socializing 9 the salons in which 

ideas were exchanged and coaversations carried on, were 

essentially the preserve of the upper classes . Accord-

ingly, even in a farce such as that now under considerationp 

it ia possible to discern the existence of bourgeois 

standards as opposed to aristoC'ratic oneso Despite the 

rival contentions of critic like Mo B~nichou (1) and 

Mr .. Cairncross (2), who re f.~pectively see in Moli~re either 

the champion o~ the nobility ~~d its values, or the defender 

of middle-class morality and criteria, the impression 

gained of the dramatist' a standpoint (if such he in fact 

consciously had) is that of an observer noting the strengths 

and weaknesses of various social groups depicted in his 

work. ... j.j is only natural that a"t times the prejudices 

inherited from family enviro~~ent and upbringing should 

(1) Author of r11orales du Grand .§.!ecle , 1948. 

(2) Author of ~olierep Bourgecis et Libertin, 1963. 
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make it appear that Moli~re favours a particular section 

of society. 

In La Jalousie du Barbouill~, the contrast between the two 

sets of values (i.e. the bourgeois and the aristocratic) 

is more apparent once Ang~lique and her lover, Val~re, 

appear on the stage in the third scene of the play. 

Moli~re does not indicate specifically what social rank 

is to be attributed to Val~re, but the young man's speech, 

with its elegant turns of phrase and urbanity of tone, 

suggests a degree of sophistication appropriate to a 

person of same breeding. His diction contrasts sharply 

with le Barbouill~'s vigorous and often vulgar expressions (1), 

just as his name - "Val~re" - evokes the fashionable young 

gallant as opposed to the uncouth ruffian that a name like 

"le Barbouill~" (2) connotes. 

As ang~lique and her lover exchange a few words before 

their conversation is interrupted by the arrival of the 

susvicious husband, we are made aware of the situation 

as seen from the lady's point of view: 

" ••• mon mari est si mal b~ti t si d~bauch~, si 

ivrogne, que ce m'est un supplice d'~tre avec lui, 

et je vous laisse ~ penser quelle satisfaction on 

peut avoir d 'un rustre comme lui. " ( 3 ) 

Again, it cannot be said that Ang~lique is socially 

( 1) His speech is punctuated with exclamations like "Ho!" 
and "Que diable!", and he invariably refers to his 
wife as "la carogne", for example. 

( 2) "le Barbouille" means "he of the dirty face", a traditional 
figure of farce. 

(3) Sc. iii, Op. cit. Vol.I, pg.l7. 
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superior to her husband 9 for nowhere does Moli~re state 

this to be the case; yet both her speech (which conveys 

an impression of refinement) and her judgement of le 

Barbouille (which implies a cert ain fastidiousness), would 

indicate that this is so o 

Moreover 9 it is tempting to see in the Angelique of 

this little farce the Ang~lique of ~eorge Dandin; in 

other words 9 the prototype of thP high-born lady married 

to a coarse plebeian 9 or "rustre"P as le Barbouill~'s 

wife calls himo On the other hand, Gorgibas~ father of 

the first Angelique, appears to be a robust bourgeois 

cast in quite a different monld from M .. de Sotenville , 

whatever other similarities might exist between the two 

playso It is possible that in accepting le Barbouille 

as her husband~ Angelique married beneath her station, 

but the match is certai nly not so patent a mesalliance 

as that of the Dandin couple o This means that there is 

lc~3 justification f or thJ wife ' 8 conduct in La Jalousie 

du. Ba.rbou.ille than there would seem to be at first sight .. 

Yet ~hat of le Barbouil le himself? 

It must be admitted that? however j~c~ his wrath might 

be concerning his wife, he does little to retain her 

affection or inspire her loyaltyQ She is shown at the 

beginning · ·"' scene eight slipping off to a ball; but it 

should be noted that as she doeo ~o, her husband is out 

drinking ("il est quelque part au cabaret: il ne s'apercevra 

pas que je suis sortieo" ) (l) Accordingly, the case for 
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le Barbouille's resentment is rendered all the less 

convincing, and inevitably his own behaviour is seen to 

·be far f r om blameless o He appears unreasonable to boot 

in t he following scenep when~ several hours later, he 

returns from an evening' s ~leasure at the tavern demanding 

suppero (2) Most revealing of all is scene eleven, in 

which we see a lengthy conf rontation between le Barbouille 

and Angelique p and the tables neatly turned upon the hus-

band by the wifeo The moGt striking feature of the scene, 

where character is concerned, is the difference between 

the respective tones adopted, first by Angelique when 

locked out of the house , then by her hus·band in a simi lar 

predicament. Faced v~i t h the h1miliation of being physi-

cally excluded from the house of which she is mistress~ 

Angelique tries coaxing and endearments to persuade le 

Barbouille to relent and l et her in: 

11He! mon pauvre pet i t lliari? je t'en prie' ouvre-moip 

mon cher petit coeur !" (3) 

but she is answered onl y ·by bullying, cynical retorts 

( "tu me caresses pour me t r ahir". ) ( 4) After the 

failure of cajolery, Ang6lique tries the fairly pre­

dictable r11se of emotional blackmaj.l: 

"Tiens, tiens, voila mon couteau tout pr~t: si 

tune m•ouvres, je m' en vais tout ~ cette heure m'en 

de .ar dane le coeur o" ( 4 ) 

~ven when her unintelligent husband fails to see through 

(1) Scene ix, Op . cito , .. Ol o lp pg., 22e 

(2) Scene xi, ibid9 pg o 23 0 

(3) Ibid . 

( 4) Ibid . 

J 
( 
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this piece of subterfuge, and really believes that she is 

dead, there is a notable lack of tenderness in his reaction, 

as his words show: 

"Serait-elle assez sotte pour avoir fait ce coup-l~"(l)o 

It is curiosity rather than conc~rn for her which makes 

him go down into the street to investigateo On discover-

ing the truth, le Barlouill~ exhibits the coarseness with 

which the audience has by now come to associate him; he 

speaks of his intention to give .Ang~lique "cinq ou six 

clyst~res de coups de pied dans le cul" (2)~ for example. 

This is scarcely the language of a person of breeding, 

and we are tempted to overlook any degree of exaggeration 

in the wife's accusations hurled from the safety of an 

upstairs window: 

"Sac ~ vin inf&le, tune bouges du cabaret 1 et tu 

l aisses une pauvre femme avec des petits enfants, 

sans savoir s'ils ont besoin de quelque choseoo.,n(3) 

The latter speech is curiously reminiscent of Martine's 

verbal attack upon Sganarelle in Le M~decin malgre lui, 

and it emphasizes the basic 9 peasant- like vulgarity of 

le Barbouill~, who , bourgeois though he might be, is closer 

to the yokel by reason of his lou.ti8l.i. speech and behaviour., 

Where Angelique used coaxing and guile, le Barbouille, caught 

in the same unenviable position~ resorts to churlish threats: 

"Oavr- vite, diablesse que tu es, ou je te casserai 

la t~te." (4) 

(1) Sc. xi, op. cit. vol. I, pg . 23o 
(2) Ibid., pg. 24. 

(3) Ibid., 
(4) Ibid o 
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The contrast between his behaviour and hers' serves to 

alienate still further the sympathy of the aL:tdience from 

le Barbouille" ~ven in the next scene of the play, where 

one feels that Angelique' s trj_pm.ph over her husband is not 

altogether fairp it is nonet heless difficult to sympathise 

with le Barbouille as he io subjected to the r eproaches 

of Gorgibus (whose speech9 incid.entally, gives some in­

sight into the middle- class conception of the duties of 

a husband and father): 

"Ne devriez-vous pas, comme un bon pere de famille t> 

vous retirer de bonne heure~ et bien vivre avec 

vot re femme? 11 ( 1) 

When le Barbouille remarks pa:thetj.cally, 

"o o o que 1 1 in..rwcence est opprim~e!" ( 2), 

the effect produced by his words is that of burlesque; 

in t he first place he is sel dom to be taken seriously at 

all, and secondly 9 the impressi"~re abstraction s of innocence 

and tyranny lose all t heiz· force when set i n tt.e cont ext 

of a noisy and rather trivial domestic squabble ~ The 

stage-directions for the last s cene sho•r: that le Barbouille 

is physically present on the stage ~ but - significantly~ 

perhaps , - he has nothing to say o 

What overall impression, thenp of the main protagonist of 

La Jalousie du Be,rbouille emerges from the action and 

dialogue of the work? It is no exaggeration to assert 

that, physically, intellectually and morally, there is 

-----------------~,--

(l) Sc . xii. , pga 24o 

( 2) Ibido 



333 

little or nothing to admire in le Barbouill~ . Moli~re 

presents us with a boorish, dirty, callous and ill-educated 

"pere de famille" whose social rank is, presumably, that 

of a member of the lower middle classes . Not even t he 

injustice of his plight at the end of the play is enough 

to counteract the essential unpleasantness of his personality, 

in winning the sympathy of the audience . To what extent 

this character may be regarded as representative, is 

rendered more difficult to determine by the fact that 

he is a figure of farce rather than a "social type" of 

the sort found in Les F~cheux, for example. Yet there 

is undeniably a lack of respect and affection in the 

dramatist's portrayal of him, and this is worth noting . 

The next work to consider in this study of the bourgeois 

at home as depicted by Moliere is the little comedy en­

titled Le M~decin volant. (1) In this play, emphasis is 

laid rather on a father/daughter relationship than on a 

husband/wife relationship. As in La Jalousie du Barbouill~, 

the bourgeois father bears the name of Gorgibus, and 

although he does not appear until the third scene, we 

are already acquainted with the two main facets of his 

character, - avarice and credulity, - after the first 

lines of the opening scene. Sabine, Gorgibus ' niece, 

and Valere, the lover of Gorgibus' daughter Lucile, are 

reviewing the situation, and during their conversation, 

Sabine alludes to "l'avarice demon vilain oncle", and 

(1) Performed before the King on 18th April , 1659 . 
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of the "vieillard, qui est assez cr~dule". ( l) These 

indications as to what to expect when we actually meet 

Gorgibus are confirmed by Val~re's words to his valet, 

Sganarelle, in the second scene: 

"Il n'y a rien de si facile en cette rencontre: 

Gorgibus est un homme simple, grossier, qui se 

laissera ~tourdir de ton discours •• • " (2) 

It need hardly be observed that when the valet travestied 

as a doctor confronts Lucile's father, the latter is every 

bit as gullible as anticipated. In the first place, he 

is completely taken in by his daughter's so-called 

"illness", never suspecting that it is merely a ruse to 

delay the dreaded wedding of herself and Villebrequin; 

his agitation when we first see him (3) is adquate proof 

of this, and when Sabine introduces him to Sganarelle, 

"le plus docte m~decin qui soit dans la facult~ v~g~tale, 
I 

sensitive et min~rale" ( 4), it never occurs to him to 

question the origins or qualifications of the strange 

and loquacious individual thus brought into his household. 

The na!ve acceptance of all the nonsense Sganarelle talks 

(for example, he solemnly affirms that "une personne ne 

se porte pas bien quand elle est malade"), and the un­

critical view taken of the bogus doctor's mistakes (he 

thinks it is Gorgibus himself who is the patient), betoken 

in Gorgibus an astonishing lack of intelligence. 

So much for his credulity. As for the other characteristic 

( l ) Sc. i , o p. cit. pe:,. 31. 
( 2) Sc. ii, op. cit. vol. I, pg. 33. 
(3) At the beginning of scene iii. 
(4) Sc. iv, ibid., pg. 34. 
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attributed to him by the other characters of the play, -

avarice, - it is clear from the dialogue between Gorgibu.a 

and Gros-Ren~ in the third scene that the real cause of 

Gorgibus' anxiety abvo:t his daughter' o illness is not so 

much an expression of paternA-l a:E'foction a.s of concern at 

the delay in having the n~ials conclnded bet"..lreen Lucile 

and the man of her father's choicee From Sabine's earlier 

speech 9 we know that Villeb1·equin's eligibility in Gorgibl.a.s' 

eyes is directly related to his wealth~ The i'act that 

Lucile's heart belongs to another man is of no consequence 

to Gorgibus. The situation of lovelorn girl/obdurate 

father/ resourceful lover is traditional in farce 9 inviting 

as it does the confrontation of the rogue and the dupeo 

The social rank of the protagonists 9 of necessity 9 is 

non-nobleo Yet Moli~re could have presented this tra-

ditional situation of farce in the context of the peasantry . 

Instead, he portrays a bourbeois household, the head of 

which already resembles the Gorgibus af Les Pr~cieuses 

ridicules, described in the list of characters as "bon 

bourgeois" o That Lucile's fathex is nn peaaLUt is equally 

clear from the respectful address of the Advocate (1), who 

refers to him as "Monsieur Gorg1bu:::n .. 

Having established the middle-class r8nk and principal 

attribut~ ~ of the paterfamilias in~ M~decin volant 9 we 

shall now see to what extent first impressions are confirmed 

by the rest of the playu Of the two traits associated 

(l) In scenes vi and viio 

' 

\ 
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with Gorgibus from the beginning of the work, it is 

credulity rather than avarice that is emphasized. For 

example, when Sganarelle takes leave of his new "client" 

after the consultation, (1) Gorgibus spontaneously offers 

him money, - a very different line of conduct from that 

adopted by Harpagon when required to pay for services 

rendered. The rapaciousness mentioned by Sabine to 

Val~re is not, it must be confessed, very amply illustrated, 

despite the fact that Gorgibus' choice of a son-in-law is 

determined more by financial considerations than by con-

cern for his daughter's happiness. 

Lack of perception and critical awareness emerge, finally , 

as the most striking features of Gorgibus' character. 

After Sganarelle has successfully hoodwinked the worthy 

man and is reporting back to Valere, he comments on 

Gorgibus as follows: 

"Il faut avouer que ce bonhomme Gorgibus est un vrai 

lourdaud de se laisser tromper de la sorte." (2) 

This .judgement surely echoes that already passed on 

Lucile's father by the audience. As if that were not 

enough, the next episode in the farce further emphasizes 

the sheer stupidity of Gorgibus, for when he sees Sganarelle 

in his usual attire as Val~re's valet, and is led to believe 

that Sganarelle and the "doctor" who so closely resembles 

him are twin brothers, he never even expresses disbelief , 

merely accepting that the preposterous contention is true. 

He persists in this error to the end of the play, and only 

(1) At the end of scene viii. 
( 2 ) .::ic. x, op. cit. I, pg. 38 
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realizes the real position when Gros~Rene picks up the 

doctor's r obes left behind by Yal.ere•s agile valeto (l) 

Even Gros-Rene (whose name does not s~ggest great finesse 

by any means) s ees throQeh the subterfuge more swiftly 

than his master . In t ?J.e pJ.aving~~off of roc;tte against 

dup·e' Moliere leave s L'.S i .:_'l_ no d.onbt which rene is to be 

assigned to Gorgibus p a.i:1d ma.h:et: t'1.t~ bourgeois :~ lourdaud" 

s omething of a caricature in the tradi tton of fP-.rce o 

Thus far, the Gorgibus of Le Med~cin volant would seem 

to conform in more ways than one to the charact erization 

of a bourgeois "pere de fam.ille" as already seen in La 

Jalousie du Barbouill~o Like l~ Barboui lle, he is un­

feeling where his family i s concerned? his speech is 

rough and vigorous (2) , and his intellig~nce iL minimalo 

Yet it may be argued that tn one respect 9 he escapes 

categorization as a '1t~t picel " "':'Cpi'tHlenta.ti ve of !Iliddle­

class paternity , sinc.,e - u.n.lik . .; Angc l:'..q_ue 2 a husb3..Ud. - he 

tends to be sentimental. 

Despite his unsatisfactory performance as a f&-. --~·.n.er concerneJ 

with his daughter ' s well-being~ his ~agorn~ss t: reconcil~ 

"Nar cisse" ( Sganarelle) and the "docto::. '' ( Sganc.:r.elle) 

might be interpreted as a symptom o:f his inte·~,~ st in human 

relationehi:ps. But l et us take a closer look at his 

reply to Sganarelle • s appeal for hell' i!1 the "ri..ft" with 

his "brother": 

"Allez , je fer a.i votre paix: j-a su.is de ses arnis, 

(l) ~Co XV o 

(2) ~ .G .. he makes free use of the word nd.iable"~ and instead 
of "oui 11

, says "ou-da11
o 
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et je vous promets de vous remettre avec lui. 

Je lui parlerai d'abord qu.e je le verrai".(l) 

The t one of t hat speech is surely one of condescension 

rather than of genuine compassiono Gorgibus sincerely 

believes that his new acqu.ain1 m"e j_s the greatest doctor 

in the world, endowed with su.~erjor skills; and by claiming 

h im as one "de ses amis "P the foolish man thinks to en-

hance his own prestige. Confidence in his powers of 

persuasion; complacency at his famil iarity wi·t h so illus­

trious an individual; and r ashness in a promi~e to achieve 

the r econciliation of two people before hearing both sides 

of the situation~ - this i s what emerges from the lines 

quoted above. Gor gibu.s does not, after all, appear very 

amiable , despite his rel uctance to le·t two 11 brothers" 

continue estrangedo .3een i n the light of the motives 

implicit in his speech, his conduct ispossibly that of 

interfering, and not good-natured concern~ His atti tu.de 

towards nNarcisse" after the i nterviuN with the "doctor" 

confirms the impression already gained of pa.tronizing, 

almost bullying, behaviouro The dogm.utic 

".Ah! vous demeurerez, car je v-ous eni'er meraio" (2) 

is in keeping with Gorgibus' tendencu to take over and 

manage affairs which would no doubt resolve themselves 

better i f left alone o ~ has d.ec~.d8d that, in order to 

be comple·~ ~ ~ the renewed affac·t ion between the 11 brothers" 
\. must take the form of an embr ace witnessed by himself 9 -

(1) Sc. xi, Opo cito I~ pgo 36o 

(2) Sc . xiv, ibid., pgo 41. 

' 
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regardless of whether the parties concerned wish it or 

not. So, instead of increasing our sympathy for Gorgibus, 

the reconciliation episode in Le Medecin volant has the 

opposite effect, since it brings to our notice his in-

sensitivity and obtrusiveness. As in La Jalousie du 

Barbouille, the character of the bourgeois "p~re de famille" 

in Le Medecin volant is such that it inspires little ad-

miration. In fact, both morally and aesthetically, it 

leaves much to be desired. 

The next Gorgibus to invite our attention is the stolid 

father of Magdelon and uncle of Cathos, in Les Precieuses 

ridicules. (1) Between this highly original little play 

and the farce just discussed come two longer works, 

L'Etourdi and Depit amoureux. (2) Both contain studies 

of family life, and characterizations of heads of families 

(Pandolfe and Anselme in the first, and Albert and Polidore 

in the second ) • These are, however, less enlightening 

as to the attitude towards "the bourgeois at home" in 

Moliere's day, as the figures in question are so mani­

festly inspired by classical prototypes in the Greco-

Roman theatre, notably the plays of Terence. Their 

relevance to the present study is accordingly limited, 

and for this reason, they are omitted. 

In the "dramatis personae" of Les Precieuses ridicules, 

Gorgibus is described as "bon bourgeois", which immediately 

(1) Perfonned on November 18th, 1659 at the Petit- Bourbon . 
(2) Dated November, 1658 and December, 1658 respectively. 



340 

precludes any doubts regarding his social status. He is 

specifically presented to us as a worthy representative of 

the middle classes p which makes Moli~re 's portrayal of him 

all the more inter3stingo Unlike those who bear the 

same name as hir,.salf in the •vork3 all:_ ~!J.y eltamined, this 

Gorgibu.s is not p3.tently ridic.L"l.lousa In f a.c·t , when he 

first comes on-sta~e at the beginning of the second scene 

of the play, he ap_p3ars brisk and qu.ite b1:.sinec3-like as 

he inquires aft~r the progress of Du Croisy's a~d La 

Grange's courtship of the girls in his careo Though 

not particularly elegant, his speech has a directness and 

simplicity which are not unpleasing: 

11Eh bien, vous avez vu ma niece et ma fille: lee 

affaires irontelles bien? Quel est le r e sultat 

de cette Yisite?" (1) 

Not much edified by the reply s the father i ndv.J.6es in a 

short soliloqu~r :.. rom which emerges a certain impatience P 

vigorously expres~edo Hare~ perhaps, we see the trait 

in common with the other Gorgj. bus, f ather of Lu.cile 9 and 

le Barbouill~: an energy bordering on coarsene::1s which, 

when applied to hl.l!L.an relationships, is not onl~r amusing 

(because it is inappropriate) bu·t also~ to a ce1·tain extent, 

offensive (because of the harshness it implieso) 

The next E>~~ne brings out this feature of Gorgibus 0 per­

sonality more sharplyo Feeling dissatisfied with the 

state of affairs between Cathos, Magd.elon a.n.d their suitors , 

(1) Sc . ii, Opo cito I~ pgo 266 o 
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he demands that the young women present themselves to 

him for an explanation, and on learning that they are 

occupied with their cosmetics, he is provoked to eloquence 

by thei r vanity c The speech uttered by him on this 

occasion i s an enlightening one~ sine~ it illustrates 

something of Gorgibus• character while acquainting us with 

the 11pr~cieu.ses" themselves: from his remarks it would 

seem that they are extravagantp impractical and frivolou8o 

This is no doubt true, ae subsequent scenes of the play 

are to show; but the way in which Gorgibus speaks of 

them, his vocabulary (he calls them "penaardes 11 p and 

refers to their preparations as "brimborions rt) and the 

obvious exaggeration in which he indulges ("quatre valets 

vivraient tous les jours des pieds de mouton qu'elles 

emploient") (l)j - the collective effect of this is to 

emphasize the worthy man's impatience ? intolerance 9 and 

exasperation at expenditure that seems to him unju.stified o 

-~Yhile it is natu.ral to sympathise vlith him and even to 

see his point of view~ i t must be admitted that his annoy­

ance is out of proportion to its cause . 

rhe confrontation between Gorgibus , Magdelon and Cathos 

(in scene four) is one of the first of those f ine studies 

in tempera~ental contrasts which represent a large measure 

of Moliel ~ 's dramatic genius. Here, Gorgibus' speech, -

which at the best of times is direct and pithy, - is ren­

dered even more down-to- earth for comic effect, as it 

clashes noticeably with t he hyper~refinedp artificial 

speech of the girla o Gorgibus greets hi e charges with 
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a somevvhat heavy attempt at sarcasm~ 

"Il eat bien n~cesaaire vraiment de faire tant de 

d~penae pour vous graisser le museau 11 (1). 

Callsticity apart, the most striking feature of this open­

ing sally is the deliberate vulgari·ty of "graisser" and 

"museau". It reduces Magdelon;s and Cathos' attempts 

at beautification to the level of the f arm-yard, and not 

only provokes laughter at their expense 9 but also 9 strw1gely, 

at that of Gorgibus himselfo He is right to react to 

stupidity, of course ; yet he does so in such an extreme 

fashion that he appears to go too far in the ££ROsite 

direction, negating aesthetic values altogether and placing 

purely practical matters at the top of his list of priori-

ties. Added to the implicit au.sterity of Gorgibus' view 

of things is the element of dogmatism a lready noticed in 

the Gorgibus of Le M~decin volant: jQst as Lucile's 

father takes it upon himself to impose his solution upon 

the "problem" of "Narcisse"' s rela.tionn~ip with his "bro­

ther", so too, the father of Magdelon is arbi·trary in his 

decision regarding the future of the girlso 

''Vous avais-je pas command~ de les recevoir comme 

des personnes que je voulais ~ous do~-~er pour 

maria?" ( 2) 

True, Gorgibus is showing himself no more dictatorial 

than the I>:·ajority of seventeenth-c.entury fathers, who 

disposed of daughters (and even eons) with the aplomb of 

chess-players moving pieces over a board; the wishes 

(1) Sc. iv, op.cit . I, pg. 267 
( 2) Ibid . 
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of the offspring were irrelevant, and the father's will, 

as we have seen, (1) was absolateo It should also be 

borne i n mind that a twentieth-century mind reacts much 

more sharply to such a line of pa·ternal conduct than did 

the average man of Moli~re's time o Even so, some place 

should be accorded to the human9 personal element in 

matters such as marriage, and we can deduce from the plot 

of traditional comedies (in which the yoang lovers are 

happily uni·ted despite the father' s or guardian's original 

choice of some unprepossessing suitor) that, seventeenth 

century or not, a father who consulted his daughter in the 

business of choosing a husband was more esteemed than one 

who did not. However much authority and discipline may 

be emphasized in a given age, the emotional factor is not 

to be completely disregardedo Gorgibus exercises his 

rights, but he does so despotically, as is confirmed by 

his use of words like 11 commande 11 and "voalais" in the 

lines quoted. On the one hand it is difficult to believe 

that the contrived, ridiculous speech and manners of the 

"pr~cieuses" are intended to be acceptable to the audience; 

on the other, it is almost equally hard -to imagine that 

what Gorgibus represents is a valid a lternative to the 

sort of values held and put in·to practice by Magdelon 

and Cathos. 

Perhaps the best way to interpr et the conflicting attitudes 

of the "bon bourgeois" and the affected maidens, is to see 

(l) See Part One, cho iii of the present thesis. 
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in Moli~re's depiction thereof an essentially comic clash 

of interests in which neither side is to be taken too 

serio~sly, nor championed. #e are simply meant to enjoy 

the confrontation that is se·t before u.s, and savour the 

ambiguity of not qul.·te mowJ.ng "".ho is rigb.t 9 - since Doth 

opposing parties are guil t.y of extreme behaviou.r., ~he 

adjective qualifying Magdelon and cathos in the title of 

the play - "ridicules" - leaves small room for doubt as 

to the judgement their opinions inviteo Yet Gorgibus, 

with his excessive bluntness and ~sympathetic remarks like: 

"Encore t.m coup, je n'entends rien a toutes ces 

balivernes; je veux ~tre maitre absolu; et pour 

trancher toutes sortes de dieco~rs, ou vous serez 

mari~es toutes deux avant qu'il soit peu, ou~ ma 

foi! vo~s serez religieuses: j'en fais un bon 

sermento" (1) -

does not seem to suggest the "right" approach to experience 

eithero 

It is perhaps not a valid ente1~rise 9 in any case, to 

look for such in a piece of light-hearted entertainment 

of the Precieuses ridicules varietyo However much the 

theory of M. Antoine Adam concerniLg the relevance of 

Moliere's Precieuses to literary coteries of seventeenth­

century Paris (2) may be accurate and well- founded, the 

tone o:f -G.!le work hardly suggests a "pi~ce li th~se" or a 

literary manifesto. This impression is reinforced by 

the author's relactance to s ee his play in printg Surely 

(1) 
(2) 

\ 
Sea iv, Opo cit., I, pg~ 270~ 
See "La Genese des Pr~uses ridicules" 
de la philoso~}e eti ' . ' stoire g~nerale 
Jan./Maro 193 , PPo 14- 4 o 

\. 

in Revile d 0histoire 
de Ia civilisation, 
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it would be a very perverse theorist who opposed the 

circtllation of his ideas, assuming these to be expressed 

in a s~ccessful play penned by himself? In his Pr~face 

to Lea Pr~cieuaes rid!~~' Moli~re states explicitly 

his intention to restrict the work in question to the 

theatre: 

It ••• com.me une grande partie des gr!ces q11'on y 

a trouv~ea d~pendent de l'action et du ton de voix, 

il m'importait qu'on ne lea d~pouill~t pas de ces 

ornaments; et je trouvais que le succ~s qu'elles 

avaient eu dans la repr~sentation ~tait assez beau 

pour en demeurer 1~." (1) 

Whether we regard Lee Pr~cieuses ridicules as a serious 

attack upon Mlle. de Scud~ry and her "groupe du Samedi", 

or whether we consider it mere~y as a highly entertaining 

little comedy with farcical overtones, the fact remains 

that the bourgeois father depicted in the work is definitely 

not a sympathetic figure. Unimaginative , blunt, and 

above all, insensitive, it is difficult to see in him the 

forces necessary to remedy the sentimental foolishness 

of his young charges. Thus far, the characterization of 

the bourgeois "p~re de famille" in Moli~re•a plays may 

be acknowledged as being consistently hostile. 

The worke discussed so far in this chapter remain to a 

certau1 extent within the realm of farce, for even Lea 

Pr~cieuses ridicules occasionally smacks of this genre 

(when the disguised valets are showing off to their 

(l) Quoted in Couton edition, I , pg. 263. 
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appreciative and unsuspecting audience 9 for example). 

Of the stock- figures that form the nucleus of dramatis 

personae in farce , the Father is not a particularly lovable 

character, -which, tt rtiay be argued 9 accounts for Moli~re's 

treatment of representatives of pate1·na.l authority. Yet 

the next Gorgibus to be coneidered 9 - the father of C~lie 

in Sganarelle , ou le Cocu imaginaire (1) - is further 

removed from his robuEt predecesaors than the father of 

Magdelon, who himself is already a "character" in his own 

right. As Moli~re's art evolves frcm pure farce to comedy, 

so too his obdurate father-figure s become more interesting 

and complex . From 1660 (the da.te of Sganarelle) onwards , 

therefore, the head of the family in Moli~re's works offers 

a more reliable basis for assessment of attitudes towards 

the values for which this usually boLlrgeois "persona" 

stands .. 

Although net one of the playwright's more spectacular 

successes, it would appear from the number of times it was 

included in the repertoire of Moliere's troupe that Sganarelle 

enjoyed sufficient popularity to be regarded as a good 

stand-by for an evening 's acceptablG entertainment. It 

was performed one hundred and twenty- two times during 

Moli~re's lifetime. Unlike Tartuffe and Dom Juan, it 

aroused l ' storm of controversy, which possibly makes it 

all the more valuable as a source of study for middle-class 

domestic life contemporary with the dramatist. 

(1) Performed for the first time in May9 1660 at the 
Petit-~ourbon. 
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From the opening scene it is clearly a traditional situa­

tion with which we are presented: the eternal confronta­

tton between the dogmatic father and the unco-operative 

child, with Love as the bone of contention. C~lie's 

tearful defiance and Gorgibus 0 inflexible severity imme­

diately establish the respective positions of the two 

protagonists. The most notable difference between this 

Gorgibus and earlier versions of t he same person is to be 

seen in the language he uses . \vhereas Lucile's parent 9 

and even that of Magdelon, are coarse and ungracious in 

their diction, there is a degree of refinement tempering 

the vigorousness of the present Gorgibus' utterances . 

Where .Magdelon's father calls the girls "pendardes", 

C~lie's father mer ely resor ts to the more civil "petite 

impertinente"; (1) where former Gorgibuses expre ss them­

selves in ordinaxy prose, the Gorgibus of Sganarelle con­

veys his wishes in rhyming couplets; and however much 

this may represent mere dramatic convention, the fact 

remains that the general impres8ton is of eleganceo 

Moreover, it should be observed that Celie's father is 

less explicit, (and therefore les s brutal) than his pre­

decessors in his threats of punishment for disobedience. 

Faced with his daughter's reluctance to accept the overtures 

of Valere, Gorgibus says, 

"Si ~a ne vous lui vois faire fort bon visage, 

Je vous .... Je ne veu.x pas en dire davantage." ( 2) 

(1) Sco i, l. 2. 
(2) Sc. i, 11., 61- 62 .. 
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The unfinished threat is certainly less indelicate than 

the bald alternative of the 11ou. vou.s serez mari~es ••• ou 

vous serez religieuses" quoted from Lee Pr~cieuses ridicu.les.(l) 

As far as form is concerned, ·lihen, the np~re de famille" 

in Sgana~el+.!3 is more sophistica:ted than similar characters 

in earlier plays. Yet on closer examination, his attitudes 

and ideas do not diffe r ma~3rially from those already 

noticed in plays l i ke Le M~decin volant or Les Precieu.ses 

ridicules. Lucile's father 1s a variciou.s; C~lie's father 

is no less so, with the added tr~it of cynicismo There 

is cold calculation in his remarks concerning the financial 

aspects of a match with Val~re, who is superior to L~lie 

only in wealth: 

"L~lie est fort bien f ait ; mais apprends qu' il n' est rien 

Qui ne doive c~der au soi n d'avoir du bien; 

Que l'or donne aux plus l ai ds certain charme pour plaire, 

Et que sans lui le reate est une triste affaire". ( 2) 

This wholly unsentimental approach to the question of marriage 

is implicit, too, in Gorgibus ' judgement of Val~re as a 

son-in-law. His knowledge of the suitor's temperament 

and appearance is, he admits candidly , non-existent ("j 0ignore • •• 

de quelle hu.meur il est") { 3 ) o All he knows is, that 

Valera has "vingt mille bons duca t s 11 at his disposal, 

and is ac..d)rdingly a most desirable addition to the family. 

Not only is this a reprehens ible st andpoint by twentieth-

( 1) Sc . iv . 
(2) Sc . i , 11. 47- 50. 
(3) Sc . i, lo l5 e 
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century criteria; it is unreasonable, and any unreason­

able action or attitude ie unacceptable to the seventeenth­

century mind. While a father had the right, in M:oli~re ' s 

day , to choose a husband for his daughter, he was expected 

to exercise it with discretaion, and it must be confessed 

that Gorgibus' "justification" of his choice leaves much 

to be desired. 

If he resembles the Gorgibus of Le M~decin volant in his 

greed, C~lie's father shares the autocratic ideas of 

Magdelon's father where his position is concerned. Just 

as the latter states his wish to be "maitre absolu", so, 

too, the present Gorgibus tells his daughter that he has 

no need whatever to reason with her, since she is bound 

to do what he commands; and, although more articulately 

expressed , his views are strongly reminiscent of those 

put forward by his namesake . 

"Mais suis-je bien fat de vouloir raisonner 

Ou de droit absolu j'ai pouvoir d'ordonner?" (lj 

Moreover, he shows hostility towards the sort of literature 

favoured by young people of his time, just as the Gorgibus 

of Les Pr~cieuses ridicules criticizes, with greater violence, 

the habits and pastimes of Magdelon and Cat.ho s, wl1o se con­

ception of Life is based upon the novels of MlLe. de ~cud~ry. 

In the same way that the reaction of the earlier Gorgibus 

is too extreme to be taken seriously, and even has the 

effect of making the critic as ridiculous as the criticized, 

(1) Sc. i, 11 . 55-56. 
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so the alternative reading advocated by C~lie's father is 

such that, for all their faults , the 11m~chants ~crits" of 

lie;;h·t romance are preferable. To a girl of perhaps twenty, 

Gor gibt.!S earnestly recommends works like Pibrac's Quatrains, 

Matthieu. v s Tablettes and the pondero1~s Guide des p~cheurs, 

to counteract the pernicious efte~-ts of the "quolibets 

d'~our" gleaned from various popular novels. 

Two deductions relative to Gorgibus' character are to b~ 

made from this. Firstly, he displays a lamentable ignor­

ance of other people's taste in making such inappropriate 

suggestions, and this renders his intelligence suspecto 

Secondly, it may be safely assumed that the edifying pieces 

of literature he mentions are tho se preferred by himself; 

and in the early 'sixties, they were considerably out-of­

da.te, since the Tablettes appeared in 1616, and the other 

two belong to the sixteenth century. By making it seem 

that Gorgibus has a predilection for these weighty, old­

fashioned writings, Moli~re is gently poking fun at tra­

ditional bourgeois conservatism and stolidity. In a 

more subtle manner than in Les Precieuse s ridicules, he 

presents the same sort of contrast~ ·- that between dreamy 9 

idealistic youth and practical? unimaginative age . Sig­

nificantly, he refrains from indicating which is righto 

One further observation about Gorgi bus is invited by the 

first scene of Sganarelle~ and that is his moral irre­

sponsibility. Ironically enoughv this admirer of the 
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Guide des p~cheurs unblinkingly refutes the promise given 

to L~lie regarding his daughter's hand in marriage . His 

only reply to Celie's outraged 

"Mais vous-m~me a ses voeux engagea.tes ma f oi" (1) 

is a cynical remark to the effect that Valere's wealth 

automatically cancels any previous betrothal or contract : 

"Lui fdt-elle engag~e encore davantage, 

Un autre est survenu dont le bien l ' en degage" (2). 

In other words, according to Gorgibus' view of things, 

a gentleman's agreement is annulled by material considera­

tions . However valid such a contention might be from a 

purely practical standpoint , it is hardly defensible on 

moral grounds, and it is a sorry comment on the character 

of Celie's father. 

We next see Gorgibus having a very different interview 

with his daughter when she, believing Lelie has been un­

faithful to her, submits almost too readily to the plans 

that have been made for her as Valere's future spouse . 

Even this very brief scene is enlightening as to Gorgibus' 

nature. He is predictably delighted at her capitulation , 

and begins by naively expressing his joy; but he abruptly 

reins in his exuberance, for fear of making himself look 

foolish in the sight of those around him: 

"Parbleu! si grande joie ~ l'heure me transporte, 

Que mes jambes sur l ' heure en cabrioleraient, 

(l)Sc. i, 1 . 44. 

(2)Sc. i, 11. 45-46. 
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Si nous n•~tions point vus de gens qui e'en riraient." (1) 

This small detail suggests in Gorgibus the typically bourgeois 

concern with the opinion of others; the anxiety about 

"what-will-the-neighbours-say", which is consistent with 

a conservative, staid charactero The importance of appear-

ances outweighs , for such a man as Gorgibu.s, the intensity 

of real happiness, just as financial security matters more 

to him than his wordo 

Most revealing of all is the d~nouement of Sganarelle~ since 

it illustrates pitilessly Gorgibu.a' sense of expediency~ 

Confronted by L~lie, - who, reconciled with his C~liep 

has come to claim hie right to marry her, - Gorgibu.s 

calmly negates "la promesse accomplie" end is insensitive 

enough to repeat L~lie' s very phrases 9 ,,ord for word, 

enjoying the youth's discomfitu~o 

deniably comic: in reply to Lelie's 

The dialogue is u.n-

"Qu.oi? Monsieur, est-ce ainsi qu.'on trahit mon espoir?" 

Gorgibus says, 

"Ol.li., Monsieur, c'est ainsi g_ue je f!3.is mon devoir"o(2) 

Yet, even as it makes u.s laugh, it brings with it the 

sobering reflection that honour and duty are fragile things, 

when there are more tangible advantage~ to be gained from 

disregarding them. Then in the final scene, Val~re's 

embarrass~! father, Villebrequin, comes to announce his 

son's secret marriage to one Lise, and the young man's 

(1) Sc. xviii, llo 482-484. 
(2) Sc. xxiii, 11. 628-629. 
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subsequent non-eligibility for Celie~s hando Gorgibus' 

behaviour in these circumstances ie admirably quick-witted, 

but at the same time it furthe r emphasizes his basic 

insj.ncerity. Having shrugged off all responsibilities 

towards Lelie in order to acqu5.re ~ l"1t:a.l thier son-in-law? 

Celie's father suddenly perfonJs a volte-face and coldly 

announces that, even if Val~re wAre in a position to wed 

his daughter, her prior engagement t~ L~lie !D8.1ces such a 

union impossible~ 

"Je ne vou.s puis celer que ma ftll e Celie 

D~s longtemps par moi-m~~e est promise a l~lie ; 

Et que, riche en vertus, son retour au.jourd'hui 

M'emp@che d 'a.gr~er un autre epoux que luio" (1) 

The motives underlying this blate..nt r c t~·crsal of all 

Gorgibus ' earlier arguments in favou~ of supplanting 

L~lie are obviouso His pride i~ hurt, since his own 

daughter has been passed over for enother , and it is 

comforting to be able to pay Vi.lleb:cequin. in like coin 

by claimi ng that Celie Is posit j 01.1. i rJ similar t 0 that of 

Val~re. In t his, we see an ex.~:) r et ~u o.t.l. o:E t he need for 

maintaining appearances, readily nude~s~andable in a man 

of Gorgibus' outlook. Then , f!"orr.. ?-. mer c P-n&:c.). point of 

view, the worthy man is no doubt eagt.. , .. to be free of the 

financial burden of a daughter at h0me~ and to take her 

off his r!:l.nds , a poor husband is b~·tter than no husband 

at all; hence the haste with wnicb L~lie is reinstated 

---------------...,.---.. - ·---·-----
(1) See xxiv , llo 646- 649 . 
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as C~lie's favoured suitoro Gorgibus sudde11ly remembers 

the long-standing promise s o conveniently set aside a few 

moments earlier, and L~lie is all at once "riche en vertus", -

a delightful choice of adjective in view of Gorgibus' values. 

So all ends happily, - the lovers reunited, the father 

resigneds and Villebrequin r elieved; but the fact remains 

that G-orgil.m.s has u!?ed Lelj.e to sui t his own ends P and 

such opportunism, allied to a mean) pett·- nature, does 

not make for a pleasing image of the bourgeoio "p~re de 

famille" that Gorgibu.s repre sent . .s. 

Before passing on to examine the head of the family in 

Tartu.ffe? we shall briefly consider Moli8re 's depiction 

of this character in Le Mariage f orce 9 the little play 

described by Loret as "un. impromptu" (1) to accompany some 

ballet-sequences at court earb" i n 1664 . 

The comedy centres around the a i lemma of Sganarelle~ an 

elderly bachelor resolved upon marri9.t3e to Dorim~ne p whose 

youth and beauty are off- set by extravagance and coquetry. 

After reflection, Sganarelle decides that he and his in­

tended bride are temperamentally unsuited, (wherein he i s 

quite right) and theref ore the pl'eparations fo r their 

union sho··ld be halted forthwitho Yet he has not reckoned 

with the girl' s father, Alcantor- 9 whose determination that 

{1) In the Muse historiqtle, 2 1!"'ebrtlary· 9 1664o 
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the marriage ahoald go throagh equals Sganarelle's that 

it shoald not • In the confrontation between these two 

individuals , Alcantor' s first words reflect hi s eagerness 

to see Sganarelle as his daughter's husband~ 

"Ah! mon gendre 9 soyez le bienvenao n (l) 

Seeing that the wedding has not yet t aken place~ this is 

a premature salutation, and Alcantor's excessive cordiality 

towards Sganarelle, as well as his pashful manner and 

allusions to arrangements a lready made for the ceremony 

( 11Les violons sont retenu.s 9 l e festin est COi1lll18ndELo.") ( 2) 

suggests tinseemly haste to conclude the affairo The 

reluctant bridegroom's doubts are fluently swept a side , 

and when finally the truth is known, - that Sganarelle 

does not want to marry, - the f ather capitulates abruptly, 

only to send his son, Alcidas, t o the wretch 9 to try brute 

force wher e eloquence failed . Being cowardly, Sganarelle's 

r esi stance soon breaks down, and in the final scene of the 

comedy, the reason for Alcantor's anxiety t o unite Dorim~ne 

and Sganarelle becomes plain: 

"Monsieur, voila sa main, vous u 'avez qu h. donner la v6tre. 

Loue soit le ci el! M'en voila decharge, et c 'est vous 

d~sormais que regarde le soir- :ie sa condt.ll:t;eo" (3 ) 

It appears that here, we have the traditional playing-off 

of rogue against dupe , and the rogue has triumphed. Slight 

though -~·:3 characterization of Alcantor may be, (the genre 

(1) Sc . viii, op. cit . I, pgo 73lo 
(2) Ibid., pg. 732o 

(3) SCo Xo,ibid c, pgo 735 o 
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does not permit a detailed psychol ogical study) it is 

sufficient to convey the main traits of his personality: 

smooth-talking, persuasivep opportunistic and unscrupulous, 

he if:l in some ways another version of Gorgi.bus~ differing 

from him only in circumstan.ce s 9 Hie daughter' n happiness 

and welfare matter less to :tdo than the relief oi casting 

off the responsibilities i ncumbent on him a.s her father., 

Like Celie 's parent P he doe:5 :not hesitate to u:se people 

in order to make his O\m , exi&tence more comfor~able, and 9 

like the other, resorts to bullying to get hl. s own way., 

It is only the prevailing g.r_, i ety of Lc _!Tariage fore~ P and 

the feeling that Sganarelle is eu.fficiently stu.pid to 

deserve his lot anyway, that prevent greater censure of 

Alcantar's conducto 

If the figure of parental 8Uthority in Le Mar!~li£. fore~ 

is a rogue able to hold his O"'<tll. aga.inst the worldD the 

opposite is true of the "p~r.:, J.:; f a.!.a.ille" in T~rtuffe .. 

Enough has been said in earl te~.' chapters of the present 

thesis abou.,t the circum.star.w .. H .J s urrou.nding thi FJ work, and 

we shall accordingly consider O:rgon without repeS~.ting 

the history of Tartuffe. 

So much attention has been dra1m t~ i;he ob-vious gulli­

bility of -i;:1is person (especially in connection with the 

"Et Tartuffe? . o .. Le pau.vre homme! ·. soe11e) (1), that other 

aspects of his character ter-.:i ·~r> b0 overlooked .. Before 

---------------------~--·-·· 

(1) Act I, sc. iv~ 
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the celebrated exchange with Dortne, for example 9 when we 

:Cirst see him, Orgon's brisk, friendly demeanour on return­

inz home from a two-day absence belies the remarks made 

about his credulity in earlier sceneso He greets his 

brother-in-law, Cl~ante, with pJ..ea dure? and 9 l~kq any 

other head of a family in his pooitton9 wastes n0 time in 

enquiring after his bouseholdo Until his abel.ro.tion 

concer!li.ng Tartu:f fe manifc{:lt s i t·-· lf 9 he appe.9.r~ completely 

nor.malo However 11 --hen his ob<"e,~si.on with the pa._·asite is 

seen to affect hib JUdgement to a degree wrricb m8kes him 

grotesque, the natural reacticn ~:o1· any audien1'e is to 

cease taking Organ seriously 9 and to regard him ~erely as 

a caricature of the Dupeo Yet , as the play progresses, 

it is possible to discern certain attributes besides a 

capacity for uncritical acceptance in Organ; and~ taken 

together, they add to the pict l.:J.r.e of the bourgeois family 

man as conceived and portrayed by Moli~re . 

When Ol~ante takes Orgon to taslc f"'1r his ridicnlou~ attitude 

towards Tartuffe, Orgon displays something of -th<z dogmatism 

already noticed in other charac-t-.n s of his ilk. With 

nothing but the flimsiest evidenc~ t o support hie a rgument 9 

he sets out to show his relative how admirable a man he 

has the honour to shelter in his homeo The mo st signifi­

cant line uttered by Orgon is that in which he t ries to 

describe Tartuffe i n concrete te:~s : 

"C 'est un homme o o • qui .. o " h~ l un homm.e o o w1 homme en:fin" o ( l) 

Not only does this suggest t he .,J.tllJity of Ta.rtu.:f.fc 9 s merits; 

(1) Act I, SCo V p lo272 . 
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it also reveals the extent of Organ's ill~founded prejudice 

in his favour. When this inarticulate defender of the 

"d~v8t" manages to express what he considers to be one of 

Tartuffe's greatest achievements , -

"De toutes amiti~s il d~tache mon lbne; 

Et je verrais mourir fr~re, enfante, m~re et feeme, 

Que je m • en soucierais au.t li'dlt q_tle de celao" (1) 

his speech proves rather the contrary, as Cl~a.nte • s ironical 

comment on "humanity" confinnso Orgon's lack of intelligence, 

his obstinacy, and hie inability to reason logically, are 

amply illustrated in the discussion on religious practice 

between himself and Cl~ante. Not only is he wrong-minded, 

but when worsted by his interlocutor's superior arguments 9 

he proves to be a poor loser, taking refuge in heavy 

sarcasm and begging the point : 

"Vous @tee le seul sage et le seul eclair~, 

Un oracle, un Caton dans l e si~cle o~ nous sommeso oo" (2). 

Finally, before the brothers-in- law part , the matter of 

the match between Valere and Mariane 9 Orgon' s daughter, 

arises. Orgon•s lack of inter est in the subject, and his 

evasiveness about his intentions 9 imply much the same 

attitude towards the keeping of proill~ses as that evinced 

by the Gorgibus of Sganarelle g A promise is only valid 

as long as it suits the individual invol ved to carry it 

out, - au~~, it would seem, is the philosophy of Orgono 

Before Tartuffe's inclusion i n his household, Mariana's 

(1) Act I, sc. v, ll ~ 277-279o 

(2) Ibid o, ll o 348-349o 
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father was content to have Val~re as a son-in-law; but, 

blinded by the hypocrite's ostentatious virtue, nothing 

can satisfy Orgon except a more permanent tie with Tartuffe; 

and to this end Mariane and Val~re are to be sacrificed, 

for Tartuffe is the person Orgon has in mind as his daughter's 

future h~sbando The motive may be different, but the 

behaviour is the same in the case of Orgon as of Gorgibus. 

There is the same cajolery employed with the girl concerned 

while it appears that she will be obedient to paternal 

wishes, and the same arbitrary disposal of her future 

without any reference whatever to her personal inclinations. 

Dorine's reactions to Orgon's revised choice of a husband 

for Mariane are curiously outspoken for a servant, and more 

will be said in a later chapter about the position of 

domestics in relation to their masters in Moli~re's day. 

fhe relevance of Dorine's remarks to the present issue 

cannot, howev·er, be overlooked. Her incredu.li ty at Orgon ' s 

folly is an indirect compliment to his judgement , since 

it implies that he should not normally be capable of such 

extravagance . At one point she even refers to his wisdom, 

and there is no irony in her words: 

"Qu.oi? se peut-il, :ifonsieur, qu 'avec l'air d'homme sage, 

Et cette large barbe au milieu du visage, 

Vous :Joyez assez fou pour vou.loir? ••• " (1) 

Orgon's exchange with Cl~ante has already shown how meagre 

his intellectual resources in fact are, but Dorine's funda-

(1) Act II, sc. ii, 11. 473-475. 
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mental respect for him outside the "Tartuffe" issue, and 

Mariane's uncritical obedience -

"Un pere~ je l'avoue, a sur nous tant d 'empire, 

Que je n'ai jamais eu la force de rien dire." (l) 

indicate that there is somethi ng in the man which compels 

deference o Besides, the charming Elmire gi,res proof of 

her affection and loyalty towards Orgon g and at the beginning 

of the play Dorine tells Cl~ante of her master's worthy 

conduct during the Fronde: 

"Et pour servir son prince il montra du courage" (2). 

All this off- sets the absurdity of Orgon's behavi our with 

regard to Tartuffe, and he is redeemed by the implication 

that he is well-intentioned, doing the wrong thing for 

the right reason. This does not, however 9 alter the 

fact that he is selfish, narrow-minded and autocratic, 

and these faults are not improved by his capacity to be 

led by the nose. It is this latter attri bute which 

accounts I·or the extremeness of Orgon' s convictions & 

Before the revelation of Tartuffe's perfidy 9 Orgon's de­

votion to the outsider is such that nat!lral nentiments 

count for nothing. Damis is turned out of his father's 

home for a mere trifle, Elmire 's word is doubted, and 

even that attachment to possessions so strong in the 

bourgeoi- breast does not prevent Orgon from eiving all 

he has to his prot~t~ . On learning the tr1~thv Orgon 

goes to the other extreme, only too ready to believe the 

(1) Act II , sc. iii, 11. 597-598. 
(2) Act I, sc . ii, l . 182. 
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worst where, moments before, he wilfully believed the best: 

"C'en est fait, je renonce a taus lea gens de bien: 

Jaen aurai d~sormais une horreur effroyable , 

~t m'en vais devenir pour ellx pire qu'un diableo" (1) 

Such an outburst fully justifies Cl~ante'a r emark that 

11Vous ne gardez en rien lea doux temp~ramente", (2) 

and it also illustrat es Organ's t endency to classify in-

diacriminatelyo Having suffered at the hands of one 

"d~v~t", he assumes that all "gens de bien" are in the 

same category as Tartuffe , - a further proof of unintelli­

gent reasoning, based on superficial evidenceo 

In his dealings with his mother , Mme. Pernelle, Orgon 

appears in a slightly better light , for he manages to 

retain some Gelf-control (not usually his strong point) 

in the futile attempt to convince the bigoted old woman 

of T~tuffe's guilt o At last , recognizing the vanity 

of this undertaking, he contents himself with saying, 

"Allez, je ne sais pas, si vous n'~tiez rna m~re , 

Ce que je vous dirai s , tant je s uis en col~reo" (3) 

Restraint of language and respect for the aged , especially 

when they are maintained in tryiD,f; aircumstances , can only 

increase esteem for one who practises them, and our opinion 

of Orgon is modified accordingly. In thi s he is far re-

moved fr .::a the coarse , noisy vulgarity of a Barbouill~ 

or the bluntness of one of the earlier Gorgibuses . 

(1) Act V, sc . i , 11. 1604-1606. 
( 2) Ibid . , l. 1608 .. 
(3) Act V, SC o iii, ll .l693-1694o 
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Orgon's final outburst against Tartuffe is in accordance 

with his petty view of things , for when Tartuffe has been 

taken j_nto cust ody and received his due share of humiliation, 

the •ric·ii.im of his deceit is not generous enough to let his 

punishment rest thereo It is only Cl~ante ' s admonition-

11 o • o •••• • c ., Ah ~ mon frere ~ arr~tez? 

Et ne dcscendez point a des indignit1s; 

A son mauvais destin laiJsez un miserabl e 

Et ne vous joignez point au r emords qui l 1 accable." (l ) 

which puts a stop to the torrent of abuse Or5on is preparing 

for Tartuffeo To do him justice 9 Orgon needs no persuading, 

beyond the speech quoted, to forgive the hypocrite and 

acknowledge gratefully the King ' s timely intervention in 

the affair. 

l!1rom the .~Jrc ced.i ng survey, it can be seen that Orgon is 

by no means the caricatural Dupe whose existence is justi­

fied by the role he occupies vis-a-vis the Rogueo Orgon's 

character has a complexity which render s him interesting 

in his own right, and not solely in terms of the action 

of the play. 

His values and attitudes, except where money i s con­

cerned? are those of his class~ namely t he prosperous 

bourgeo.' .:!-ie . If some of the traits he exhibits are 

reminiscent of those of similar "personae" in Moliere's 

comedies and farces anterior to Tartuffe~ it i s because 

(1) Act V, SCo vii, 11. 1347-1950. 



Orgon is, after all~ identifiable as the head of a 

seventeenth-century 11menage", like the Gorgibu.s of Lea 

Pr~cieuses ridicule~ or his namesake in Sganarelle. 

Like them 9 Orgon is not a wholly sympathetic character, 

and even the positive aspects of his personali-ty do not 

mitigate the exasperation caused by his dogmatic obstinacy. 

The next representative of the bourgeois l ather to be 

discussed is Sganar elle, in L'4mour m~decino The speed 

with which this three-act comedy was executed» according 

to Moli~re himself , (1) explains why the char acter of 

Sganarelle is less finely drawn than one might expect, 

but it nevertheless provides some basis for further ob-

servations relevant to the present studyo In the list 

of dramatis personae, Sganarelle is descrited simply as 

"p~re de Lucinde" , but his social rank is clearly indi­

cated by his familiarity with various traders and shop­

keepers in his neighbourhood, whom he calls "mes comp~res 

et mes am.is" (2). 

The first scene is edifying as to the essenti al charac-

teristics of Sganarelle . We find hi.m in senti mental mood, 

recalling his dead wife and expressing anxiety about his 

only daughter's inexplicable state of melanch olyo Oddly 

enough, ais speech is devoid of that dignity normally 

associated with a man in his position. His very first 

(1) See the preface to the play, Couton, II, PGo 95oThe 
work dates from 0eptember, l665o 

( 2 ) Act I o , sc. L. 
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remark is rendered comic by hie ignorance of the prestigious 

authority invoked to lend weight to a banal little saying 

which, to him, sums up his situation: 

"., .. o je p11is bien dire~ avec ce grand philosophe de 

l~antiquite, que qui terre a guerre a, et qu'un 

malheu.r ne vient jamais ~:.~ans 1 'a.11tre! '1 (l) 

This suggests a degree of fatu.~.l';y in Sganr-relle 7 and 

diminishes the solem.ni ty of h::. s t:ttterance~ 11 giving an air 

of light-heartedness even to bj_E'! la.'llentations o His lack 

of sophistication in literature does not necessarily mean 

that he is unintelligent~ as his penetrating observations 

on the motives of those co~~selling various remedies for 

Lllcinde's state are not those of a man easily dupedo 

He has the cynicism and the shrewdness of a businessman, 

and it is perhaps worth noting that in xhree out of the 

four· persona whose suspect advice he assesses, material 

considerations determine the course of action recommendedo 

Mo Jo sse, t he jeweller, advises some little trinket of 

diamonds or rubies to cheer her up; M., Gu.illawn.e, the 

upholsterer, suggests a tapestry to decorate her roomo 

One young woman is anxious to see Lucinda esfely married, 

so that she will no longer be a rival i n the match she 

herself· hopes to make; and Sganarelle's niece advocates 

entry into a convent, so that she, instead of Lucinde, 

will inhe:.:.Lt Sganarelle 's wealth. 

Such sagacity as that displayed by Sganarelle in his analysis 

(1) Act I , SCo i. 
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of these "conseils int~ress~s" makes his ultimate defeat 

at the hands of Lucinde ' s suitor, Clitantre, all the more 

piquant~ since one feels that he is a worthy adversary. 

From the bldginning of the play, he is presented a s astute, 

if rather quaint and given to trite and sentimental utter-

ances. In his efforts to discov~r thP. cauoc of Lucinde 1 s 

distress, he is very much the indulgent and affectionate 

parent: 

11 o.,.n.e puis-je savoir d 1oh vient cette grande langueur? 

D~couvre~'en la cause, et j e ~e proMets que je ferai 

toutes choses pour toio Ou.i, tq n.eas qu'~ me dire 

le sujet de ta tristessc; je t 0 assure ici, et je 

te fais serment qu'il n'y a rien que je ne fasse 

pour te satisfaire: c'est tout dire .. 11 (1) 

The favourable impression thus gainad of him is, however 9 

quickly reversed when, after the intervie•' (or rather? 

monologue) with his daughter, Sganarelle i.s unreasonably 

annoyed b~ her reticence , to the extent of turning a deaf 

ear to her pleas for permission to m~rryo The comic 

effec~ of the tables turned is undeniable~ and at the 

same time it shows up the pettiness ~·hichs i:f previous 

plays are borne in mind, appears to be a feature of the 

bourgeois character. Sganarelle resembles Orgon in the 

ease with which he passes from one extrelli€ to the other: 

after th_ ~xhibition of violent paternal tenderness he says, 

in all earnestness: 

"Je la deteste.~ . et la renonce pot:tr ma fillen. (2) 

(1) Act I, sc . ii, op. cit . II, pg. 99. 
(2) Act 1 9 SO. iii, ibid., pg o l Ol o 
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The abrupt reversal of sentiment, and the sudden deafness 

on hearing the word "husband" pronounced by Lucinde, are 

soon explained in Sganarelle's monologue: 

" ••• rien de plus impertinent et de plus ridicule 

que d'amasser du bien avec de grands travaux, et 

~lever une fille avec beaucoup de soin et de tendresse, 

pour se d~pouiller de l'un et de l'autre entre les 

mains d'un hornme qui ne les touche de rien ••• " (1) 

It is sheer naivety to believe that Sganarelle's hostility 

towards a match for his daughter stems from deep affection 

for the girl herself. rhe commercially-minded father 

sees in her an asset that has been brought to maturity at 

cost to himself, and in consenting to her marriage and 

supplying the necessary dowry, he stands to lose the 

fruit of his labours . Other factors, like the happiness 

and fulfilment of Lucinde, or the reality of human love, 

are irrelevant to him; he simply avoids taking them into 

account. Even his alarm and concern on learning of his 

daughter's "illness" from Lisette are no doubt prompted 

by the same feelings that he would experience had it been 

his merchandise or bis property that were in danger. The 

odd, incongruous mixture of facile sentimentality and cal­

culating sagacity that make up Sganarelle's character, is 

clearly discernible in his conversation with the maidservant. 

Before he knows the cause of her agitation, he begins weeping 

copiously, to the extent that Lisette has to say; 

"Monsieur, ne pleurez done point comme cela; car 

(l) Act I, sc. v, op . cit. II, pg. 103. 
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vous me feriez rireo" (1) 

This produces much the same effect a s Sganarelle ' s outburst 

at the beginning of the play, and from Lisette's words, 

it is obvious that she does not take her master's emotional 

upsets very seriously. On the other hand 9 there is the 

possessive streak in Sganarelle which is roused by the new 

situation, and he seeks immedi~te means to remedy Lucinda's 

state: 

..... vite, qu'on aille qu~rir des medecins, et en 

quantit~ : on n•en peut trop avoir dans ~~e pareille 

aventu.re." (2) 

It is his faith in the medical profession, however, which 

is his downfall. Not only does his inherent caution in 

the matter of money desert him (he pays the four doctors, 

called in to attend Lucinde, in advance); he r emains 

deferential towards the physicians despite their patent 

stupidity and incompetence, which could hardly fail to 

escape the ~otice of a person as acute as Sganarelle. 

His purchase of the much-reputed "orvietan", following 

the unsatisfactory consultation with Messieurs Tom~s, 

Des Fonandr~s, Macroton and Bahys 1 is consistent with the 

character of a man given to practic .J..l methods , and im-

patient to achieve desired resultso However, not even 

the sorry performance of the four doctors just mentioned 

is enoQg~ t o make Sganarelle disillusioned about medical 

practitioners, as is proved by the enthusiastic reception 

he gives to the disguised Clitandre, and the ease with 

(1) Act I , SC. vi,ibido, pgo 104o 

( 2) Ibid. 
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which he is convinced of the new "doctor's skill. Clitandre 

has merely to speak (in the vaguest term8 9 it shoQld be 

noted) of the "paroles", "sons", and "lettres" he uses 

to cure his patients, and Sganarelle naively says, 

"Voila un grand homme" . (1) 

Despite a few mild symptoms of suspicion (Sganarelle 

remarks how youthful the "doctor" looks, and how unnecessarily 

close the young man's face is to that of the patient), 

Lucinda's father is surprizingly amenable to the suggesti on 

that a mock marriage should take place between the girl 

and the physician, "comme il faut flatter l'imagination 

des malades". Anyone more sensitive to human emotions, 

and less concerned with material matters~ would question 

such unorthodox procedure ; but Sganarelle's trust in 

Medecine, and his anxiety to see his daughter cured, 

suffice to make him accept Clitandre's protestation of 

dislike for Lucinde 9 and the fiction that a marriage­

ceremony will put an end to her "alienation d 'espritn .. 

It is typical of him that, once this course of action has 

been adopted, he is impatient to see it carried through; 

it is like a business transaction~ the completion of which 

promises the end he desires. One of the most delightful 

features of the scene in question is the rashness of 

Sganarelle, usually so cautious regarding money, - he promises 

twenty tho, sand ecus as his daughter 's marriage- portion, 

and the notary solemnly writes it down? thereby binding 

Sganarelle to provide the sum specified! Had it been 

known to the worthy man that he was participating in a 

(1) Act III, sc. v. op. cit. pgo 115. 
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real, not a therapeutic, marriage, he would no doubt have 

named a considerably smaller figure, especially in view 

of his earlier remarks about losing "son bien" and his · 

daughter simultaneously. 

Characteristically, it is Lisette who informs Sganarelle, 

in terms that are less than respectful, of the true state 

of affairs; and his impotent rage, as well as his innate 

bourgeois conservatism, prevent him from joining in the 

dancing and revelry accompanying the nuptial celebrations. 

Our last glimpse of him is of a comically undignified 

person struggling with a group of merrymakes and crying, 

11Comment, diable! Laissez-moi aller, laissez-moi 

aller, vous dis-je 

Encore? Peste des gens!"(l) 

Sganarelle's exit resembles his entrance inasmuch as both 

are lacking in that gravity one would expect from a sedate, 

middle-class father in Sganarelle's position. 

In very similar case is G~ronte , father of Lucinde in ~ 

M~decin malgr~ lui .(2 ) There is much that this comedy 

has in common with the one just discussed: not only do 

the heroines bear the same name, but the basic situation­

and-plot is almost identical: frustrated lovers success-
\ 

fully ou~witting an ~sympathetic parent through the 

agency of Medecine in a travestied form. The qWality of 

the humour is the same, too, being essentially rob~st with 

(1) Act III, sc. viii, ibid., pgo 120. 
(2) Performed in August, 1666, at the Palais-Royal ~ 
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scatological overtones. Le M~decin malgr~ lui, however, 

unlike L'Amour m~decin, was not written for a court-audience, 

nor is there any indication that it was executed with the 

haste of the earlier work, despite the rapidity of the 

action, which is often close to that of improvised farce. 

From the outset, G~ronte displays the same materialistic 

outlook as the other bourgeois fathers already considered. 

From hie argument with Jacqueline, the wet-nurse attached 

to his household, it emerges that his daughter is to wed 

a wealthy, but otherwise unattractive, person of her 

father's choice, and not the man she loves. The reason 

for this state of affairs is, of course 9 a financial one: 

"Ce L~andre n'est pas ce qu'il lui faut: il n'a 

pas du bien comme l' autre . " ( l) 

Such is G~ronte ' s blunt statement . Thus far , he is not 

much differentiated from the "p~res de famille" in 11oli~re 's 

early farces and comedies; but there is a very i nteresting 

little speech uttered by Lucinde's father, which is edifying 

as to the bourgeois attitude towards possessions . We 

have already seen that caution and conservatism are the 

dominant factors governing the bourgeois' management of 

his affairs, but seldom has such an explicit affirmation 

of the "bird in the hand equals two in the bush" philosophy 

been put i~ the mouth of one of Moli~re's comic protagonists. 

In reply to Jacqueline's comment that L~andre's impecunious­

ness is compensated by the existence of a rich uncle, 

(l) Act II, sc. i, op . cit . II, pg. 239 . 
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G~ronte declares: 

"Tou.s ces biens a venir me semblent autant de 

chansons e Il n ' est rien tel que ce qu'on tient; 

et 1 'on court grand risque de s' abu.ser, lorsque 

l'on compte sur le bien qu ' u.n autre vous garde."(l) 

The key-words in that speech are 9 "il n' est r i en tel que 

ce qu'on tient"; they convey adequately the need , apparently 

so much greater for the bourgeois than for the noble, to 

have real, tangible assets within one's grasp. While 

the bourgeois attitude is pract i cal, it lacks the aesthetic­

ally satisfying insouciance of t he noble's approach to life. 

The earnestness of demeanour that characterizes the bourgeois 

in middle age (how seriously the Gorgibuses, Sganarelles, 

and G~rontes of Moli~re 's plays -~ake themselves!) invites 

the wit of the dramatist, and in Le M~decin ma}.gr~ lui, 

the worthy G~ronte is frequently the butt of that exuberance 

natural to the lower order s of his household . The wet-

nurset Jacqueline, argues wi t h him as with an equal; Lucas, 

when reprimanding his wife for impertinence 9 administers 

the physical correction intended for her to G1ronte himself; 

and adds further irony to the ~i tuation by l'emarking~ 

"Monsieur, je veu.x un pe tl la mortif ier 9 et li 

apprendre le respect qu'alle vous doit." (2) 

In vain de ·s his master point out that 11 Ces gestes ne sont 

pas n~cessa.ires ." He has barely recovered from Lucas' 

(1) Act II, sc. i , ibido, pg. 239. 
(2) Ibid . , pg. 24-0o 
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efforts upon his person, when Sganarelle , the renowned 

"doctor", is introduced to him, and through a misunder­

standing, the disguised wood-cutter gratifies G~ronte 

with a beating similar to that which he himself received 

from Lucas and Val~re to qualify as a doctor . The inter-

view between Geronte and Sganarelle does little to increase 

respect for the former ' s intelligence and discernment. 

Not only does he fail to penetrate the disguise of the 

woodcutter, which is both rudimentary and exaggerated 

(the stage-direction accompanying Sganarelle's entry is, 

"en robe de medecin, avec un chapeau des plus pointus); 

the absurdity of Sganarelle ' s observations about Hippocrates 

and hats, and later, his parody of a diagnosis followed 

by an equally unlikely prescription, fail to rouse any 

suspicion whatever in the patient ' s father . 

In the matter of payment for the consultation, there is 

no question that it is Sganarelle, peasant though he is, 

who has the better of G~ronte from the start. The grate­

ful client requires no prompting to give money for services 

rendered, - a nat ural enough reaction in one used to being 

in trade, and accustomed to the notion of "nothing for 

nothing, and fair value for sixpence" . Sganarelle con­

trives to give such an impression of high- mindedness and 

modesty in his expectations of recompense , that the ques­

tion, 

"Cela est-il de poids?" (1) 

slyly inserted between protestations that it is not money 

(l) Act II , sc . i v , ibid., pg. 248 . 
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that motivates him , and that he is not mercenary, loses 

all its significance for G~ronte. The latter not only 

hands over the money with the assurance that it is "de 

poide", but he also believ-es that it took persuasion on 

his part to make the "docto~" accept ito 

From the moment Sganarelle enters his housep Geronte is 

no longer master of t he situation. Whether he approves 

or not, the "apothecary" is brought to his daughter; he 

is prevented from inter vening in Lucinda's conversation 

with L~andre by an undignif ied display of affection from 

Sganarelle; his domestics are upset by the new "physician"'s 

con<!nct; and when his dat1.ghter finally recovers her 

powers of speech9 she defies her father in t he matter of 

the match arranged for her with Horace, so that the be­

wildered G'ronte cannot say a word in contradictiono 

Throughout these proceedings , Sganarelle remains supremely 

in control of the situati on? even soothing G~ronte after 

the departure of ·the lovers ~ when the outraged parent 

bemoans his daughter ' s di9obedienceo As we have noticed 

before, the complete submission o~ off-spring to paternal 

authority was taken for granted in 11oliEn.e•s time~ so there 

is nothing unreasonable in G~ronte•e surprise and apger 

at Lucinda's behaviouro What is unreasonable i s his 

attitude towards the exercise of his prerogative as a. 

father, and his insensitivity to the girl 0 e feelings. 

G~ronte•s reaction on discovering Sganarelle ?s i dentity, 
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and the trick practised on him by Leandre and Lucinda, 

is characteristic; instead of punishing the woodcutter 

himaelft he behaves like the law-abiding citizen he is, 

and sends for the police ("je vous ferai punir par la 

ju.stice" o ) ( 1) Not even ~ganarellees plea for a more 

direct form of correction cen make him change his mind: 

"H~las! cela ne se peu·t -il point changer en 

q11elques coups de b§.ton?" (2) 

he asks wistfully 9 · realizing full well that the sort of 

pu.nitive action envisaged by Geronte is likely to be 

considerably more severe than a few blows, since his is 

a "cas pendable". G~ront6es inflexibility is reminiscent 

of Orgon•s reaction to Tar tuffe's dow.nfallo Forgiveness, 

it would seem, does not come naturally to the bourgeois 

mentality. As in Tartuffep it takes a "deus ex machina" 

to put things to rightso Leandre's uncle having the 

decency to diep and the lov~rs having the integrity to 

return and throw themselve3 upon thu mercy of Geronte 9 

that gentleman's wrath is appeaeed , Sgan~relle is released 

and suddenly Leandre 's personal merit is acknowledged, 

since it is now enhanced by -~he wealth he has just in-

heritedo In this, Lu.cinde 's fath.c ,:- join:J the ranks of 

those middle-class fathers concerned vii th marrying off 

their daughters advantageously rather than happilyo The 

ultimat~ ~mpression gained of Geronte is no better than 

that gained of previously- discussed "p~res de famille" . 

(1) Act III, sc. viii,ibido, pgo 258o 
(2 ) Act III, sc~ x, ibido, pgo 259o 



375 

in Moliere's workso 

~·fov: w 3 come to one of the best-known of all the characters 

created by Moli~reg Harpagong the incarnation of Avarice , 

father of Elise and Cl~ante in J_, 'J:.vnE_?_, (J.) The history 

of this comedy is not of the happieot. Compared with 

other plays chronologically clo£~ to it, i t s success was 

always limited 9 partly becaus e of the use of prose in a 

five- act comedy, partly because it was eclipsee by Tartuffe , 

which was at last performed publicly at about the same 

time that L 9 Avare appeared on the Paris s·tag8 o AS a 

depiction of bourgeois paternity, L 'Av-are is not altogether 

satisfactoryp since Harpagon is too exceptional a being to 

constitute a reliable study of a 11t ypi caln seventeenth-

centlrry family mano Even so 9 it is worth considering 

Moli~re's characterization of hjJm to detect some l ess 

obvious indicatio.n.s of the rn:1~1 7 3 position and values in 

the context of his immediate ~ircleo 

Vlhereas tAe c~ar.acters examined 1.1 t ht:·rto i 1 ·~he present 

chapter are all in vigorous .:nid dle·-~.ze, Hurp:tgon is mani­

f estly older: not only does his cv, ~ ~. 2-t ,'- ·: 3t old age~ 

but the costume designed for him is on<: wh:.i.t .. h suggests a 

man advanced in years~ and conservat i ve to the point of 

eccentricj.ty. ( 2) Spcctacle!:1 9 and an outfit fashionable 

in the days of Henri IV (the other characters are in dress 

contemporary with the period in which the play was written) 

(1) 

(2) 

Performed in September~ 1663, at the Palais-Royalo 
Details of Harpagon'e costume are giv~n in the inventory 
of Moliere ' s goods after his de~th, in Cent ans de 
recherches sur Molier~~ 0pc cit. pgo 56Eo · 
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testify to the decrepitude, as well as the economy, of 

HPrpagon .. He is thus differentiated from the stock-

ch.:l.I'acter of the Father to an even greater degree than 

Yoli~=e's previous creations in this regardo 

3imilarlyp the Sganarelles and Gorgibuses and Gerontes 

of earlier com3dies, although tnJy presont a certain simi­

l~ri ty in their per sonality ana. outlook, are not associated 

with one particular virtue or vice , whereas the nane of 

Harpagon is synonymous with Greedo Before he appears on-

stage, Cleante has already said much, and with great 

bitterness, about the parsimony ~1i th which his fa..t.her~ s 

household is run. References to "l ~ a•rFtrice d 'un pere" 9 

and "cette rigoureuse ~pargne qu.'on exerce sur nou.e" (l) 

prepare us for the demeanour~ speech aud conduct of the 

old m:::.:lo '£hat Harpagon is susptcious , ill-natured and 

unreasonable 9 is at once apparen.+. ul.l.Gn he oakes his first 

appearance , ··~colding a hapless servant~ ~he violence 

of the insults addressed to La Fle<:he f or sn imagined 

OffenCe ( "maitre jure filOU I! p ! ) e;i Oie ~ f~ ~ p t ence II ? 11pendard II, 

11 espion", "tra1tre")~ (2) and ~~1t a.b 10~1.·d notions of the 

vulnerability of his goods to t hie'l!c:; ,. corfirm the image 

of Harpagon evoked by Cleante's wordso ~verything about 

the Miser's person9 including h i s :? tti~er is consistent 

with the <.. •. :..~racterization of' a man wholly given over to 

one viceo In trivial details 9 as well ae in hi8 contri-

(l) Act I , SCo ii, op. cito II, pg . 520o 
(2) Act I 9 SCo iii 9 ibid., pg . 52lo 
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bution to the main action of the playp Harpagon's avarice 

is demonstrated. It is as if one of thetraits of the 

bourgeois character, - caution in expenditure, - is taken, 

isolated., and magnified to monstrous proportions until it 

becomes the whole nature of the n1a.n ., Thi s precludes a 

detailed study of the Miser's character itself in the 

present work, since it can contribute little to knowledge 

of that convenient generalization, the bourgeois "p~re de 

farnille tt. Yet Harpagon's relationships with those around 

him, - his children, acquaintances and servants, - are 

edifying, and these we shall now examineo 

Not surprizingly, the main ch8,1."acter of L' Avare forfeits 

the trust and affection of Cl~ante and Elise as a result 

of his attitude towards them. He himself has little love 

to give his children, and a man who can say, 

"Cela est ~trange , que mes 91·opres enfants me 

trahissent et deviennent mes enneJ.ilit:.~" (1) 

simply because Cl~ante has innocen·tly :cemo.rked that Harpagon 

has "assez de bien", cannot reasonably expect to be loved 

and respected by his offspring . On~.- s:ym::>athizes, with 

Cl~ante, in fact, when he coldly rec ... ~ 1.s on t he death of 

his father to facilitate the loan of 15~000 francs arranged 

for him by Mattre Simon, who tells Harpagon: 

" ••• iJ.. s'obligera, si vous vou.lez, que son p~re 

mourra avant qu'il soit huit moison (2) 

~here is not a trace of warmth in Harpagon' s attitude 

(1) Act I, sc . iv, ibid . , pg. 525 . 
(2) Act II, sc. ii, ibid~ , pg . 536 o 
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towards his children either, since he can reply, "Tant 

mi eu.x ! " to Frosine's compliment that he will out-live 

Cl~ante and Eli·se. ( 1) Significantly, the traditional 

respect owed by children to their male parent in the 

seventeenth century has disappeared from the exchanges 

between Cl~ante and Harpagon. For example , when the 

identity of usurer and borrower is revealed in the matter 

of Cl~ante•s transaction with the anonymous money-lender, 

the young man's retorts to his father are devoid of that 

deference normally expected of a person in his position. 

Far from cringing before the old man's wrath, Cl~ante 

accl.lses him: 

"Qui est plus criminal , a votre avis, oll celui qui 

ach~te un argent dont il a beeoin9 ou bien celui 

qui vole un argent dont il n'a que faire?" (2) 

This is a far cry from the submissive attitude of 

young people towards their fathers as portrayed in other 

plays from Moliere's pen o Even when t h3 issue of paternal 

authority is explici ty raised by Harn~~gon on learning of 

his son' s passion for Maria.ne, -

"Ne suis-je pas ton p~re? et nc me dois-tll 

pas respect?" (3) 

Cl~ante, unabashed, retorts that in ma ~ters such as the 

present one, no deference is due to fathers, and adds 

that Harp-~on's threats do not intimidate himo AS for 

~lise, she is considerably less docile than Orgon°s daughter 

(1) Act II, so. v, ibid., pg . 540. 
(2) Act II, so. i i, ibid., pg ~ 537. 
(3) Act IV, so. iii, ibi d. , Pb ~ 564. 
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when informed of the husband chosen for her by her father, 

and stoutly maintains her independence of attitude, with 

remarks like: 

"Cela ..1e sera pas 9 mon p~re"o 

"C'est u.ne chose oU. vous ne me ~ 6dnirez pointo" (1) 

So much for filial obedience and devotiono .l:!.ven those 

rare persons who, like Frosine , are polite to Harpagon, 

are not so from any recognition of merit or intelligence 

in Harpagon, but simply because they hope to achieve some-

thing by humouring him. Frosine expects a tangi ble token 

of the Miser's gratitude for her services on his behalf 

where M:ariane's hand in marriage is concerned ; Val~re sees 

in Harpagon the potentially uncooperative father of his 

beloved, and treats him accordingly ; Anselme's treatment 

of Harpagon is that of one businessman dealing with another 

in an affair of mutual benefit to botho Like other 

bourgeois heads of families already discussed , Harpagon~ 

for all his shrewdness in transactiOl•! involving money 9 is 

quite na1:ve when dealing with resource.t tll 9 J;lib-tongued 

intriguers like Frosine. He uncri."blc"' ll2' accepts her 

ridiculously exaggerated account of ~lc:L'i ·11e ' s penchant 

for elderly men, and believes to th( l ast word her assur­

ances of the delight he will give his intended yoQng bride 

at the sight of his quaint, old-fashioned clo·t;hes (" o o o q_ue 

votre fra::.::,e a 1 t antique fera sur son esprit un effet 

admirable! 11 ) ( 2). Never for a moment does he do~bt her 

sincerity, - which makes her invective all the more amusing 

(1) Act I, so . iv, ibid., pgo 528 . 
(2) ACt II , sc . v, ibido, pg . 543~ 
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when the old man is out of earshot: 

"Que la fi~vre te serre , chien de vilain a tous les 

diables! 11 (1) 

Ju.st as Sganarelle and G~ronte are duped by the "doctors" 

attending the ir daughters 9 so Ha!'pq~,J .J. j 1 h i s vanity, is 

duped by a few well-turned complimell·ts ±'rom a clever woman. 

Another trait the Miser has in common with t hose of his 

social station is his anxiety abo~t the judgement passed 

on him by the rest of societyo He pe1sist s in asking 

Ma1tre Jacques "ce que 1 ' on di t <i ~;.. .1oi :. 9 and as this 

dangeroas request follows the flatte1 i.cs o:f Fro sine, 

Harpagon obviously expects to hear rot h j ng but the best .. 

'Nhen his optimism is proved to be ill.-founded 9 

"o •• vous ~tes la fabl e et la ~2.s~e de tout le monde; 

et jamais on ne parle de votls. que sous l es noms 

d'avare , de ladre, de vilci..r.. • t d r.:. fesse-mathieu" .. (2) 

his reaction is of the most baAi1.. (he b8~tb his unhappy 

i nformer) and his language, forc~ful 1~he solid dignity 

of the middle- class pater- familiL.· :i ~- '1o-ta0ly absent from 

his behaviour , and ti:l.e usual reccY.n ,~e t c physical violence 

when words alone no longer ser-re .:J"J · J. outlet for outraged 

emotion reminds us of the elemen ~ of tr..:: i. .. e 9 never very 

far from the a ction in i.~oli~re 1 s pl<~ys 

Harpagon is no more esteemed by hi~ s e :r,rants than by his 

family and acquaintances. 

(1) ii.Ct II , SCo v, ibid .y pg~ 54.3o 
l2) Act III, so. i, ibid .9 pgo 550o 
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justified abuse from his master, his asides give the lie 

to his restraint beneath the lash of Harpagon ' s tongue. 

Comment.;:) about "ce maudit vieillard" (l ) p and later, in 

conv:..rsations with Cleante and Frosine 9 about "le plus 

malgracieux des hommes" ( 2) , a.ld 111'? rr,v--"te1 de tous les 

mortels le plus dur et le plus E-,errt.: ,. ( 3) 9 are expl icit 

enough indications of his true op:i.ni.on of :-rarpagon. 

Similarly , Maitre Jacques ' lightning t r ansformations 

from coachman to cook, and from cook to coacrunan, imply 

a discreet irony, since the servant re'1cnts doing the 

work of two domestics and being paid fo1 the v1ork of one. 

Moreover, Maitre Jacques• remark abollt the state of the 

Miser ' s horses and the "naturel trop du::- 11 of a mc-.n without 

pity for them, makes it clear what he thinks of the frugal-

ity imposed upon Harpagon's household, however sincere his 

protestation of affection for his master might beo 

Fr om all th.:. .:; it can be s een th:l.1; HanJa[:;O .. ' t:jtands alone, 

with only his "ch~re cassette" 1or cc rnnat'-Y:· in the midst 

of his family and servants. It ::s t rt.l.e t:1at his obsession 

with money differentiateo him from tb.::: ott.(:;r~ less remark-

able heads of families hi thert'> dic...,P.s s ...;,J., but it is none­

theless possible to trace the ch<....re cteJ.··!.stics he has in 

common with themo There is the unrelenting attitude to-

wards the . : who have wronged him o.:.: made mm look foolish; 

there is the arbitrary manner in .1htch he decides the 

( l ) Act I , s c o 

( 2) Act II, sc a 

(3) Act II , sc . 

iii, ibid 0 9 

i, ib ido ~ 
iv, ibid .. , 

Pf. 52J.o 
p.:;o 532" 
pg ., 538o 
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future of his children without regard for their personal 

inclinations. Then there is the concern with appearances 

and public opinion; the gullibility that accords so ill 

with shrewdneos in financial matters, and the overweening 

selfishness which makes his own. needs s.nd. whims the only 

ones that count ., Not even Harpagon escapes the comical 

incongruity of horse-play on the one hand~ and conservative 

stolidity on the other, - in the scene where he seizes 

himself by the arm and accuses himself of stealing his own 

money, for example. (1) He thus conforms to the tradition 

whereby the middle-class family man, as depicted in farce 

and comedy, has a curious duality in his charactero 

Finally, there is the reluctance to spend recklessly, 

which, in Harpagon, is exaggerated t o the point of cari-

cature., Initially, it is a trait discernible in many an 

honest bourgeois whose adequate, but not large fortune, 

amassed by hard work over a considerable period , has 

taught him the value of watchin3 his pennies o Only in 

Harpagon is this caution carried to tho extreme which makes 

La Fleche remark: 

II 
•• 0 'donner' est un mot pour qui il a tant d'aversion, 

qu' il ne dit jamais ~ 'Je vouc:. c'tonne e P mais z 'Je 

vous pr~te le bonjour' 11 o (2) 

The year :011owing L'Avare, Moliere's comedy-ballet 

Monsieur de Pourceaugnac had its debut at Chambord, and 

was later performed at the Palais- Royalp with great success. 

(1) Act IV, sc . vii, ibido 9 pgo 569 ~ 

(2) ACt II, sc~ iv, ibido 9 pgo 530c 



This means that the new genre appealed to both aristocratic 

court-audiences and to mixed town-audiences . In this 

work is the figure of Oronte, yet another in the steadily 

growing number of middle-class fathers represented in the 

dramatist's comedies. Like t hose we have already dis­

cussed, Oronte is bent upon what he considers to be a 

suitable match for his daughter, Julie. He requires the 

girl to give up Eraste, the young man she loves, for the 

wealthy and titled advocate from Limoges, de Pourceaugnac. 

It is clear from the first scene of the play that Oronte 

has not even met the man he has chosen as Julie's future 

husband, and the only justification for his choice is the 

fact that, as N~rine points out, de Pourceaugnac recommends 

himself by having "trois ou quatre mille ~cue" more than 

iraste (1) . Apart from that, the "Limousin" boasts an 

aristocratic name, albeit an outlandi sh one. This at 

once suggests snobbishness and mercenary values in Oronte, 

who is not ~nly aware of the powerful attractions of 

Wealth (like most members of his class) but is also easily 

dazzled by a "de " prefixed to a name, no matter how vulgar 

or quaint that name might be. Again9 as is the case of 

nearly all the bourgeois "p~res de fa-nille" characterized 

by Moli~re, Oronte displays a tendency to believe too 

readily all he is told: not only has he never set eyes 

on the pe~~on who will marry into his family, but the main 

factor in£luencing his decision - the advocate's wealth­

has not even been verified by him. He has simply taken 

the word of Julie's uncle that de Pourceaugnac is a more 

(l) act I, sc. i, op. cit . II, pg., 594. 
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advantageous match than Eraste. 

Thus farp Oronte appears to fit entirely into the pattern 

established for characters of his ilk: opportunistic, 

easily impressed, and insensitive t o t he emotional needs 

of his offspring. Unlike Elise in L'Avare, however, Julie 

is sufficiently intimidated by Oronte to seek less direct 

methods of defying him, and the panic caused by N~rine's 

mistaken identification of the gentleman attests the respect 

felt for his authority, if not for his judgement . (1) 

All these deductions as to the nature of Julie's father 

are to be made merely from the situation in which he has 

put the lovers, and from what is said of him by other 

characters in the play. He does not appear in person 

until the second act, when his reaction to the doctor's 

tidings about de Pourceaugnac's health gives further 

grounds for observations about his character .. The possi-

bility that his future son-in- law is suffering from an 

unspecified and disreputable disease predictably fills 

Oronte with horror , as his reiterated "Est-ce quelque mal .•• ?" 

shows; and the rapidity with which he decides the marriage 

should not take place confirms that 0p9ortunism already 

noticed in him: 

11 Je n'ai garde, si cela est, de faire le mariage." (2) 

Again, he ... :elies on hearsay to form his opinions and judge­

ments, thereby displaying a certain lack of intelligence, 

and is completely uncritical of the ridiculous pronounce-

( 1) Act I, sc . i. 
(2) Act II, SC ,. ii, ibid . , pgo 615o 
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ments of the doctor . 'Nhen, for example, the latter says 

de Pourceaugnac will be arrested and condemned to be cured 

by himself should he flee from his ministrations 9 Oronte 

gravely gives his consent. A more alert individual would 

either laugh at the doctor, or question his meaning. 

The caution inherent in the bourgeois is not wanting in 

Oronte, however, as his next confrontation proves . When 

asked by the "Flemish merchant" whether he knows a certain 

Monsieur Oronte, instead of acknowledging his own identity 

outright, he merely replies in the affirmative and waits 

to see what prompted the question. His answer that Oronte 

is "un homme comme les autres" is a masterpiece of non-

committal diplomacy on being questioned further as to the 

sort o~ man Oronte might be. He betrays very little and 

learns much in the course of his conversation with the 

disguised Sbrigani, but at the same time his finesse is 

not sufficient to penetrate the Neapolitan's disguise. 

Oronte's behaviour in the tryi~ interview with de Pourceaugnac 

does him little credit: he is churlish towards his daughter -

11Ma fille est une sotte qui ne sait pas lea choses".(l) 

unreliable when reminded of past promises -

"Si je te l'ai promis, je te le d8promets 11 • (2) 

and insincere in his sudden concern for Julie's welfare 

when it b~its his purpose to invoke it as an excuse for 

getting out of his co~mitment: 

" ••• vous ~tes-vous mis dans la t~te qu'un homme ••• 

(1) act II, sc. vi, ibid . , 621. 
( 2) Ibid. , pg. 622. 
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consid~re si peu sa fille, que de la marier avec 

un homm.e qui ace que vous savez ••• ?" (1) 

Such self-righteousness from one who, a short time before, 

envisaged marrying his daughter to a total stranger without 

a qualm, is not in the best of taste, nor does it ring 

true. Sentiment comes easily to Oronte, just as the 

Sganarelle of L'Amour Medecin, too, gives way to emotion 

with a facility which makes his tears ludicrous rather 

than touching. Julie's father, for instance, on hearing 

Lucette's impassioned speech about de Pourceaugnac's ex-

ploitation of her love, says na!vely, 

"Je ne saurais m'emp@cher de pleurer. .A.llez, vous 

§tes un mechant homme". (2) 

In the matter of Julie's "elopement" with de Pourceaugnac, 

Oronte's credulity is complete: it never occurs to him 

that the girl's timely rescue by her ex-lover from a fate 

worse than death is in any way suspect, and ~raste's absurd 

declarations of devotion and respect to Oronte, and utter 

indifference to his daughter, are accepted without question 

by the old man. Oronte's values are such that a piece of 

irony like Eraste's statement that 

"··· quatre ou cinq mille ecus e st un denier considerable, 

et qui vaut bien la peine qu'un homme manque ~ sa 

parole ••• " (3) 

seems to ~~m a valid judgement, and his vanity is great 

enough to lead him to believe that Eraste's action was 

(1) Act II, so. vi, ibido, pg. 622. 
(2) Act II, ec. vii, ibid., pgo 624o 
(3) Act III, sc. vii, ibid., pg. 635. 
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prompted solely by the young ~an's anxiety to save the 

honour of so admirable a person as himself, Oronte. The 

situation reaches the ultimate point of absurdity when, in 

accepting Julie as his bride-to-be, Eraste tells her: 

"Ce n'est que Monsieur votre pere dont je suis 

amoureux, et c 'est lui que j '~pouse". ( 1) 

Whereupon Oronte solemnly thanks him and adds the sum of 

ten thousand ~cus to the dowry; which is a sorry comment 

on that person's discernment. 

If the social status of the "peres de famille" we have 

studied has in some cases been debatable, there can at 

least be no doubt of that of Monsieur Jourdain, Le Bourgeois 

Gentilhomme. Not only the title of this work, but also 

the description of the main protagonist in the dramatis 

personae ("Monsieur Jourdain, bourgeois"), situates Jourdain 

firmly in the ranks of the commercial bourgeoisie of Paris. 

Besides, Mm • Jourdain alludes to her husband's immediate 

forbears "qui vendaient du drap aupres de la Porte Saint­

Innocent" • ( 2 ) 

The history of Le Bourgeois Gentilho~e is similar to that 

of Monsietrr de Pourceaugnac: it was first performed at 

Chambord before King and court, (3) then played at the 

Palais-Rc.;·'3.l before Parisian audiences. The popularity 

of this new comedy-ballet is understandable in court-

circles, satirizing as it does the antics of a parvenu 

(1) Act III, so. vii, ibid . , pg . 6)6. 
(2) Act III, so. xii, op . cit., pg . 756 . 
(3) In October , 1670 . 
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endeavouring to ·buy nobility with the fortune he has 

accumulated while plying the trade of draper. But the 

succes s enjoyed by Le Bourgeois at th.e Palais-Royal, where 

many members of the audience no doubt saw in M. Jourdain 

an uncomfortably accurate portrait of themselves, requires 

some explanation. In the first place, like Harpagon, 

M. Jourdain is in many respects a caricature, and the 

subordination of his other attributes to his ruling ob­

session inevitably renders him larger than life. This 

means that, despite elements of truth in the dramatist's 

portrayal, it is always possible to dismiss Jourdain as 

a figure of fantasy, particularly towards the end of the 

play, when he participates in the grotesque dancing of 

the "Turkish ceremony". Secondly, the unpalatable. 

depiction of bourgeois pretentiousness and stupidity in 

Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme is easily mitigated by the re­

flection that M. ,Jourdain represents a collectivity rather 

than an inui vidual . As Grimarest puts it in his Vie de 

Moli~re, (1) "Chaque bourgeois y croyait trouver son 

voisin peint au naturel". The significant word is "voisin". 

At the outset there is no mistaking Jourdain's lack of 

taste and his inability to grasp the intricacies of the 

arts he has set himself to learn. The masters of music 

and danc..1. .. 1g lament their pupil's inadequacy, for not even 

his ample purse can compensate for the outrage done to 

their artistic sensibility by his clumsy attempts to 

( 1) Op. cit. 
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follow their precepts. As the dancing-master observes, 

'' • •• c' est un supplice assez facheu.x que de se 

produire a des sots, que d'essuyer sur des compositions 

la barbarie d'un stupide". (1) 

~ven the music-master, who is more diaposed to indulge 

Jourdain in view of the remuneration for his services, 

refers to his pupil as "ce bourgeois i gnorantn . (2) 

Qlearly the respect accorded Jourdain is not commensurate 

with his wealth and newly- acquired accomplishments . It 

is interesting to note in passing how the ex-draper's way 

of life is modelled upon that of the leisured nobility, 

for the music-master tells his colleague that the air for 

the ''serenade" commissioned by Jourdain was composed "en 

attendant q_ue notre homme fftt eveille 11
• Unlike the 

typical bourgeois engaged in trade, Jourdain can afford 

to sleep late in the mornings , - a further suggestion of 

his efforts to ape the aristocracyo 

'.rhe par·venu' s first words immediately betray his 

lack of discerTh~ent, for when he joins his teachers, 

arrayed in a gaudy dressing- gown, he refers to the enter­

t ainment prepared for him as a "petite drolerie 11 , to 

the mortification of the dancing-mastero His speech 

on this occasion sets the tone for his utterdnces through-

out the play. as we see him with successive instructors, -

the music ., ... aster , the dancing-master , the fencing-master 

and the philosopher, - their knowledge serves as an admirable 

foil for his ignorance , and the precision of t heir language 

(1) Act I 1 sc. i, ibid., p~ . 712 . 
(2) Act I, sc . i, ibid., pg. 713. 
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contrasts amusingly with the simplicity and incongruity 

of his. The vulgar little song about Janneton, which 

Jourdain prefers to the elegant insipidity of the lament 

to "belle Iris"; the na!vety of the good man's question 

about the pastoral convention in music; ("Pou.rqu.oi 

tou.jou.rs des bergers?") and his child-like satisfaction 

with his new clothes, - all this serves to fix his charac­

ter as that of a vain, unschooled, outspoken tradesman 

with a tradesman's view of things and a touching belief 

that, to be a noble, one has only to wear a noble's cloth­

ing. Despite the foolishness of his aspirations, however, 

Jourdain retains something of the practicality normally 

associated with one of his class . For example, when his 

instructors are involved in an undignified skirmish, he 

avoids participating because to do so would spoil his 

expensive new raiment, and besides, as he says, 

"Je serais bien fou de m'aller .fourrer parmi eux, 

pour l'ecevoir quelque coup qui me ferai t mal." ( l) 

This aspect of his character is further illustrated when 

Dorante, (whose noble rank hypnotizes Jourdain into lending 

him whatever amount of money he demands) raises the question 

of debts incurred in the past by hi~jelf . Indiscriminate 

though Jourdain may seem in his readiness to oblige the 

count, his bourgeois caution has made him keep an exact 

record o~ the sum lent to Dorante, and a detailed entry 

into the account like: 

"Mille sept cent quarante-huit livres sept sols 

(l) Act II, sc. iii, ibid . , pg. 726. 



391 

quatre deniers ~ votre sellier" o (l) 

shows the truth of the axiom, "once a tradesman always a 

tradesman"; for only a shopkeeper would bother to note 

down the "quatre deniers 11
o This exactitude accords ill 

with the airiness of Jourdain's words when he is over­

whelmed with Dorante•s gushing expressions of gratitude. 

rhe confrontation between the "bourgeois gentilhomme" and 

the "vra.i gentilhomme" emphasizes the distance separating 

middle-class manners and aristocratic ones. Despite his 

indebtedness to Jourdain, Dorante maintains that air of 

friendly condescension used by a great man towards an 

inferior, and Jourdain, notwithstanding his financial 

superiority over Dorante, still has that half-apologetic 

and respectful demeanour peculiar to salesmen eager to 

please their clients. Mme. Jourdain's cynical comments 

in the background express adequately the attitude of the 

shrewd businesswoman viewing an unsatisfactory transaction, 

and serve to suggest to what extent her husband's original 

values have changed. In fact , at ever y moment during 

the action of the play we are reminded of what Jourdain 

was , and invited to compare what he was with what he is 

trying to become. 

Inevitably, in the matter of his daughter ' s marriage, 

Jourdai n ~ehaves like Organ, Harpagon, and the less o~t­

standing middle-class fathers of earlier comedies whose 

choice of a son- in-law is directly related to their own 

(1) Act III, sc . iv, ibid., pg. 742. 
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needs and aspirations, and has nothing to do with the 

girl's inclinations. Orgon wants an alliance with hie 

adored "devot" 9 Harpagon decides in favour of wealth, and 

the G~rontes, Sganarelles9 and Gorgibuses opt for matches 

that are advantageous to themselves r ather than accept-

able to their daughterso In accordance with this selfish 

tradition, Jourdain rejects the admirable Cl~onte, whose 

only defect is failure to boast an impressive family-tree: 

"Voua n'~tee point gentilhomme, vous n'aurez 

pas ma fille". (1) 

When, however, the same young man is presented to him as 

the son of the Grand Turk, the gullible Jourdain is only 

too eager to give him Lucile's hand in marriage, dazzled 

at the prospect of being made a "Mamamouchi". Knowing 

little or nothing of his daughter's suitor, other than 

the fact that he ~remises to glorify the name of Jourdain, 

the ex-draper peremptorily informs Lucile that she has 

the honour to marry the gentleman to whom she is about to 

be introduced . All the father can say in reply to the 

girl's incredulity and reluctance to co-operate in this 

sudden plan for her future is, 

"Je le veux, moi qui suis votre p~re 11 o (2) 

Those words are all too familiar, - the not infrequent 

expression of paternal authority despotically exercised. 

While it ~ould be extravagant to claim that all fathers 

in Moli~re's day acted thus, the regularity with which 

heads-of-families in the dramatist's plays are depicted 

(1) Act III, sc. xii, ibid., pg. 755 
(2) Act V, sc. v, ibid., pg. 776. 
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as arbitrary and dictatorial, is too great to be attributed 

to coincidence, convention, or simply lack of imagination 

on the a~A"thor' s part. 

In his dealings with his wife, Jourdai11's behaviour invites 

some amusement. He is neither autocratic nor submissive 

with her, btAt simply co-exists with the sharp-tongued, 

practical, obstinate female he married some twenty years 

previously. Her candid and unflattering comments ( "Vous 

~tes fou, mon mari"; "vos fa9ons de faire donnent a rire 

a tout le monde") (1) produce no effect upon him whatever; 

without beating her or raising his voice, he merely dis-

misses her as "ignorante", and punctuates his speeches of 

self-justification with injunctions like "Paix!" and 

"Taisez-vous, ma femmeo 11 ~he impression gained from the 

couple's conversations is one of a relationship in which 

neither party dominates; Jourdain courts the aristocracy, 

while ~adame frequents bourgeois circles. Each lives a 

self-contained life, independently of the other; and when 

they are brought face to face, they are impervious to 

insults, threats and raillery alike. Jourdain ' s indifference 

towards his spouse may be gauged frow his answer to 11me. 

Jourdain's inquiry about Nicole's fate: 

"Je la donne au truchement; et ma femme a qui la 

voud_.3. 11 • (2) 

Comic effect apart, it is hardly the sort of remark to 

suggest depths of tenderness, and it is yet another comment 

(l) Act III, sc. iii, ibid., pp. 736-739 . 
(2) Act V, sc . vi, ibido, pg. 779. 
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upon the character of the "bou.rgeois gentilhomme". 

Like Harpagon, M. Jourdain is unchanged in his persuasions 

and obsession at the end of the play, and in that he differs 

from Orgon and the other, less significant, "p~res de 

famille" already considered in this study. The action 

dissolves into movement and dancing, and into this whimsical 

world Jourdain disappears , believing hie daughter to be 

the bride of the Grand Turk's son, and himself a venerable 

"Mamamouchi" whose dress and accomplishments place him on 

an equal footing with the best in the land. Only members 

of his family, his friends, and the detached observer see 

him as he really is: a selfish, deluded, unintelligent 

parvenu whose birth and circumstances do little to justify 

his pretentions to Glory. 

Chrysale, the bourgeois paterfamilias of Les Femmes savantes, 

is cast in quite a different mould from M. Jourdain. The 

prestige attaching to this play, regarded by ~oli~re's 

contemporaries as a more polished work than was usual from 

the pen of a dramatist hard-pressed by royal commissions 

and subject to the pressure of competition from rivals, (1) 

sufficed to ensure Les Femmes savantes a gratifying 

reception from the Parisian public at its premi~re in ~~arch, 

1672. TL.La time and effort expended on its composition 

(it would seem that Moli~re was already busy #ith this 

comedy as early as 1668) make it all the more valuable as 

a reflection of Moli~re's views and attitudes, so long 

(1) Donneau de Vis~ , e.g. , calls Lea Femmes savantes 
"achev~es" (Mercure galant, 25 May, 1672.) 
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as it is not treated as a bald statement thereof. 

Unlike Orgon, who, - despite his wrongheadedness - retains 

the privileges of a~thority in his household, and Jourdain, 

who keeps his independence of judgement in the face of 

outspoken criticism from his wife, Chrysale has nominal 

authority only; the management of his family affairs 

has been completely usurped by Philaminte, his domineering 

spouse. This unusual situation is indirectly suggested 

by Armande's use of the plural instead of the more traditional 

masculine singular when reproving Henriette for her disregard 

of parental authority in accepting courtship from Clitandre: 

"Sachez que le devoir vous sou.met a leurs lois, 

Qu'il ne vous est permis d'aimer que par leur choix'1 g(l) 

Later, as Henriette and Clitandre discuss their future 

marriage, Chrysale's position becomes clearer: like any 

young suitor of the time, Clitandre naturally considers 

it his duty to ask the father of his beloved for'her hand, 

and Henriette hastily interrupts him in order to correct 

his mistaken idea of her father's importance -

"··· Le plus s!l.r est de gagner ma mere: 

Mon p~re est d 1 une humeur a consentir ~tout, 

0 0 • 0 • • • • • 0 • • • • • • • • • • 0 • • • • • 0 • • • 0 0 • • • 0 0 • • • • • • • 

Il a re9u du Ciel certaine bont~ d'Ame, 

QUi :.:_ SOumet d I abord a Ce que veut Sa femme • If ( 2) 

This statement, tempered as it is by filial respect, 

(1) act I, sc . ii, 11. 165-166. 
(2) ACt I, sc. iii, ll. 204-208. 
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prepares us sufficiently for the sort of person to expect 

when Chrysale makes his appearance upon the stage; and 

his actions and speech confirm first impressions. The 

worthy man's tendency to wander off at a tangent (his 

reminiscences of youthful extravagance shared with Clitandre's 

father are most trying to Ariste), is a symptom of his in­

ability to adhere to one subject or one course of action 

at a time; hence his vacillations, and the justice of 

Henriette's remark that 

"··· il ~et peu de poids aux choses qu'il r~sout". (1) 

His astonishment at Clitandre's attachment to Henriette , 

when apprised of it by Ariste, bespeaks a lack of perspicacity 

that we can by now recognise as characteristic in the 

bourgeois "p~re de farnille". Equally characteristic is 

Chrysale's capacity for self-delusiono His practical 

brother, having ascertained Chrysale's reaction to a match 

between Henriette and Clitandre, advises a consultation 

with the redoubtable Philaminte; whereupon Chrysale becomes 

pompous and dogmatic, asserting his power and dismissing 

Ariste's suggestion as unnecessary: 

"··· Vous moquez-vous? Il n'est pas n~cessaire: 

Je r~ponds de ma femme, et prendN sur moi l'affaire".(2) 

Any irony in those words is purely dramatic, as Chrysale 

himself sincerely believes that his approval of Clitandre 

as a son-.~~.:.-law suffices, and that support from his wife 

in the matter can be taken for grantedo The episode of 

(l) Act I, sc. iii, 1 . 206. 
(2) Act II, sc . v, 11. 411-412~ 
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Martine's dismissal soon shatters this illusion, however. 

Despite his convi ctions to the contrary, Chrysale is forced 

t o participate i n t he recriminations directed by B~lise 

and Philamin-te at t he ser vant for her indiscreet use of 

French Grammar; and when, af ter her departure, he makes a 

feeble endeavour to protest , his words are scorned as 

"un discours grossier''. It i s true that Chrysale is more 

concerned with things of the body than with those of the 

mind, and that, in some respects,he is lacking in finesse. 

But t he issue in which he is involved is, after all, one 

of domestic service . His emphasis on material and prac­

tical factors is ~uite appropriate to the circumstances, 

and it is Philaminte and B~lise who are made to look foolish 

by transporting refinements of language into the lowly 

domain of the ki tchen . 

One of the most interestin~ speeches i n Les Femmes savantes 

is that pr onounced by Chrysale when he i s goaded to eloquence 

by the absurdity of his wife ' s intellectual affectation, 

and likewi se by that of his sister. Typically, he taKes 

the precaution of addr essifl6 his remarks to B~lise, of whom 

he stands in less awe , and during t he oration he feels 

the need to repeat thi s manoeuvre, -

"Je vous le dis , ma soeur , tout ce trG~.in-la me blesse, 

(Cal c' est , comme j'ai dit , ll. vous ~ue je m'adresse)."(l) 

One suspects that , for a man so amply endowed with "certaine 

bont~ d ' Affie 11 , the speech in question is a piece of boldness 

(1) Act II, sc. vii , 11 . 607- 608 . 
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which Chrysale seldom permits himself. The sincerity of 

this outburst is therefore all the greater. Taken out of 

its context (which diminishes its comic force to some ex­

tent), i ·t am.ou.nts to a plea for sanity and a return to 

the traditional way of life, whereby the woman of the 

house concentrates her energy upon the efficient manage­

ment of her household instead of the improvement of her 

mind. Chrysale's homely philosophy is expressed in the 

vigorous language of the middle-classes. He dismisses 

~rissotin and.his scholarly, artificial utterances in the 

following terms: 

"On cherche ce qu'il dit apr~s qu'il a parl~, 

Et je lui crois, pour moi, le timbre un peu f~l~.n (1) 

On the one hand, everything that Chrysale says is perfectly 

valid, and his common-sense contrasts agreeably with the 

ridiculous ideas and preciosity of the "femmes savantes". 

On the other hand, however, it should be noted that this 

diatribe against feminine erudition tends in one direction 

only: the greater comfort of Chrysale. He objects to 

astronomy not so much because it is gratuitous, as because 

parsuit of it makes his servants forgetful of "mon pot, 

dont j 'ai besoin". (2) Literature displeases him because 

the cook, lost in her reading, burns his roast, while the 

tapgirl neglects to bring .him his drink because her head 

is full o; poetry. Instead of a wife devoted to study, 

Chrysale would rather a wife skilled with the needle, so 

that his clothes are kept in good repair. 

(1) Act II, sc. vii, 11. 613-614. 
(2) Ibid., 1. 594. 

He has the 
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generosity to add that a "m~re de fam.ille" should also 

work at her daughter's trousseau; but it is interesting 

that he mentions t he "pourpoint" and "haut-de-chausse", -

items of masculine attire, - first. 

This aspect of Chrysale ' s tirade suggests that selfishness 

inherent in the bourgeois character, which has been pointed 

out earlier in the present chapter. Obviously Chrysale 

is a much more sophisticated creation than l e Barbouill~, 

but his notio~s are not significantly different from those 

implicit in the earlier character's complaints about his 

wife's way of running a home. Chrysale ' s stand against 

preciosity in females is likewise reminiscent of the 

attitude of Gorgibus in Les Precieuses ridicules, for 

all that the father of Henriette and Armande is a much 

less decisive indi vidual. 

In one resp~ct at least, Chrysale is NOT typical of the 

middle-class "pere de famille '', inasmuch as he does not 

value money above less tangible assets . After the re­

current spectacle of fathers willingly sacrificing their 

children's happiness to Mammon, it is refreshing to witness 

Chrysale's airy dismissal of material consider~tions in 

the match proposed between Clitandre and Henriette. Ariste, 

practical us ever, points out that the young man does not 

pass for a wealthy person; but before he can finish this 

observation, his brother interr~pts -

"·· · C'est un int~r~t qui n'est pas d'importance; 
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Il est riche en vertu, cela vaut des tr~sors, 

Et puis son p~re et moi n'~tions qu'un en deux corps."(l) 

The last remark is no doubt Chrysale's most cogent reason 

for accepting Cl:i.tandre as a son-in-law, and it invites 

some comment . Circumstances prove that Clitandre is 

indeed "riche en vertu", as his generosity after Chrysale' s 

"financial ruin" could only come from a noble heart; but 

the impression gained from this exchange between Ariste 

and Chrysale is, that Clitandre is favoured on sentimental 

grounds. However close the friendship may have been be-

tween Chrysale and the youth's father, it does not guarantee 

that Clitandre will be a satisfactory husband for Henriette. 

Chrysale's judgement in this case is not as sound as it 

might be, and he does the right thing for the wrong r easono 

Similarly, on learning of Philaminte 's intention of con­

cluding a marriage- contract between Tirssotin and Henriette, 

Chrysale's reaction 

" ••• Et d~s ce soir je veux, 

Pour la contrecarrer, vous marier tous deux"~ (2) 

·.rhe suitability of the Cli tandre/'.denriette alliance as 

opposed to the Trissotin/Henriette alliance puts Chrysale 

in the right; but his reason ("pour la contrecarrer") 

for promoting Trissotin's rival implies an almost childish 

desire to get the better of the woman who has dominated 

him for Si.,. long. The self-assertive utterances with which 

Chrysale backs up his decision suggest, too, that it is 

less the marriage itself that stirs the man to action, than 

(1) Act II, sc. iv, 11. 404-406. 
(2) Act IV, SCo v, 11. 1435-1436 ~ 
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the need to show his authority as head of the family: 

"Ah! je leur ferai voir si, pour donner la loi, 

Il est dans ma maison d'autre maitre que moi." (1) 

The young coupl e's love serves, in fact, as a pretext for 

t he confrontation of wills between Chrysale and Philaminte, 

and Chrysale's motives on this occasion should not be 

regarded as purely altruistic. It is worth adding that 

none of those witnessing this sudden display of determina­

tion is deceived as to its permanence or reliabilitye 

Henriette begs .Ariste to keep her father "dans cette 

humeur", and Clitandre declares that Henriette's fidelity 

to him is his surest ally in the conflict. Nobody talces 

Chrysale seriously, and in view of his past behaviour, 

this is hardly surprising. Comic effect reaches its 

height when Chrysale, outraged at his daughter's scepticism 

about his ability to impose his will on Philaminte, bawls 

questions like 

"Commt:;nt? Me prenez-vous ici pour un ben@t?" and 

"Suit-je un fat, s'il vous pla1t?" 

"Est-ce done qu'h l'~ge ou je me vois, 

and 

Je n•aurais pas l'esprit d'@tre ma1tre chez moi?" (2) 

These are followed by reminders of the absolute authority 

vested in a father, and his traditional right to dispose 

of daughters in marriage as he sees fito Familiar though 

these dev:arations sound, they lose their weight when 

voiced by a man of Chrysale's mildness and pliancy. 

(1) Act IV, sc. v, 11. 1443-1444. 
(2) Act V, sc. ii, l1o 1575, 1576, 1579-1580. 
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There is a fine irony in the d~nouement of Les Femmes 

savantes, for the last words are those of Chrysale, and 

they are both positive and imperio~s. He instructs the 

Notary to draw up the contract for the marriage of Henriette 

and Clitandre , th~s getting his way for the first time in 

many years: 

"Allons, Monsieur, suivez l'ordre que j'ai prescrit, 

8t faites le contrat ainsi q~e je l'ai dit 11
o (1) 

The action of the play has had the effect of restoring 

the natural order of things, and re-establishing the correct 

balance of power in the household of Chrysale, whose pleasure 

in his new-fo~d authority makes him repeat, rather un-

necessarily, the expression of his will. 

prescrit;" 11
o • • que ~ l'ai dit o11

) 

( " ••• que 1' ai 

Moli~re's last comedy, Le Malade imaginaire, (2) closely 

resembles Le Bourgeois gentilhomme in structure and plot, 

so it is not surprising that Argan, the main protagonist 

of Le Malade, bears a strong resemblance to Mo Jourdaino 

Like the latter, Argan is obsessed by an "idee fixe" which 

ca~ses him to choose, with selfish motives, a highly un-

suitable husband for his daughter . As in Le Bourgeois? 

it takes a subterfuge to put things to rights for the 

girl and her lover, while the father's mania is satisfied 

and his ~~lusions are left intact. The action of the 

play drifts into a fantasy of music, dancing and burlesque 

(1) 
(2) 

Act V, sc . iv, 1777-1778. 
Performed in February, 1673 at the 

\ 
Pal,is-Royal. 

I, 

I 
i 
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ceremony. Originally intended for coart- entertainment, 

Le Malade had its debut before a Parisian audience as a 

result of Lulli's machinations; and despite Moli~re' s 

death at the fourth performance of the work, and his sub­

sequent replacement by La Thorilli~re, this comedy proved 

a great popular success for the ttTroupe du Roi 11 o 

Before examining the character of Argan, it is as well to 

establish his social rank, for in the dramatis personae, 

it is not explicitly stated that he is of bourgeois stock. 

(He is simply described as "malade imaginaire".) In the 

first place, his name is very similar to that of Organ, a 

typical middle-class paterfamilias whose wealth places him 

closer to the nobility than to the lower orders of the 

bourgeoisie. Secondly, his choice of a doctor as a son­

in-law precludes the possibility of his being noble, for 

such an alliance would be out of the questi on were Angelique 

the daughter of an aristocrato Finally, his r obust ex-

changes with the servant~ Toinette, bring the comedy close 

to farce at times, and a noble protagonist in a farce is 

inconceivable in Moliere's dayo That Argan is wealthy is 

clear both from Beline's designs upon his fortune , and 

from Toinette's protest at Diafoirus ' inclusion in her 

master's family: 

"Et u.vec tout le bien que vous avez, vous voudriez 

marier votre fille avec un medecin?" (1) 

Whereas, in previous plays, the main persona is frequently 

(1) Act I, sc . v, op. cit. II, pg. 1107 . 
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kept in the wing~ for some time before appearing on the 

stage 9 in Le Malade imaginaire we meet Argan as soon as 

the curtain is r aisedo He is engaged in the typically 

bourgeois occupation of sorting through his bills to find 

how much money he oweso The us e of 11 j etons 11 (counters) 

to reckon the sums i nvolved bears witness to the debtor's 

att~ntiveness to accuracy~ and at the same time indicates 

the frequency with which he has patronized his apothecary. 

That he is a hypochondriac i s i mmediately obvious, and 

the lengthy monologue pronounced by him is calculated to 

make this aspect of his character his most striking charac­

teristic, confirming the title of the play. This does 

not mean that he has no other traits, howevero Like most 

of his class, he is concerned with money , and alert for 

any attempt on the part of others to cheat him; he has 

no illusions about the apothecary' s inflated prices: 

"£rente sols un lavement .. . cVous ne me le s avez 

mis dans les autres parties qu.'a \rj_ng-t; sols , et 

vingt sols en l angage dQapothicaire 9 c 1 est-a-dire 

dix sols ; les voila9 dix sols o" (1) 

However gullible Argan might be where his > ~~al th is con­

cerned, he shows considerable, perspicacity in financial 

matters. 

He is not ,._;_ ·Ghout some vanity, which is another characteristic 

of the wealthier ranks of the bourgeoisie ( i n Mo Jourdain 

it reaches monstrous and comic dimensions) o ·rhis i s indi­

cated by his pleasQre at the discreet lantuage used by 

(1) Act I, sc. i, ibid., pgo 1100. 
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Mo Fleurant, the apothecary~ - for it flatters his self­

importance to read an entry into his account like: 

' '" o .. LU.'l petit clyst~re .. . o pour amollir, humecter, 

et rafraichL." lee ent r ailles de Monsieur" . ( 1) 

He even interrupts ais perusal to comment favourably 

upon "lee entrailles de Moncien.r"; but the s um required 

by Fleurant for the said '' clyst~re" is rejected out of 

hand by Argan, who has no doubt been in trade himself, 

and knows that civility is usually in direct proportion 

to the amount charged for ser vices renderedo 

Argan's opening monologue terminates with an angry out­

burst occasioned by the absence of willing servants to 

respond to his call; and his i mpatience, together with 

remarks such a s 11voila qui est pi toyable! 11 and "ils me 

laisseront ici illOurir" 7 ( 2) j tlstify the r~pi thet s 11 self-

pitying" and "imperiousno B~ the end of the first scene, 

a clear impression has been fo1rried of ·t;!J.C "malade imaginaire", 

and it is not one which does him credl.t ·~vi th the arrival 

of Toinette, a different aspect of Arga11 ' u character is 

thrown into relief. Just &s liorine makGG Orgon look 

ridiculous , and Lisette 's atti tllrle t o'.>1a1,1:::. 3ganarelle in 

L'Amour M~decin robs the gentlamru1 of his spurious dignity, 

so too Toinette's method of averting Argan's wrath has 

the effeL. ~ of deflating her master's grmrity and self-

importance. For all his ill humour and .1ir of authority, 

he is reduced to a state of inarticulation by Toinette's 

(1) Act I, BCo i,ibid., P6o 1099 .. 
(2) Ibid., pg . 1101. 
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scolding and screaming. At this point of the play, the 

action is closer to farce than to the comedy of manners. 

Apart from the robustness of the dialogue and the pleasure 

afforded by the spectacle of a bullying master worsted ·by 

a resourceful servant, the confrontation between Argan and 

Toinette is an int~resting comment upon Argan himself. It 

is in fact surprisingly easy to subdue him, and the absolute 

power held over him by doctor and apothecary is corres­

pondingly more understandable ~ as is his domination by 

B'line. 

With Ang~lique, however, Argan is qllite different in his 

manner. When informing her of the husband selected for 

her, he is the by-now-familiar figure of the commanding 

Parent used to complete obedienceo The girl's initial 

enthusiasm for the project of matrimony is naturally wel­

comed by her father, but it sho1lld be noted that, whether 

or not marriage is acceptable t o herp Argan has already 

made the necessary arrangements~ 

"Je suis bien aise d'avoir une fille si ob~issanteo 

La chose est done 9onclue , et je ''ous ai promise." (1) 

After the identity of Ang~lique • s lo.tt1re spouse has been 

established, however, and Argan ' s "desaein burlesque" is 

questioned, the reasons for Thomas Diafoirus• prefer­

ment becu~e olearo As is to be expected, both relate to 

the advantage of Argan rather than to that of his daughter . 

A doctor in the family of a hypochondriac obviously bene-

(1) Act I, SCe v, ibid., pg o 1105o 
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fits the latter, but in addition to this, the money-

conscious father sees in young Diafoirus a valuable source 

of revenue for the family coffers: 

"Monsieur Diafoirus n'a que ce fils-la pour tout 

h~ritier; et, de plus 9 Monsieur Purgon, qui n'a 

ni femme, ni enfants, lui donne tout son bien, en 

faveur de ce mariage; et Monsieur Purgon est un 

homme qui a huit mille bonnes livres de rente." (1) 

There speaks the cold logic of financial calculation, and 

inevitably human emotions take second place. Such con-

siderations as that just quoted are supported by Argan's 

comfortable philosophy that "une fille de bon natural doit 

~tre ravie d'~pouser ce qui est utile ala sant~ de son 

p~re". ( 2) It would seem that obligations arising from 

the father/daughter relationship operate in one direction 

only in Argan's view, and his assertion that he is not at 

all good, "et je suis m~chant quand je veux", is not only 

comical; i t is perfectly true . With each successive 

newcomer to the stage, our knowledge of Argan's character 

increases. The next protagonist to engage his attention 

is B~line, with whom Argan is docile and affectionate. Yet 

his love for his second wife stems less from his inner 

capacity for loving, as from a feeling of gratitude for the 

way in which she flatters his vanity, endorses everything 

he says, \~o matter how unjust or unreasonable,) and 

lavishes endearments and little attentions upon him. He 

(1) Act I, sc. v, ibid ., pg. 1108. 
(2) Ibid., pg . llO?o 
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needs her as an adjunct to his personal comfort, not as a 

human being with whom he can share the experience of living. 

For a man so acute in financial matters , he is quite lacking 

in perspicacity when B~line's conduct contradicts her words: 

he finds nothing suspect in the behaviour of· a woman who 

brings her lawyer to his house while protesting that 

" ••• le seul mot de testament me fait tressaillir 

de dollleur". (l) 

B~line•s crocodile tears and facile displays of sentiment 

are contagious, for Argan gives way to maudlin utterances 

himself, - until the lawyer, M. de Bonnefoy, drily remarks, 

"Ces larmes sont hors de saison, et lea choses n•en 

sont point encore lh." (2) 

The pettiness often inseparable from the bourgeois men­

tality manifests itself in Argan on occasions, with great 

comic effect . For example, in following PQrgon's in-

structions for exercise, he is sorely perplexed to know 

whether he is required to walk up and down hie chamber 

length-wise or breadth-wise; a symptom both of his super­

stitious faith in doctor's prescriptions and of his lack 

of intelligence in matters not connected with money. 

At the meeting with Diafoirus and his eligible son, Argan's 

pomposity takes the form of meaningless civilities uttered 

simultar_.ously with the elder Diafoirus' pronouncements 

of a similar variety. The effect , as in Argan's exchanges 

with Toinette, is to diminish the "malade's" dignity to 

(l) Act I, sc. vi,ibid., pg. 1112. 
(2) Act I, sc. vii, ibid., pgo 1114. 
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the point of making him a figure of fun. This in turn 

reduces sympathy for him when deceptions are practised 

upon him. Argan shows his lack of discernment in admiring 

the erudition of Thomas Diafoirus 1 and in the sort of 

criticism he makes of the charming impromptu opera sung 

by Ang~lique and Cleante. (1) Aesthetically and morally, 

his judgement leaves much to be desired. 

Opport~ism, which is seldom absent in one form or another 

from the bourgeois "p~re"'s behaviour, is discernible in 

Argan when he demands a free consultation from Diafoirus 

and Diafoirus before they depart; although it must be 

confessed that their joint examination, followed by 

diagnosis and prescription, does not contribute much to 

his enlightenment. (2) Argan's remark that 

''· •• je joue ici un plaisant personnage" (3) 

is a valid assessment of his position, since he is duped 

by Beline, intimidated by Medicine 9 and browbeaten ver­

bally by Toinette , for all his dogmatic and authoritative 

utterances. As a character, he is a curious alloy of 

previous characters cast in a similar mould. His ulti-

matum to Angelique ("choisis d'epouser dans quatre jours, 

ou Monsieur, ou un couvent") (4) is strikingly close to 

that of the Gorgibus of Les Precieuses ridicules, and 

Argan ha•· the insensitivity of that person. When trying 

to extract the truth from Louison concerning Angelique's 

(1) Act II, sc . v. Argan dismisses the entertainment as 
"impertinent'' because of lack of respect towards paternal 
authority therein. 
Act II, sc. vi . 
Ibid. , pg . 1141 . 
Ibid., pg . 1142. 
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entertainment of a young gentleman in her room, Argan•s 

lament over the "death'' of the child is reminiscent of 

Sganarelle's noisy concern for his "mortally ill" daughter 

in L'Amour m~decin, -which illustrates the gullibility 

shared by these two charaotersc His subsequent cross­

examination of Louison resembles that practised upon 

Agn~s by Arnolphe in L'Ecole des femmes. (Although 

Arnolphe is not exactly a "p~re de famille", his social 

status and his age put him in the same category as the 

Orgons, Argans, G~rontes and Sganarelles of Moli~re's 

drama.) Argan has in common with Arnolphe an indiscreet 

curiosity coupled with a meanly suspicious mind. Finally, 

Argan joins the ranks of the "monstres sacr~s" created by 

Moli~re, inasmuch as, - like Harpagon, Orgon and M .. 

Jourdain, - he has a grand obsessiono ',7ith Harpa.gon, 

it is Money; with Orgon, Religion; with Jourdain, Rank ; 

and with Argan, Medicine. In each casev the father ' s 

mania has potentially devastating effects upon the off­

spring as reason gives way to the r u.ling passion when 

marriage-partners are chosen; and i.n each case it requires 

the agency of saner persons to correct the aberration of 

the main protagonist. Tl;le third a<.:t of IJe Malade imaginaire 

conforms to this tradition. 

Between the logic of B~ralde and the wiles of Toinette, 

Argan the credulous is induced. first to abandon the 

ministrations of Purgon and Fleurant, then to try the 

affection of B~line and Ang~lique respectivelyo It is 
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during this interesting exercise that a significant little 

portrait of Argan is given by his second wife: 

"Un homme incommode a tout le monde, malpropre, 

degoatant, sans cease un lavement ou une medecine 

dans le ventre, mouchant, toussant, crachant toujours, 

sans esprit, ennuyeux, de mauvaise humeur, fatiguant 

sans cease les gens, et grondant jour et nuit 

servantes et valets." (1) 

The epithets used, and the vigour of the speech, suggest 

the sort of reaction occasioned by the appearance and con­

duct of a man like le Barbouille, and some allowance must 

be made for the prolonged frustration suffered by Beline 

during her marriage to Argan. However, there is an un­

deniable element of truth in her words, since much of 

what she says is verifiable. Argan is seldom anything 

other than ill-humoured; he doe~ indeed scold servants 

unreasonably (as any of his frequent verbal battles with 

·Toinette shows); his absence of wit may be seen in the 

readiness with which he accepts situations and judgements 

that a more intelligent individual would either question 

or reject out of hand. And a person so monumentally 

self-centred as Argan, whose healtr is his sole topic of 

conversation, is certainly 11 ennuyellX". Such a person 

has little to commend him, and the devotion shown by 

Angeliqul- at his "deathbed" is less understandable than 

the cruel verdict pronounced upon him by Beline . 

Like M. Jourdain, Argan believes that to be the person 

(1) Act III, sc. xii, ibid~, pg. l l67o 
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of one's aspirations, one has only to put on the clothes 

of that person. Accordingly there is less absurdity than 

u~ight be supposed in B~ralde ' s remark that 

"L 1 on n'a qu'~ pa.r l er avec une.robe et un bonnet, 

tout galimat ias de·vi ent so.vant ~ et toute sottise 

devient raison.'' ( 1 ) 

Ang~lique' s reproach to B-3 :- · ~ld ..: .. he-~.· h'3 is making rather 

too much fun of her father i s countered by the sensible 

observation that it is not so much a questi on of laughing 

at him, as of humouring him; and the rest is music, dancing 

and fantasy. Some of Argan 1 s illusions have been shattered, 

but the main one, - that he is to be a doctor, and that 

the magic of his medi cine will cu.re all his ills, - is 

still intact, as are his characterist ics of selfishness, 

gullibility and impatience ., ("Allons 9 \'"Oyons cela") (2). 

What has emerged f r o!ll tfl.io chronologi.eal survey of 

~,foli~re' s portrayal of -~he middle - clas s father? 

As the dramatist' n art reach.;s mattlrit.;rv there is a 

corresponding refi nement t n his treatm::.nt of the protagon-

ist in question. The cl i fference letv~rcen a simple figure 

of farce like le B~rbou1ll~ and a comp~ex 7 psychologically 

interesting individual l ike Clurysale, is obvious . Des-

pite thic. evolution, however , there i s coherence in the 

characterisation of what i s one of the most recurrent 

figures in Moli~re v s dramn ... To a greater or lesser 

(1) Act III, sc . xiv ~ i bi d . , pg. 1170. 
(2) Ibid., pg. 1171. 
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degree, all the bo~rgepis heads of families, from La 

Jalousie d~ Barbo~ill~ to Le Malade imaginaire, have a 

meas~e of authority which they ab~se. With very few 

exceptions (notably Orgon and Chrysale) they are mercena+Y, 

manifesting their concern with financ i al gain in petty 

or ungenero~s ways . Harpagon apart, they have a tendency 

to wax sentimental on occasions , - bu& this does not pre­

cl~de their being insensitive to the needs, safferings, 

and desires of other members of their family. The most 

~iversal feature of the bo~geois character as depicted 

in the plays disc~ssed is surely that of selfishness. 

It sho~ld not be forgotten that La Rochefo~cauld's Maximes 

appeared in 1665, bringing with them the revelation of 

"amourpropre" as the mainspring of all human action. 

Since Moli~re was a comic dramatist and not a moralist, 

the lesson of the Maximes is not explicitly stated in his 

work, but their influence is nonetheless present therein. 

In the aristocrat , selfishness is dt sgt,.i sed to some extent 

by the pride considered at the time to be natural and 

legitimate in one of superior birth and happy circumstances. 

In the bourgeois, it takes less acce:pt:~ble forms: callous­

ness, opportunism, vanity, and greed. This is one of the 

reasons for the unfavourable impression gained of the 

character chosen as the subject for study in the present 

chapter. Another is the lack of taste and intelligence 

characteristic of the middle- class paterfamilias. His 

aesthetic and intellect~al deficiencies combine to make 

him an obvious target for rogues, charlatans and thieves, 
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and at the same time diminish that dignity which is often 

the saving grace of the self-made mano 

The picture of the middle- classes as they appear in 

Moli~re 's comedies is not complete 0:,· any means; but 

this study of one of their main r epresentatives in hie 

work is in itself enough to disprove the popular notion 

that the bourgeoisie is idealizad by the son of Jean 

Poquelin, "tapissier du roy et bou.rgeois de Paris". 
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Chapter Twoo 

The Bourgeois in Love. 

Before we consider aspects of the bourgeois character as 

revealed in the toils of love in r.loli~re's plays, it is 

essential to make a distinction between two sorts of 

gallant: the young and the middle-agedo It has already 

been pointed out that in the seventeenth century, comedy 

derived much of its force from perception of the incongruous. 

Those traits of the middle-class mentality which are so 

evident in the various 11p~res de famille" discussed in 

the last chapter, - prudence, caution in expenditure, 

anxiety about appearances, and egotism, - tend to run 

counter to the sort of impulses inspired by love, and 

particularly passionate sexual loveo The notion of a 

stolid, unimaginative, thrifty bourgeois of middle age 

(and in Moliere's day a man of forty was considered a 

"barbon" well past the bloom of youth) falling prey to 

an infatuation, is therefore the obvious choice as a 

subject fit for a comic dramatist' s _)en , and Moli~re 's 

works are not lacking in examples of grotesque lovers. 

Part of tne incongruity just mentioned, however, stems 

from the age of the besotted individuals in question, 

and what is ludicrous in a man of Harpagon's years (he 

admits to being sixty) is not only acceptable, but natural, 
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in a man of twenty-five, - be he noble, bourgeois or 

proletarian. Once this is borne in mind, it may be seen 

that to speak of "the bourgeois in love" in Moli~re•a 

comedies is a misleading generalization, unless the 

Cl~antes and Clitandres are separated from the Argans 

and Jourdains. Since the former afford less matter for 

comment, they will be considered first, and collectively. 

Unlike the older protagonists in plays involving amourettes 

and intrigues centring around young lovers, the personable 

youths whose love is requited are on the whole less dis­

tinct personalities. This does not mean that their 

characterization is weak; they simply have less memorable 

features than, for examples, a figure like Orgon . More­

over, they are not greatly differentiated one from another. 

All are in analogous situations? endeavouring to win 

approbation of their suit from the uncompromising father 

of the damsel who has caught their fancy o Generally 

impec~ious, or at any rate not sufficiently moneyed to 

appeal to the prospective father-in- law, they resort to 

the strategy suggested either by their resourceful servant, 

or by the girl herself: disguises rangi ng from music­

master to apothecary to son of the Grand Turk generally 

answer the purpose . 

As far as appearance is concerned , the young man in love 

is attired stylishly, in a way calculated to please the 

object of his affection; and in this his dress contrasts 
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sharply with the traditionally sober garb of the elderly 

bourgeois. Some idea of the typical young beau to be 

seen in Moliere's day may be gained from the atrabilious 

remarks of Harpagon, first about his own son, Cleante, 

then about Youth in general. Of his offspring he observes: 

'' ••• ~ vous prendre depuis les pieds jusqu.' li la 

t~te, il y au.rait de qu.oi faire u.ne bonne 

constitution". (1) 

Allowing for the degree of exaggeration inevitable in 

a miser (to whom any attempt at elegance wo~d bespeak 

reprehensible extravagance,) it is fairly clear that 

Cleante is modish in his dress, to the extent of being 

clothed almost too well for one of his class; ( "vous 

donnez furieusement dans le marquis") but in this he is 

no except ion. Later, when Harpagon is conversing with 

Frosine and the subject of "jeWJ.es blondins" arises, the 

studied negligence of these individuals, their affectations 

of pale cor.u.plexion and "barbe de chat" (2), are mentioned, 

and remind us of Sganarelle's diatr1ue against contemporary 

fashion in L'Ecole des mariso (Although the higher orders 

of society are the main target thereof, certain elements 

of the bourgeoisie are not exempt f'l'om his criticismso) 

~ituation-wise and appearance-wise , then, the young, 

love-smit:en bourgeois conforms to a certain type. Even 

the names given to representatives of this character by 

the dramatist show little variety: Cleante, Cleonte, 

(1) Act I, sc. iv, op. cit.II, pga 525 . 
(2) Act II, sc. v, ibid. pg. 543. 
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Clitandre, Val~re. Similarity of name in the character-

ization of the middle-class father ceases after Sganarelle 

ou le Cocu imaginaire, which features the last of the 

Gorgibusea, but in the case of "le jeune galant" it per­

sists througho~t Moliere's work. 

The character of the you.ng lover as portrayed by Moli~re 

is consistent with that of one whose merits render him 

worthy of the girl who l oves himo Val~re loyally offers 

Orgon his carriage and "mille louis" to enable him to flee 

after Tartuffe 's villainy has betrayed him, despite the 

treatment .received from Mariana's fathere (1) Undaunted 

by the news of Chrysale's bankruptcy, Clitandre generously 

offers his small fortune to be shared with Henriette and 

her family, although Philaminte's eaL~lier attitude towards 

the young man would j u.stify a less magnanimous gesture. ( 2) 

L~andre, in Le M~decin malgr~ lui, has t he integrity to 

return Lucinde to her father instead of taking advantage 

of the opportunity given him by Sganarelle to elope with 

her. (3) 

It is interesting to note that the speech of the average 

bourgeois youth in Moli~re's comedi es differs markedly 

from that of the older generation belonging to the same 

social 0iass . Setting apart the elegantly-turned, rather 

stylized declarations of love uttered by the "jeunes 

(1) Act V, sc. vi, op. cit. I , pg . 980. 
(2) Act V, sc. iv, op . cit. II , pg o 1070. 
(3) Sc. xi, op. cit . II, pg. 260 . 
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blondins", a certain gracefulness of expression remains 

even in their more banal pronouncements. This, like 

their dress, places them closer to the nobility than to 

the bourgeoisie from which they are sprungo A speech 

like that of Cl~ante in Le Malade imagli1aire, for example, -

"Que Monsieur fait merveilles, et que s 0 il est 

aussi bon m~decin qu'il est bon orateur, il y 

aura plaisir h ~tre de ses malades" (1) 

- is not only a masterpiece of diplomacy (Argan must be 

humoured in the matter of Diafoirus' merits); it is also 

remarkably neat in its expression. Likewise the answer 

returned to M. Jourdain by Cl~onte when asked whether he 

is of noble birth, 

It ••• je trouve que toute imposture est indigne d'un 

honn~te homme, et qu'il y a de la l~chet~ A d~guiser 

ce que le Ciel nous a fait na1tre, a se parer aux 

yeux du monde d'un titre d~robe, a se vouloir donner 

pour ce qu'on n'est pas" (2) 

- could well be taken, out of context , for the declaration 

of a marquis bemoaning the frequency '"ith which bourgeois 

persons adopt the titles and trappings of the aristocracy. 

How can this phenomenon be explained? The answer may be 

sought in that social mobility which characterizes life 

in sevent--~th-century France (3) . In many cases the 

difference between the manners and attitudes of men be-

longing to different generations is accounted for by the 

(1) Act II, sc. v, op . cit . pgc ll33o 
(2) Act III, sc. xii, op. cit. pg. 755. 
(3) See chapter one, Part One, of the present thesis . 
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fact that, whereas the father is a self-made man without 

the benefit of a sound education, the son is given all 

the opportunities that accompany reasonably affluent 

circumstanceso Apart from the difference i n their social 

rank, the offspring of a noble family and the offspring 

of a middle- class family would not be materially dissimilar 

if judged by appearances alone . 

From this it can be seen that the younger protagonists 

in Moli~re's drama are not as representative of their 

class as the older ones, whose judgements and actions 

reflect more accurately their social ori ginso as an 

artist, Moli~re's work is in some measure concerned with 

depicting truth, hence the presence of t hese elegant , 

well-educated, articulate sons of prosperous bourgeois; 

young men whose aspirations in love and marriage appeal 

to the spectator, and whose success (which inevitably 

crowns the vicissitudes suffered ) can only meet with 

approval . 

It is quite a different matter in ·t;he case of middle-aged 

or elderly bourgeois. The conflict between Thrift and 

Generosity , Caution and Passi on, which arises when they 

enter the lists of love, makes for a comedy-fraught situ­

ation resvlved either by a "deus ex machina" or by a 

change of inclination, but never by requital . We shall 

now consider individually the characters i n this category. 

The first persona inviting comment in this regard is to 
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be found in L'Ecole des marie : Sgan.arelle, younger 

brother of Ariste, and, - if we are to judge by his theory 

o:t" the woman's -r6le in a "rn~nage" , - thoroughly bourgeois. 

In this work Moliere contrasts two possible attitudes to­

wards the education (in the Latin nent..8) of females, and 

at the same time presents two sorts of love: that of 

Ariste for L~onor, and that of Sganarelle for Isabelle. 

It might be objected that what Sg~1arelle feels for his 

ward and intended wife can hardly be called "love n; yet 

in his mean-spirited, possessive way , he is attached to 

her. Ariste does not love passionately so much as 

indulgently, and his awareness of the great difference 

between his age and that of L~onor pl\3Vents him from 

appearing ridiculous. His i s a paternal imageo Not 

so Sganarelle o Although twenty year s Ariste's junior, 

he is certainly not young 9 for Aristc is described as 

"sexag~naire" (1), which Pllt s Sganarelle's age at about 

forty. Isabelle is pre sumably a genoration younger 

than her austere guardian; and instc:.1d of acknowledging 

her yollth and understanding her need~. 1 ~3ganarelle tries 

to age her before her time by ·~h3 sort of up-bringing 

he imposes u-pon her. At the same t:J.r1e he fondly imagines 

that the principles inculcated in the girl by himself 

guarantee her future loyalty to himo This situation in 

which sh~ is placed does nothifib to generate any affection 

in her for 3ganarelle, an.d, predictably, her heart is 

lost to a youth closer to he r age . 

Under these circumstances, dgan.)~rE-J:i.J.e? s behaviour towards 

(1) Act I, SO. ii, 1. 240e 
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his betrothed offers matter for mirth. Expecting complete 

submission from one whom he has trained so meticulously, 

he never s~spects for a moment Isabelle's sincerity when 

she d~nounees Valere 0 e attentiouq to he~self. (In this 

he conforms to the tradi tiou oi the GLlllirle bourgeois). 

Paradoxically, the girl's 11houe :rcr" ce.~1ces Sganarelle 

to become more demonstrative and -~rustirg where she is 

concernedo Where, before 9 he was bu.llyir.g and aggressive, 

humiliating her before Ariste , L~onor and Lisette? (1) and 

using "vous" when addressing her~ he chsngeG to "tun, and 

punctuates his eulogies of her virtue with endearments 

such as "mamie", "mignonnette" and "m.on coeur", to say 

nothing of "fanfan" and "pouponne de l'lon fune".. From 

dominating the girl, he becomes in a sense her victim, 

for she dupes him completely where her feelings for Val~re 

are concerned 1 besides rousing in Sganarelle himself a 

measure of desire unexpected i n one usu.ally so unresponsive. 

What primarily interests us horc is the :ray in which 

}lloliere presents Sga...11ar elle 's :celatj.onship with Isabelle, 

and the implications thereof , T~::~i 'l:,_ly 9 this dour 

forty- year-old gives the impress:; 0. of indifference to 

his fllture wife.. To him she rep ... ·e!= ents little more than 

a useful adjunct to his domest ic uor.tfort~ and there is 

a singular lack of tenderness and respect i~ the terms 

in which he speaks of her t~ Val~re: 

"o•o une fille assez jeune e t passablement belle, 

Qui loge en ce quartier 7 et qu te n wm.rne Isabelle? 

(1) act I, sc . ii, 11~ 129-130o 
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000 elle est destin~e a l'honneu.r de ma couche?" (1) 

Tl~.ose :. ins s imply condescension rathe r than affection, 

especiall;y· the l ast one quot ed . Howev-er 9 the change 

oc~u.rs Bhortly after t he ex~hange between Sganarelle and 

Val~re 9 when the forme~· repY''"~" :. • aok to his betrothed. 

Although there i s not yet th~t wealth of loving epithets 

which characterizes his late:r converBa·tion.s with Isabelle, 

"tutoiement" has already replaced the more formal address 

used earlier 9 and he calls her nruigno.rme 11 " Simultaneous 

with this symptom of growing affection i s t he gulling of 

Sganarelle , who i s made to ~a.rry to Val~re proof of I sabelle's 

attachment to the young mano At this stage ~ Sganarelle 

i s made to l ook ridicQlous more throueh his involuntary 

r 8le as go-~-between than through his feelings for I sa belle. 

As the action prot:>re ;:,ses; 110·. ·(:v-er ~ h:i_.:::; vu.lner abili ty in 

the dorna in of c;:tOt; i ons increa.Je ~ ... ? 1 ' i s t one when addressing 

Isabell e becomes more a1:1d mor·e .11::. -~·ish; a,nu the endearments 

he uses ar e increasin.:;ly fo vl:i.-:3l1 . l c".t' from inspiring 

sympathy (the spectacle of a ru:: ·";Ltr::: m21.n inf atu.ated with 

a girl wholly indifferent to !'1.~.~- : -.-~tent ions is not neces­

sarily comic, and ca~1. even be po+en-tially tragic) 1 

Sganarelle is the personi f ic·, tion of ab sLlTdityo Not 

only i s his attachment to hif; young ward incongruous in 

itself~ given the ages and t emperarnm1ts of the two persons 

i nvolv-ed ; it i s expressed in torms so manifestly alien 

---·----
(l) Act II , SC . ii , llo 399=400, 404o 
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to Sganarelle's usual mode of speech that it is impossible 

to t ake it seriously.Added to this already considerable 

cleme<: of comicality in the Sganarelle/Isabelle relation-

s~1ip i s Sgan.are ::!.le : o capacity for self-deception. His 

confide~ce rcgarair~ Isabell e's fuel ings for himself is 

in inverse proportion to her gr owing love for his rival. 

This lends great dramatic i rony to Sganarelle's fatuous 

reassurances about his i mpending nupti~ls; remarks like : 

"Oui, mignonne, je songe a remplir ton attente" (1) and 

"Hai ! hai ! mon pet i t nez 9 pauvre petit bouchon, 

Tune languiras pas longt emps, je t'e.!l r~ponds" . (2) 

In addition 9 he i nterprets everything Isabelle says as a 

compliment to himself, when in fact sh~ and Va::i..ere are 

subtly confir ming their mutual attraction under his very 

noseo dg~t -relle falls into the t r2p devised for him 

i>:T t h t: lovers for the same r~ason as th9.t which blinds 

hi~u to ·~he tru.e mea ning of I ::-~ i1.hell e '.:s dou.ble- edged re­

marks t u YQlere i n his pres~nce : hi s sel~-felicitat ing 

vani t yo lhis brin_:ss u.s back t o c•1e o:: t he essential 

characteJ.·istic s of t11e bollrJeo'i t:, !l.im.bly egotismo ·~rhen, 

at the end of the play, SganarelL...: i s worsted. by VaH:!re 

und Isabelle and made to acknovrl~d .:_, •:: t he unpalatable truth, 

one feel s that his inherent selfi shncscs ,1ill help him to 

overcome a."1.y sor.cow occasioned by the l oss of his bride-

to-be ~ .lliYen hi s assertion that 

"J 'aurais pour elle au feu mis la main que voila" ( 3) 

(1) Act II 9 SC o ix, 1 . 755o 
(2) Act II , sc . ix, 11. 769- 770 . 
(3) Act III? sc o ix, l o llC5 . 
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fails to convince us of t he extent of his "devotion" 

to Isabelle , and it is rather the declaration that he 

renoun<;e ·-1 fore-r.rer "ce sexe trompeur" ( l) which carries 

:: ..; ..:_.:s}.::~ ~ in ·.-_i_ew of his ns.ture and outlooko 

It would appear, then? that .11oli~re ' s intention in the 

portrayal of Sganarelle 's a ttitude in : ove is to create 

a l udicrou s figure designed to inspire irreverent mirth, 

r:;:th0r thE.n a pit iable individual suffering the pangs of 

Dramatic convention in t he mid- seventeenth 

century f orbade the choice of a noble for a role such a.s 

that h eld by Sganare lle o On the other hand 9 although 

we are not m.ean:t to take him serious ly 9 L'Ecole des ma.ris 

is by no means a farce, and the ba5ic irtea underlyi~ 

the Gc::1.iety oi c'lialogue and situation. is of some importance o 

·:eo dism·i.. os ~~ga · . .::trell e as 2. caricature :cemini scent of fai.r-

grouVJ.d fax·"' 3 is not a l toge ,-her ju!:r~ i:fi ed, therefore 9 and 

a mor e va'l.id L1terprctation of hj_f' ~haracter :Ls, perhaps, 

to l 'ega..t:d him as a lc:~rct:r-than.-l:' . f'B r.:.pres ~utation of 

cer t e.in aspect s of the "bour-geois pc:_'!:J OnaJ i t y" 9 - to use 

a ccqvenient abstractiono Placed ~n vhe contuxt of Love, 

( ~!hich by its very nature pre suppc .;) ec '-> ':nerosi ty and. 

s<:lflessn.&s s ~) Sganarelle's typical possessiveness and 

8Lo- centrism are all the more evident, 

A study of IJ '.Ji}cole des femmes ( 2) sc o~1 r eveals a great 

sim-i_lari ty between r1.rnolphe and the Sg8.nare lle of L 'Lcole 

(1) Act I I I, SCo ix, lo ll09o 

(2) Firclt performed on 26th December9 1662 at the Palais­
Royalo 



426 

des maria. Like Sganarelle, Arnolphe sets out to fashion 

himself a wife regardless of human inclinations or emotions; 

like Sganarelle he is ignominiously defeated by the very 

ingenuity he has striven to cultivate, and ultimately he, 

like Sganarelle, quits the stage "tout trans porte, et ne 

pouvant parler". ( 1) Despite the resemblance between the 

titles, plots and protagonists of the two plays in question, 

there is nothing repetitive about L'Ecole des femmes. In 

the first place, the circumstances of Arnolphe are different 

from those of Sganarelle inasmuch as he has no elder bro­

ther, and is seen to command his own household. Moreover, 

he is a more complex character than the lover of Isabelle. 

Hie relationship with Agnes is the central theme of the 

play, - but at the same time he has pretentions as a 

social climber, as is illustrated by his desire to change 

his name to the aristocratic "de la Souche" . (Not, it 

must be added, a very happy choiceo) Whereas in Sganarelle's 

case the words "stupidity" and "selfishness" suffice to 

express the man's whole character, Arnolphe cannot be so 

easily summed up. 

Each of the successive confrontations in which Arnolphe 

participates throughout L'Ecole des femmes reveals an 

aspect of his personality, so that , by the time he makes 

his final exit, a fully- explored portrait of a bourgeois 

in love has emerged from the action. From his first 

conversation with Chrysalde, his friend, (2) we learn 

(1) Act V, sc. ix. l. 1763 . 
( 2 ) Act I, sc • i • 
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of Arnolphe's ill-natured, complacent scorn of unfortunate 

husbands cuckolded by their wives ; we have evidence of 

his dogmatic approach to such a delicate subject as the 

choice and management of a wife ; we see his snobbishness 

regarding his name; and, above all , we cannot fail to 

be made conscious of hie self-satisfaction with his 

private life, and of his condescension towards Chrysalde. 

Already this forty-two-year-old, middle- class "barbon" 

has been roughly characterized , and subsequent events 

serve to confirm first impressions. With his servants 

Arnolphe displays the same truculence already observed 

in bourgeois heads-of-households in other comedies, and 

despite the intimidating effect his presence produces 

upon Alain and Georgette, there is no absence of buffoonery 

in their dealings with their master o (Arnolphe receives 

a blow from Alain intended for Georgette, for example . ) 

Like Sganarelle, Arnolphe at fir st shows little or no 

affection for the girl he intends to wed, and his early 

speeches to Agn~s could well be t aken for orders to a 

servant, or at any rate to an inferior. This serves a 

double purpose, since initial indiff.erence suggests the 

shallowness of the later passion, and at the same time 

it provides a comic element in the action: that of the 

biter bit, the rogue caught in his own trap . Thus far, 

the charavterization of Arnolphe is decidedly hostile, 

and conventional as that of the sort of bourgeois pilloried 

in comedy. A more sympathetic side to his character 

emerges when he converses with Horace, however, and evokes 



428 

his great friendship with Oronte : 

" ••• Oronte votre p~re, 

Man bon etcher ami, que j'estime et r~v~re" (1). 

While it is true that the plot demands Arnolphe's trust 

and affection for Horace , (in order to sustain the dramatic 

irony of Horace's confidences about Agnes,} the fact re­

mains that Arnolphe's loyalty to the obligations of 

friendship places him in a better light, preventing the 

dramatist's depiction of him from becoming too simplistic . 

Arnolphe's generosity towards the son of his best friend, 

financially speaking, also implies an absence of that 

parsimony usually associated with one of his class. 

Any approximation to dignity in Arnolphe's conduct is 

soon contradicted by the terms in which he expresses his 

wrath on learning of Horace's success with Agnes . He 

might wish to take the name of an aristocrat, but his 

speech and ~anners, even in potentially tragic circum-

stances, are not those of a noble o An exclamation like 

"Je suffoque , et voudrais me pouvoir mettre nu", (2) 

can only provoke laughter, however earnest the feelings 

inspiring it might be . Similarly, Arnolphe's sufferings 

during the famous interview with Agnes (3) are hardly 

the sort of which tragedy is made . Already by this 

stage of the play, the guardian's emotional dependence 

upon his ward is becoming apparent, for despite his 

(1) Act I, sc. iv9 11 . 259-260 . 
( 2) Act II, sc. ii, 1 . 294. 
(3) Act II, sc. v. 



429 

arbit r ary statements about her marriage, and reminders 

of his authority ("Je suis mattre, je parle : allez , 

obeisseztt ) (1) , his horror and jealousy of Horace imply 

t he onset of the change in attitude seen later . The 

absurdity of the "Maximes du. .mariage ou lee devoirs de 

la femme mariee" show~ clearly the narrowness of Arnolphe's 

values and his concern for appearances; two traits con­

sistent with the bourgeois mentality as depicted in the 

"p~re de famille 11 • ( 2) 

In the same way that Sganarelle in L'Ecole des maria 

evinces a confidence and smugness (wholly unjustified i n 

reality) about his methods of organizing his life and 

love, so, too, Arnolphe is deluded into believing himself 

secure from further attempts by Horace through his own 

resourcefulness and experience: 

"T<.:nfin j'ai vu le monde et j'en sais lee finesses . "(3) 

'Nhen this self- satisfaction is shown to be unfounded , 

Arnolphe has to submit to a gall ing explanation from 

Chrysalde of his own perverted values . His reaction to 

this very correct assessment of himself is reminiscent 

of Or gon's angry and unreasonable re j ection of Cleante ' s 

observations on religion: 

"Apr~s ce beau discours, toute la confrerie 

Doit un remerc! ment a Votre Seigneurie". (4) 

Hitherto Arnolphe's attitude towards Agn~s has been 

(1) Act II , sc . v. 1. 642. 
(2) See preceding chapter. 
(3) Act IV, sc. v, 1. 114C. 
(4) Act IV, sc. vi i i , 11. 127 ~·-1277 . 
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largely dominated by his obsession with avoiding cuckoldry, 

so that the girl herself has been little more than an 

acces£ory in his effort to show himself superior to less 

fortunate married acquaintances . Only when her preference 

for the younger suitor is explicitly stated does Arnolphe 

abruptly display some signs of tendernessQ Yet it is 

the same sort of sentiment as that so ridiculously ex­

press~d by Sganarelle in L'Ecole des maria . The foolish 

endearments ( "pauvre petit bee'') ( 1), the change from 

"vous" to "tu", the droll, cajoling tone so incongruous 

with the man's habitual austerity, -all is there. 

Arnolphe's declaration (2) of passion, punctuated by 

deep sighs and emphasized with grimaces , is a parody 

of the Smitcen Swain's Lament , and Agne€' cool little 

dismissal -

"'£enez, tous vos discours ne me touchent point l '&le: 

Horace avec deux mots en ferait plus que vous."(3) 

sets this 6rotesque piece of oratory in its proper 

perspective. Arnolphe sounds like an actor cast in the 

wrong r8le, - an impression enhanced by t he suddenness 

with which he reverts to the bullying previously used 

to deal with Agnes. Shortly thereafter comes the series 

of extraordinary coincidences which resolve the action in 

favour of the young lovers, to the wordless discomfiture 

of .ArnolpLe . 

From the above commentary on Arnolphe's character as seen 

(1) Act V, sc. iv, lo 1586. 
(2) Ibid., ll.l586-1604Q 
(J) Ibid., 11. 1605-1606o 
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throughout the play, we may conclude that he is as little 

suited to the part of lover as is Sganarelle, and that 

he is more convincing as the authoritative guardian than 

as the humble, supplicating adorer. 

A bourgeois lover of a different variety is the Sganarelle 

of Le Mariage fore~. In view of the aristocratic audience 

for whom this comedy-ballet was created, the subject (a 

ludicrous, middle- class, middle-aged bachelor in a 

dilemma over matrimony) could not fail to please . None 

of the elegant spectators at court . could be offended by 

the absurdity of the main protagonist's antics as he en­

deavours first to talk himself into marriage, then to 

extricate himself from the commitment. The plot depends 

on the comedy of reversal for its effect; the charac­

terization, on that of incongruity. Again, Sganarelle 

displays the characteristics traditionally attributed to 

the bourgeois, and these run counter to the notion of a 

man in love. His opening words, for example, tell us 

something of his prudence in financial matterso He 

instructs his servant to direct those bringing him money 

to G~ronimo's house, and to inform those requiring the 

same commodity from him, that he is out for the day. 

There is in Sganarelle the strange combination of business 

acumen anu sentimental naivety already discerned in many 

of Moli~re's middle-class characters. The latter trait 

is very much in evidence in the discussion of matrimonial 

projects between G~ronimo and 3ganarelleo The capacity 
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for self-deception concomitant with naivety blinds 

Sganarelle to the fact of his fifty-two years, and even 

Geronimo's irrefutable logic of mathematics, and assertion 

that middle-age is not the season for undertaking marriage, 

"la plus pesante des chaines" (1) 9 fail to convince the 

stubborn man to the contraryo In a9Jcing his friend's 

advice , Sganarelle obviously r equires approbation of a 

"fait accompli" r.J.ther than the counsel to guide his 

cou.r se of action, since the wedding is to take place 

that very evening, and, as he says, " j'ai donn~ paroleo" (2) 

The dogmatism of his statement that he i s resolved on 

marriage despite all Geronimo has said ae;ainst it,.-

"Et moi je vous dis que je suis resolu de me marier, 

et que je nc serai point r idicule en ~pousant la 

fille qlle je recherche 11 ( 3) 

- is that of a person capable of entertaining only one 

t hou.ght at a time, and art;ues strongly against the in-

telligence of Sganarelleo 

The eloquent arguments adduced by the pr ospective bride-

groom in favour of the married state are even more en-

lightening as to his values and judgementso He evokes 

the delights of having a comely woman to pamper and pet 

him, then speaks of the necessity to continue the family 

name by ~3opling his house with little Sganarelles. These 

remarks are prefaced by a tirade of harmless vanity about 

(1) Sc. i, op. cit . I, pgo 717 . 
(2) ibid., pg 6 718. 
( 3 ) Ibid .., pg • 717 • 
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the excellent condition in which, notwithstanding his 

fifty-two years, he finds himselfo The key word in his 

description of conjugal bliss is "poss~der". The wife 

he intends to take represents an acquisition, and gratifies 

his instinct for possession, so powerful in one of his 

class. Moreover, she is expected to make him, Sganarelle, 

the centre of her universe ("qu.i me fera mil le caresses, 

qui me dorlotera et me viendra frotter lorsque je serai 

las") (1) thereby increasing his comfort, both physical 

and emotional. The need for progeny na"tural in the 

male becomes , in Sganarelle, the expressi on of another 

facet of his vanity. The children he means to engender 

are justified in terms of himself ( "je pourrai me voir 

revivre en d'autres moi- memes") (2); and he emphasizes 

their relationship to himself , speaking of creatures 

"sorties de moi" and resembling him '' co.mme deux gouttes 

d ' eau". All this combines to give a very different 

picture of love-and-marriage from that conjured up by 

young lovers. In Sganarelle ' s view~ marri~e i s a 

contract whereby he does all the taking, and his spouse 

does all the giving. In this he conforms to the pattern 

established by the Sganarelle of L 'E,cole des marie and 

Arnolphe , for whom love is subordinatel to considerations 

of a selfish nature. All Sganarelle's declarations are 

coloured by vanity, moreover . Geronimo ' s incredulity 

and mirth on l earning the identity of his friend's future 

wife are interpreted by Sganarelle as expressions of ad-

( 1) Sc. i, op . cit. I , pg . 718 o 

(2) Ibid., pg . 718. 
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mir ation and happiness occasioned by the suitability of 

the match with Dorim~ne: 

11Ce mariage doit ~tre heureux, car il donne de la joie 

a tout le monde, et je fais rire tous ceux ~ qui 

j ' en parle". (l) 

Few utterances coul d be more pathetically self-deluded 

t han that j ust quoted . Quite apart from the vast age-gap 

between the couplA, Sganarelle is firmly r ooted in the 

traditions of the bourgeoisie to which he belongs, whereas 

Dorim~ne i3 of a f amily which has pretentious to nobility, 

although no t strictly aristocratic in origin. (The 

girl's brother "se m~le de porter l'~p~e", according to 

G~ronte, and in Moli~re's day the exercise of arms was 

the preserve of th~ nobleso ) Be~idcs, the young woman's 

tastes are certainly not those of a con servative 9 indus-

trious bourgeois wife. She lofti ly informs Sganarelle 

that, as his wife, she expects "le jeu, les visites, les 

assembl~es, les cadeaux et les promenades" (2)o This 

is not what Sganarelle has in mind to occupy his wife's 

time, and it contrasts strongly with the image of married 

life cherished by him, if we are to judge by his conver­

sation with G~ronte. 

In his interview with Dorimene, Sganarelle ' s peculiar 

brand of bullantry is misplaced , and therefore highly 

diver ting. The possessiveness earlier remarked upon 

becomes more manifest as the future husband indelicately 

(1) 3c . i , op . cit~ I , pg o719. 
( 2) Sc o ii , pg o 720. 
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evokes Dorim~ne's subjection to his physical needs: 

"Vous ne serez plus en droit de me rien refuser ••• 

vous allez ~tre a moi depuis la t@te jusqu'aux 

pieds 9 et je serai ma!tre de tout • • o" (1) 

Fr om this it would seem that what Sganarelle feels for 

Dorim~ne is lust rather than love, and the prospect of 

her frivolity and extravagance is enough to deter the 

eager bridegroom from the· nuptials so ardently desired 

moments before. His native caution asserts itself (too 

late) at the mention of all the finery she intends to 

purchase, and he positively takes fright when Geronte 

suggests that a diamond ring might be·an acceptable gift 

for the bride. After all the impatience to wed Dorimene, 

Sganarelle says, 

"Mon Dieu ~ cela n'est pas presse." (2) 

The attachment of Sganarelle is therefore superficial. 

Just as Arnolphe's feelings for Agn~s are as deep as his 

desire for a dutiful wife to see to his comfort, so, too, 

Sganarelle' s "love 11 for Dorimeme is j_n fact reducible to 

a need for someone to cosset him in his old age and 

flatter his vanity. 

The rest of the play is devoted to Sganarelle's attempts 

to find a way out of becoming Dorim~ne's husband, from 

consultatLcn of philosophers to the sophistry of dreams 

and an unsatisfactory interview with fortune-tellers. 

It is only the cogent persuasion of a duel with Alcidas 

(l) ;:>c. ii, pg. 720. 

(2) Sc~ iii, ibid., pg. 721 . 
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as an alternative to marrying his sister which induces 

this cowardly bourgeois to reconsider his refusal to go 

th• .. OU£;h with the ceremony. Under the blows delivered 

by ·t;he J'·oun~ mc.n P he cries, 

"He bien! j l epouserai' j I epouserai II 0 (l) 

fhose are the last words he utters in the play, for 

thereaft er he tamely submits to the arrangements made 

by Alcantor for what he calls "cet heureux mariage". 

Few, i f any, other characters in Moli~re ' s works reach 

the same degree of absurdity as does Rarpagon when 

depicted as a suitor. This is because the dominant 

trait of the Miser - his avarice - is the very antithesis 

of love, denying every humm1 emotion and generous impulse. 

We have alre~dy seen how Harpagon 's greed has an erosive 

effect on the natural bond existing between father and 

children o ( 2 ) How much more ludicrous 1 then, is the 

coupling of tlliL greed. with puss:i.o!'=.t v:) lov·e ! The first 

reference to Harpagon • s inclination f.'J:..~ (.~ariane is sig-

nificantly qualified by criticism of the girl's indigenceo 

~!ihile paying tribute to her ''maintien . honn~ten and 

"douceur", Harpagon quickly adds th;:. t he will only wed 

her "pourvu que j'y trouve quelque bi<:.l ., " (3) Such 

concern for the material aspects of Mariane's suitability 

as a wif0 immediately renders Harpagon's emotional need 

for her suspect, and the inappropriateness of the match 

(1) So. ix, ibid., pg. 735. 
(2) See preceding chaptero 
(3) Act I, sc. iv. op . cit. Ilv pg o 527o 
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i s emphasized by Cleante 1 s love for the same young girl . 

It should be noted that Ha:rpagon speaks of his possible 

mcu·riage with the same fine disregard for human emotions 

as t.hat evinced by most of his class and station. 

The discussion with Frosine adds to the picture of 

Harpagon "in love 11
• :.rhe old man 's vanity about his 

questionable personal merits is reminiscent of that of 

Sg3narelle in Le Mariage force: he believes Frosine 1 s 

oatrageouu compliments because he wants to, and because 

his capacity for self-delusion is considerable o He 

makes it clear that .A:ariane 1 s dowry is more important 

to him than the girl's other attributes; and despite 

Frosine 1 s ingenuity in reckoning up the amount saved by 

Mariane' s abstemious habits, Harpagon, with all the 

obstinacy of his race, insists that 

"Je n'irai pas donner quittance de ce que je ne 

re~o::.s pas; 

et il faut bien que je tollche quelque chose." (1) 

The whole question of marriage as envisaged by the Miser 

is nothing short of a business proposition. Let it be 

s:lld to Harpagon 1 s credit , however , that he shows more 

intelligence than Arnolphe and the two amorolls Sganarelles 

hitherto Qiscussed, in his scepticism of the SQCcess of 

a match b-·tween a girl of twenty ~~ a man o:f sixty ( "J ' ai 

peur qu 'un homme demon a.ge ne soit pas de son goClt ••• ") (2) . 

~v~n so 9 his anxiety on this score is easily dispersed by 

(1) Act II , sc. v, ibid ., pg. 541 . 
( 2) ibid. 
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fluent reassurances from ~rosine. 

Harpagon's courtship of Mariane is brief and in the highest 

tradition of burlesque. Having resolved upon the marriage, 

the prospective bridegroom meets the bride and sees fit 

to compliment her in one of the most ponderous~ rambling 

speeches ever uttered by a gentleman bent on gallantry. 

Harpagon becomes grammatically entangled in a lengthy 

metaphor of glasses and stars, the point of which is, 

presumably, to convey admiration of Mariane 's youth and 

beauty. (1) His clumsy , unpractised endearments contrast 

with the girl's expressions of disgust: he calls her 

"adorable mignonne", while she exclaims to Frosine, "Quel 

animal!" The comic force of this confrontation between 

Beauty and Avarice is all the greater with the entry of 

Cl~ante and the ambiguous remarks exchanged by the young 

lovers before Harpagon, - and especially the little farce 

of the diamond removed from the father's finger by the 

son and presented to Mariane. The interplay of conflict­

ing emotions has dramatic value without being tragic, 

since the issue involved is not a great one. It is 

right that a girl about to be married should receive a 

gift from her future husband, and one suspects that, 

without Cl~ante's intervention, the only present bestowed 

on Mariane by Harpagon would be that of words. 

Later, when Harpagon becomes aware of Cl~ante's passion 

for Mariane, his reaction is not quite as conventional 

as one might suppose from a superficial reading. rhe 

(1) Act III, sc. v, ibid., pp. 553-554. 
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anger is understandable, but the motive underlying it is 

not jealousy. It never occurs to Harpagon that Mariane 

might return Cl~ante's affection; he is outraged only by 

the son's impertinence in aspiring to woo the same person 

as his father. Moreover, the old man is na!ve enoQgh 

to imagine that his authority is SQfficient to pQt an 

end to Cl~ante's suit. The emotional factor is completely 

neglected by him. The rivalry of his son is seen as 

an insult to paternal dignity rather than as a threat 

to his relationship with Mariane. 

Most revealing of all is Harpagon's reaction to the 

strategy whereby Cl~ante triumphs in winning Mariane's 

hand . Faced with the choice between the money-chest 

and his betrothed, Harpagon does not hesitate. His main 

concern is to establish whether his "chere cassette" is 

intact, and - assuming that it is - he gladly sacrifices 

the admirable young girl to repossession of his hoard. 

So much for Love. Just as the Sganarelle of Le Mariage 

fore~ is easily deterred from pursuit of his beloved when 

it seems marriage does not promi se him the joys antici­

pated, so, too, Harpagon renounces all claims to possession 

of his future spouse when failure to do so would deprive 

him of his carefully-accumulated money. 

A further illustration of the superficiality of attach­

ments proclaimed by mature bourgeois individuals in 

~oliere's comedies is afforded by M. Jourdain. lhe 

difference between this pompous parvenu and those char-
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acters already considered lies in the cause of his 

aberration in love. Whereas for the latter, love is 

subordinated to their ruling obsession (as is the case 

of Arnolphe, and Harpagon) or simply regarded as a means 

to ensuring physical comfort (which is true for the two 

Sganarelles), Jourdain is more in love with the idea of 

being in love than with the actual object of his affec-

tion. Not only is his a case of love for love's sake; 

he wishes to engage in an "affaire galante 11 such as that 

frequently indulged in by the aristocracy. In other 

words, a love-affair conducted according to a specific 

code represents for M. Jourdain yet another proof of 

newly-acquired nobility, like his music, dancing, fencing 

and philosophy lessons , and his elaborate clothes. The 

presence of so robust and obtrusive a person as Mme. 

Jourdain serves to heighten the comic effect of the ex-

draper's infatuation with Dorimene. Dorim~ne's other 

admirer, the Marquis Dorante, has a similar function, 

since he is a more appropriate suitor than M. Jourdain, 

both by virtue of his rank and his celibacy. 

From Jourdain's remarks in the second act of Le Bourgeois 

Gentilhomme, it is apparent that his obsession with 

acquiring aristocratic manners is justified by his intense 

admiratio·r, for Dorim~ne: the ballet he has commissioned 

is to divert her when she comes to dine with him; · the 

dancing-master is entreated to create a "r~v~rence 11 

suitable for hailing a marquise. Such· is Jourdain's 
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naivety that he believes there is a special way of gree·t­

ing such a lady if her n~e is Dorimene (1). The solemnity 

with which he follows the ceremonious contortions of the 

dancing master indicates the degree of importance he 

attaches to pleasing her. And yet the question arises: 

are all Jourdain's efforts at self-improvement really 

inspired by a desire to be worthy of the beautiful marquise? 

If such were the case, Jourdain himself would be a su­

premely unselfish person, spending unlimited amounts of 

money, time and trouble in giving pleasure to another. 

Yet the impression created initially by Jourdain's 

references· to Dorimene, - that. he is more in love with 

her rank than with her person, and that his expenditure 

on her behalf is intended to improve his own image 

socially rather than to make her happy, - is confirmed 

by the worthy man's behaviour in the last scene of the 

play. As the nubile protagonists are inevitably paired 

off and Dorante announces his imminent marriage to 

Dorimene, the flimsy pretext invoked for the match (that 

it is to lull the suspicions of 1ooe. Jourdain) is at 

once accepted by Jourdain himself without question. 

This is partly because of his natural gullibility, but 

at the same time it should be borne in mind that Jourdain 

is so enchanted with his new rank of "mamamouch;i.." that 

little e: ~e matters to him. Fascination for ~orimene 

has given way to self-satisfaction with the latest achieve­

ment of the social climber, and accordingly Jourdain is 

hardly sensible of her loss, especially as Dorante's 

(l) Act II, sc. i, op. cit. II, pg. 721 . 
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glibness has retrieved his honour. 

Just as Harpagon' s reconciliation with his "chere 

cassette" is to.him adequate compensation for the surrender 

of Mariane to Ch~ante, so the "bourgeois gentilhornme" 

can see Dorim~ne wed Dorante without any jealousy or 

regret, since his principal need (for social prestige) 

has been fulfilled. His attitude to love is recognisable, 

therefore, as being similar to that of the characters 

hitherto discussed in the present chapter: it is all 

very well as long as the ruling obsession of the person 

in question is gratified, but when put to the test, 

"love" will always take second place. It remains now 

to examine the way in which Jourdain approaches court­

ship of the lady to whom he is attracted. 

The confrontation between Jourdain and Dorimene (l) is 

in some respects very like that between Harpagon and 

Mariane. Firstly, there is the incongruity of the two 

individuals involved. In the case of the Miser, the 

incongruity arises from the difference in age and tempera­

ment between the old man and the young girl. In the 

case of Jourdain, it stems from the difference in social 

rank, and is further complicated by the different levels 

of awar·".!less of the two protagonists. Jou.rdain is even 

less eligible than Harpagon, since he is married. £he 

situation, whi·ch is already ludicrous by its very nature, 

is rendered more absurd by Jourdain's approach to the 

(1) In Act III, sc. xvi. 
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object of his adoration: he endeavours to reproduce the 

"r~v~rence" taught him by the dancing-master, finds the 

space inadequate, and unceremoniously asks Dorim~ne 

to step back, without explaining the reason for this 

request. With farcical action goes farcical dialogue: 

Jourdain's elaborately prepared speech of welcome is 

not unlike Harpagon's laboured compliment to Mariane. 

The incoherent civilities, expressed in highly involved 

syntax, appropriately trail away as the speaker's memory 

and his control of the sentence simultaneously desert 

him. Throughout the scene in question, there is a 

noticeable contrast between the utterances of Jourdain 

and those of Dorante and Dorim~ne. The homeliness of 

the former shows through despite Jourdain's effort to 

approximate to the elegant speech of the upper classes. 

·:lhile it is true that Dorante•s commentaries, "sotto 

voce", to Dorim~ne on their host's manners are malicious 

and in poor taste, his mode of expression has the simplicity 

and grace of high breeding. Integrity and elegance do 

not necessarily pre-suppose one another, and Dorante is 

the proof thereof. This first meeting between Jourdain 

and Dorim~ne invites some interesting observations as a 

study in the interplay of social values. In the matter 

of the diamond ring given by Jourdain to the marquise 

per Dora.r..t e, for example, the bour·,.eois' natura.! desire D , 

for acknowledgement of the goods received is hastily dis­

missed as "ungallant" by the smooth-tongued Dorante. 

\
11hile the real reason for the necessity of Jourdain's 
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silence about the present is to maintain the marquise's 

illusion that the donor is Dorante, it is nonetheless a 

f act that middle-class attitudes to giving differ from 

those of the upper classes, whose greater wealth in 

general enables them to be more nonchalant about the 

bestowing of gifts. (The same is true of loans, and 

Jourdain's exactitude in this regard has already been 

remarked in the previous chapter of the present work). 

At the sumptuous meal offered by Jourdain to his aristo-

cratic guests, one senses again the conflict in values 

embodied by the "bourgeois gentilhomme". On the one 

hand, his middle-class sagacity and thrift must surely 

have shruruc from so extravagant a repast as that described 

at length by Dorante (1); on the other his obsession 

with aping the nobility makes him dismiss the splendid 

assortment of dishes as a paltry affair: 

"Vous vous moquez, Madame, et je voudrais qu'il 

fC.t plus digne de vous ~tre offert." ( 2) 

Similarly, his desire to refer to the diamond glittering 

upon Dorim~ne•s fu1ger prompts a compliment about her 

hands, but as soon as the lady herself alludes to the 

ring he quickly denies any wish on his part to speak of 

it, and even affinns that ''le diamant est fort peu de 

chose." G·iven the reaction of Dorim~ne to the jewel, 

the sincerity of that remark is certainly suspect • 

.'vhenever Jourdain is about to launch into a gallant 

(1) Act IV, so. i, ibid., pg. 761. 
(2) Ibid . , pp. 760-761. 
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tirade, he is neatly prevented from doing so by Dorante's 

reminders of present activities ("::>ongeons a manger"; (l) 

"Allons, qu'on donne du vin k Monsieur Jourdain"; (2) 

"Monsieur Jourdain, pr~tons silence~ ces messieurs ••• "(J) ). 

Again, we realise why Dorante is anxious to silence any 

remarks from his host which might betray the identity of 

the giver of the ring; but at the same time these con-

stant interruptions have the effect of suggesting how 

unseasonable Jourdain's gallantry is, and how little he 

understands one of the basic tenets of etiquette, that 

there is a time and a place for everything. On the few 

occasions when he is allowed to voice the amiable senti­

ments aroused in him by Dorim~ne, the bluntness of his 

compliments renders them more comical than affecting. 

The boldest of his remarks -

"Si je pouvais ravir votre coeur, je serais ••• " ( 4) 

- is mercifully interrupted by the irruption of Mme. Jourdain 

upon the scene, and after Dorimene's dignified exit on 

Dorante•s arm, the courtship of the marquise by the ex-

draper is at an end. It in fact serves mainly as an 

illustration of Jourdain's ambition to scale the social 

ladder, and this, combined with the ineptitude of the 

"bourgeois gentilhomme", makes it difficult to take his 

infatuation seriously. 

Two other persons of non-noble stock enamoured of an 

(1) Act III, sc. xvi, ibid., pg. 760. 
(2) act IV, sc. i, ibid., pg. 761. 
(3) Ibid., pg. 762. 
(4) Ibid., pg. 763. 
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aristocratic lady are Monsieur Tibaudier and Monsieur 

Harpin, in La Comtesse d'Escarbagnas. (l) The rank of 

these suitors may be deduced from their occupation. 

Tibaudier, whose name itself is not a noble one, is 

described as "conseiller" in the dramatis personae of 

the play, and as the action takes plac~ at Angoulame, 

this means he is one of the "officiers de justice" at 

the High Court of Angoul~me. As such, he does not even 

boast the assumed nobility of a "robin", for the station 

of one in his position is middling in importance. As 

for his rival, the name "Harpin" bears a ·suspicious 

resemblance to that of Harpagon, the miser, and the 

gentleman in question·is, appropriately enough, a pro­

vincial tax-inspector. Neither suitor, then, is equal 

to the lady in rank. The reproach addressed to the 

Countess by Julie, concerning the humble rank of her 

admirers, is therefore understandable: 

" ••• mais un conseiller, et un receveur, sont des 

amants un peu bien minces, po~ une grande comtesse 

comme vous." (2) 

From the lady's answer, it ·would seem the attentions of 

these middle-class provincials are tolerated only because 

they gratify her vanity by increasing the number o~ her 

"soupirants". The suitors, on the other hand, no doubt 

court the lady for the prestige of her rank rather than 

for her youth or ·her beauty. (These latter attributes 

she does not apparently possess in any high degree, if 

(l) First performed at Saint-G~rmain-en-Laye, February,l672. 
t2) Scene ii, op. cit. II, pg. 962 



447 

we are to judge by Julie's ironical references to them.) 

Considering the limitations of his rank and education, 

r.~<. Tibaudier makes a passable imitation of courtship 

ua la noble". He sends the Countess a gift, complete 

with billet-doux, to herald his visit to her, and bursts 

into poetry (of his own composition) .to do her honour 

before her guests when he is with her. However, the 

e;ift is a humble one (a basket of pears) compared 'Ni th 

the costly trinkets usually bestowed upon ladies by · 

their adorers in fashionable society, and the literary 

merit of the accompanying note leaves much to be desired. 

The laboured quality of the metaphor of fruit and the 

Countess' reception of his overtures, detracts from any 

admiration inspired by the ingenuity of the conceit; and 

With the WOrdS 11 progr~S a 1 I infini It ( 1)' We gUeSS at the 

little vanity of the author, who cannot resist the temp­

tation to show off his erudition. (The expression is 

current in philosophy). In short, although the letter 

to the Countess is not badly written, it smacks of labor­

ious a f f ectation rather than the graceful (if somewhat 

stereotyped) expressions of devotion characterizing 

billets-doux penned by more socially elevated persons 

than .1:.1. rribaudier. .n.S for the poetry recited by the 

Countess' ~ admirer in her presence, it is competent rather 

than inspired, and the lady's judgement of it may be 

accepted as a valid a ssessment: 

"· •• pour des vers faits dans la province, ces vers-H1. 

( 1 ) 3 c • v • , i bid . , pg • 9 b 6 • 
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sont fort beawto n (l) 

Certainly they are not manifestly inferior top for 3Xample, 

those of Oronte•a sonnet in Le Hieanthrope, which have 

the advantage of an aristocratic author, and Paric1an 

to boot. Yet on close analysis, they exhibit (in addition 

to the n~lity which detracts from Oronte•s lines and is 

one of the features of this genre of poetry) a clwmsinese 

of construction and inappropriate figures of speech, like 

the "peaQ de tigreese" covering the Countess• charms. 

If the poetic efforts of M. Tibaudier are to be considered 

as "fort beaux", it is only because allowances have been 

made for the circ~stances ~der which they were composed. 

It must be admitted that Mo Tiba~dier, in the final 

analysis, appears slightly ridicQlous in hie courtship 

of the Countess, although he is not as l~dicrous a figare 

as, for example, M. Jourdain in love with Dorim~neo 

H. Harpin's attachment to the Co~teas takes a different 

formt that of jealousy. His boo~ish interruption of 

the entertainment given by the Vicomte, and his indelicate 

accusations of the Countess in front of her guests, be­

speak a lack of breeding equalled only by the tax-

collector's ill-nature. His speech is unpolished and 

vigoro~s, contrasting with the mannered pedantry of his 

rival, M. Tibaudier. He is made slightly abs~rd, not 

only by his aggressive aad ~justified remarks, but also 

by hie mode of expresaiona for example, his predilection 

for exclamations involving the word "ble~" (parbleu", 

( 1} Ibid. 
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"morbleu", "t ~tebleu.", "ventrebleu. 11 ), and his tendency 

to repetition -

"Si fait morbleu.! je l e sais bien; je le sais bien, 

morbleu.! " (1) 

These traits su.ggest both lack of refinement and lack of 

intelligence . The intrusion of this loud-voiced, angry 

suitor upon the Countess' entertainment i s i n fact an 

illustr ation of one of the facets of the bourgeois men-

tality: possessiveness . Harpin's wrath is inspired 

less by the violence of his feelings for the Countess , 

than by his need to monopolize her time and affection . 

The lady herself i s right in her reproach to the impor­

tu.nate tax-collector9 that "on ne vient point crier de 

dessus u.n th~tltre ce qui se doi t dire en particulier 11
• ( 2) 

(An expression of the seventeenth- century conviction 

that there is a time and a place for everything , and 

that discretion i s one of the prime virtues of the "honn~te 

homme".) Unabashed, Har pin proclaims his grievances 

all the louder , refuses to be placated by the Cou.ntess ' 

invitation to join the audience, and , just before making 

his final exit, pays Tibaudier a deadly insult by 

addressing him as "tu" . The overall impression created 

by the appearance of .. Monsieur le Receveur" in the 

Countess' circle is distinctly unfavourable; he may be 

dismissed as nothing more than a mean-spirited, ill-bred 

individual risible in the r6le of love-lorn suitor. 

·.~t'hile it is tru.e that Tibaudier's meek response to the 

(1) Sc. viii, ibid., pg. 969 . 
(2) Ibid ., pg. 97C . 
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Countess ' condescending 

"Oui, Monsieu.r Tibaudier, je vous epouse pour faire 

enrager tout le monde " (1) 

(he replies that she does him great honour) i nspi1·e s 

little respect for his pr ide and his i ntel ligence, he 

emerges as the more sympatheti c character, and his con­

quest of the Countess (for w~~t of a better) is not 

altogether undeserved . Tho fact remains that Moliere ' s 

depiction of courtship as practised by provincial bour geoi s 

does little credit to representatives of that bection of 

society, if we are to judge by La Comtesse d'Dscarbagnas . 

In r:;oliere Is last play' Le .llalade imaginaire 9 the a t titude 

of Argan to Beline is strikingly similar to that of 

Sganarelle in Le Maria~e force . Like the adorer of 

Dorimene, Argan sees in his second wife a willing ear for 

his complaints, a comfortable shoulder upon which to 

repose his weary head, and a source of endless sympat Dy 

for his petty ills. Her r6le in his household is that 

of confidante and nurse-maid rather than spouse. I' his 

is particularly appa.rent in the scene following Art~an ' s 

argument with 'l'oinette and .n.ngelique in the matter of a 

husband for the latter. Ruffled and plaintive , like a 

child who is not allowed to have his own way, Argan t aKes 

refuge in the honeyed words of sympathy, reassur:~ce and 

approbation readily dispensed by Beline in answer to his 

querulous remarks like 

(1) de. ix, ibid . , pg. 972 . 
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"Mamour, cette coquine-la me fera mourir" (1) 

His endearments, like those of the other amorous bourgeois 

in middle age hitherto considered, are more or less in­

elegant and sentimental {"maude", "mam.ou.r", "mon coeur" . ) 

Moreover, his affection towards Beline is outweighed 

here by wrath at Toinette•s candour, which has wounded 

his vanity. This means that the dominant feature of 

Argan's first exchange with his wife in the play is 

that of self-pitying vexation, to which succeeds a 

certain maudlin gratitude: 

"Mamie, vous ~tes toute ma consolation''· (2) 

In other words, "love", as experienced and expressed by 

Argan, may be swnmed up as a facet of the man's egotism. 

This is confirmed by the 11malade's 11 conversation with 

the notary in the following scene, when the prospect of 

his own death moves Argan to tears and he and Beline 

endeavour to out-do each other in protestations of violent 

affection. Argan's reference on this occasion to the 

desirability of progeny by Beline reminds us of similar 

remarks made by Sganarelle in Le Mariage fore~ (3), and, 

as before, such a wish for self-perpetuation, as it were, 

implies a degree of egotism. 

In fact, the leit-motif of Argan's comments about Beline 

throughout the play, - up to the point at which he is 

finally disillusioned about the purity of her intentions -

may be said to be comp1acendy in the conviction that she 

(1) Act I, sc. vi, op. cit . , pg. 1110 
( 2) Ibid. , pg. 112. 
(3) Sc. i of Le Mariage force . 
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loves him . The dramatic irony of ru1 assertion like -

11Voil~ une femme qui m 1 aime ••• cela n 1 est pas croyable. 11 (1) 

- made by the man whom B~line is determined to exploit 

financially, constitutes no small part of the grim humour 

of Le Malade imaginaire . When B~ralde questions B~line 1 s 

sincerity, Argan predictably leaps to her defence with 

the same sort of pronouncements as those uttered by Orgon 

defending Tartuffe (" ••• c'est elle qui fait tout le mal, 

et tout le monde lui en veut.") There is little worthy 

of comment in his reaction to B~ralde's question, since 

it is natural enough; but his motives in refusing to 

tolerate suspicions about B~line 1 s goodness invite ex­

ploration. In view of his earlier interviews with his 

second wife, and of the observations made about her by 

him in the course of the action, it is more likely to 

be injured pride than genuine love which prompts Argan 

to take up the cudgels on her behalf. To admit that 

B~line is not sincere is to admit that her apparently 

intense concern for his welfare is merely a fa9ade. 

As it is, Argan does not believe that Toinette and 

ang~lique care about him, and to acknowledge the spurious­

ness of B~line's love and solicitude would be a blow to 

his ego. Hence it is a further proof, albeit an indirect 

one, of Argan 1 s self-importance and conceit that he argues 

with B~ralde in favour of B~line. An additional attribute 

suggested by his attitude in this matter is one which 

Argan has in common with many of his class: obstinacy. 

No amount of reasoning can prevail to make him change his 

(l) Act II, sc. vi, ibid., pg. 1143. 
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mind once he has decided upon a course of action, or 

committed himself to a judgement of an individual o Having 

convinced himself of Beline's integrity, nothing short of 

the evidence of his own eyes and ears will induce Argan 

to change his mind. Characteristically, when Beline's 

villainy has been revealed to him, the enlightened hus­

band's comments are less concerned with the wider impli­

cations of her conduct, than with the "beau panegyrique" 

she has just pronounced over his "corpse". ·Again, we 

see Argan relating everything to himself, and the final 

comment upon his erstwhile love for Beline is to be 

deduced from the facility with which he recovers from 

his disappointment. Angelique's very real concern for 

him compensates for Beline's calculating indifference, 

and his vanity is gratified by the ceremony which confers 

the title of "doctor" upon him. 

From the above studies of various middle-class, middle­

aged men depicted in the toils of love by Moli~re, several 

interesting deductions can be made. First, by reason of 

the incongruity of their emotional state of mind and tra­

ditional stolidity of outlook, they are invariably ridicu­

lous and comical, to a greater or lesser degree. Secondly, 

the attitudes normally associated with a man-in-love 

bring out more sharply the aspects of the bourgeois 

character already noted in the preceding chapter. (For 

example, the middle-class penchant for thrift is thrown 

into relief by that generosity normally expected of one 

trying to please the object of his affections.) Finally, 

it is significant that in almost every case, the fact of 

being in love somehow accentuates instead of correcting 
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the capacity for selfishness inherent in every human 

being, but even more manifest in the middle-aged bourgeois . 

From this it can be justifiably argued that the dramatist 

does not, apparently, present his public with a very 

flattering image of the middle-class mentality. His 

depiction of the bourgeois in love confirms the impressions 

gained from his depiction of the bourgeois paterfamilias, -

namely, that there is much l eft to be desired, on both 

moral and aesthetic grounds, where middle-class values 

and behaviour are concerned. As an artist, however, 

r.:oli~re would be inferior if he only showed the negative 

side of any given subject, and there remains the fact 

that many of his major comedies feature characterizations 

of well-balanced, intelligent bourgeois who are anything 

but ridiculous or mean-spirited. To complete the picture, 

we shall now give some consideration to this latter class 

of protagonist. 
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Qga_p_ter Three . 

The Thinking Bourgeois. 

A large measure of Moliere ' s reputation as a middle-class 

advocate of common sense and the Golden Mean stems, no 

doubt, from his not infrequent inclusion of an articulate 

and clear-sighted individual, - usually bourgeois , - in 

his comedies. Yet it is surely a mistake to regard the 

characters in this category as mouthpieces of the dramatist, 

since they serve mainly to throw the folly of fellow­

protagonists into relief. They represent the other side 

of the coin, so to speak, and as such their utterances 

should be interpreted in the context of dramatic situation 

rather than in terms of the playwright ' s personal philosophy 

of life. Inevitably, the "sane" friend or relative of 

the eccentric whose aberrations are threatening the happi­

ness of the family emerges as a colourless, or at best , 

neutral figure. He serves as a foil for the extraordinary 

and memorable behaviour of the character next to whom he 

is seen, and at the same time he provides some sort of 

standard by which the more exceptional being may be judged . 

Thus Orgon's excesses take on more meaning when criticized 

by Cleante, just as the affectations and absurdity of the 

"femmes savantes" are brought into c l earer focus by Ariste's 

and Chrysale's reactions; while Argan's morbid preoccu­

pation with his health is shown for what it is by the 

lucid remarks of his brother , Beralde . 
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It is interesting to note thatp of the six plays in which 

this type of character is featured, four are regarded as 

major works (L'Ecole des femmes, Tartuffe, Les Fe~es 

savantes, and Le Malade imaginaire.) In other words, 

the presence of a commentator whose views are conceivably 

closer to those of the average member of the aQdience 

than the views of the main protagonist coQld ever be, 

sQggests a certain profundity latent in the comic sitQations 

created by the dramatist for our amusement. Even in 

less generally acclaimed works like L'Ecole des marie 

and Le Mariage force, the impression gained from the 

dialogQe is one which invites thought concerning the 

issues raised, and this is because we are presented with 

conflicting views on a given topic, - those of the un­

reasonable or deluded individual, and those of the more 

critically-minded, objective person. 

In L'~cole des marie, the latter is represented by Ariste, 

elder brother of 8ganarelle . It is chiefly the confron­

tations between the brothers which enlighten us as to the 

nature of Aris~e. His civility, maintained despite the 

churlishness of Sganarelle, immediately sets him down as 

a person of self-discipline and good-hwmour, both of 

which are positive qualities. Moreover, there is nothing 

thick-skinned or foolish in his refusal to become ruffled 

by his younger brother's rudeness; his replies to 

Sganarelle's insults indicate a gently ironical wit. 

·shen, for example, he is called a "fou" by his atrabilious 
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relative, he says, 

"Grand merci; le compliment est doux" . (1) 

His seniority to dganarelle entitles him to some respect, 

and the harsh, ungracious criticism he receives from the 

younger man deserves a sharp reaction. Ariste's natural 

restraint tempers his retort, modifying it to a mild 

reproach. Similarly, when answering Sganarelle's lengthy 

outburst on fashion and its excesses, Ariste contents 

himself with a sensible generalization instead of attack­

ing his brother personally: 

"Mais je tiens qu'il est mal, sur quoi que l'on se fonde, 

De fuir obstin~ment ce que suit tout le monde, 

Et qu 'il vaut mieux souffrir d'~tre au nombre des fous, 

Que du sage parti se voir seul contre tolls." (2) 

The discretion of his language, the moderation of his 

views, are thrown into relief by the brusqueness of his 

unreasonable interlocutor, and there is little doubt which 

of the two attracts Ollr sympathy in the initial conversa­

tion between Ariste and Sganarelle. They each represent 

an attitude to life, and while Moli~re refrains from stating 

whose philosophy is closer to the truth, it is only natural 

for the spectator to feel a greater affinity for the common 

sense of Ariste than for the ranting of Sganarelle, whose 

wrong-headedness is aggravated by ill nature. 

When the brother's are joined by Leonor and Isabelle, other 

facets of their personalities emerge . Ariste, especially, 

(1) Act I, sc. i, op. cit. I pg . 418, 1. 10. 

(2) Ibid., pg. 419, 11. 51-54 . 



458 

is shown to advantage in his compassion for Isabelle, and 

in his consideration for his own ward. His recognition 

of the needs of youth confirms our earli er impression of 

his intelligence and r ealism, and, again, it· contrasts 

strongly with Sganarelle 's foolish belief that natural 

human impulses can be repressed. Such is Sganarelle's 

dogmatism that none of the other protagonists (Ariste 

included) is allowed to finish the remark he or she has 

begun; yet Ariste controls his irritation, preferring to 

remain silent until challenged to speech by Sganarelle. 

'Nhen at last he is permitted to say something , he displays 

the same sort of practical wisdom already suggested by 

previous observations . He points out, for instance, 

that female virtue is worthless if it owes its existence 

to external restraints, adding, 

"C'est l'honnellr qlli lee doit tenir dans le devoir, 

Non la s~v~rite que nou.s les faisons voir." (1) 

As a judgement on human nature, that remark is worthy of 

a great moralist in its depth and lucidity . Not even 

Sganarelle's peremptory interrupti on ("Chansons que tout 

cela") deters Ariste f r om the theory of up-bringing which 

he is beginning to expound in his gentle fashion . He 

acknowledges Sganarelle's curt words with an amiable 

"soit", whereupon he states his belief in discipline moder­

ated by kindliness and understanding where the impression­

able you.ng are concerned. Like Montaigne, he subscribes 

to the enlightened view that the best way of acquiring 

knowledge is through contact with society rather than 

(1) Act I, sc . ii, ibid. , pg . 424, ll. 169-170 . 
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through perusal of books, and the degree of personal 

liberty allowed by Ariste to L~onor proves the sincerity 

of his declaration. Moreover, he makes it clear that he 

has no intention of enforcing his right to marry his ward 

should she not have any enthusiasm for the match. It 

is paradoxical that the man whom dganarelle accuses of 

vanity and unsuitable behaviour for one of his years 

(Ariste is in his late fifties), should be sufficiently 

modest and clear-sighted to admit the possible disinclina­

tion which his age could cause a young wife to feel for him: 

"Je sais bien que nos ans ne se rapportent gu~re, 

~t je laisse ~son choix libert~ enti~re . " (l) 

As if this were not adequate indication of Ariste's humility, 

his next remark reveals a lack of self- esteem which is 

admirable. Speaking of the possibility that Leonor might 

consent of her own free will to marry him, the reasons 

for her decision as suggested by him are: 

"····· quatre mille ~cus de rente bien venants, 

Une grande tendresse et des soins complaisants • •• 11 (2) 

In other words, he feels that financial security will tempt 

her more than any exertions on his part to make himself 

personally agreeable. Without implying that Leonor is 

mercenary, Ariste believes that money will persuade more 

eloquently than his charm; and this attitude is convincing 

proof of true diffidence and self-knowledge . 

Ariste's conception of conjugal life is one wriich permits 

(1) Act I, sc. ii, ibid., pg. 425, 11. 199- 200 
(2) Ibid., 11. 201-202. 
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much freedom to the wife, as his replies to Sganarelle's 

increasingly outraged interrogation prove; and if there 

is something comical and even extravagant in the vision 

of an elderly spouse cheerfully tolerating whatever social 

activities take his young wife's fancy, it mQst be admitted 

that this picture is a more attractive one than that 

suggested by Sganarelle's attitude. This impression is 

heightened by L~onor's contribution to the conversation, 

when she states emphatically that should she marry Ariste, 

her loyalty to him would be absolute ("il s'y peut assurer") 

(1), whereas her reaction to Sganarelle's speeches is 

neatly summed up by the words: " ••• sachez que mon be 

ne r~pondrai t de rien, si j '~tais votre femme" ( 1). 

Finally, Ariste's leave-taking of the company is marked 

by ci-vility ; his advice to his younger brother is gently 

administered, and concisely expressed. He concludes with 

the polite formula, "Je . suis votre valet", and makes his 

exit. His last words contrast sharply with Sganarelle's 

tirade, prefaced by "Je ne suis pas le vOtrett (2), -

a remark designed no doubt to remind us of the ungracious-

ness inherent in the speaker's character. Expressions 

like "vieillard insens~" ( 3) and "coquette suprl\me" ( 4), 

applied to Ariste and L~onor respectively, are not only 

unjustified (since we have already seen the people in 

(1) Act I, sc. ii, ibid.' pg. 427, 11. 243-244. 
(2) Ibid., pg. 428, 11. 251-252. 
(3) Ibid., 1. 253. 
(4) Ibid., 1. 255. 
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question and can judge them for ourselves), but also cruel. 

They have the effect of reducing still further our sympathy 

for Sganarelle, and consequently making us better-disposed 

towards those of the persuasion opposite to his. 

Significantly, Ariste is absent from the stage throughout 

the main action of the play, - in other words, he has 

no part in the scenes of Isabelle's progressive emanci­

pation from Sganarelle's domination , and of the gradual 

crumbling of Sganarelle's "fool-proof" theory of feminine 

upbringing. The implication is that Ariste does not need 

to interfere in his brother's private life for failure to 

crown the latter's efforts where success had been so con­

fidently awaited. The way in which Moli~re handles the 

d~nouement of L'Ecole des marie is such that the difference 

between the "Ariste" philosophy and the "Sganarelle '' 

philosophy is emphasized still further. Quite apart 

from the comic force of the younger man's humiliation 

following so closely upon his taunting condescension when 

he thought that Ariste was the victim of female duplicity, 

there is the moral aspect of the situation to consider. 

Ariste's conduct throughout the latter scenes of the 

play is consistent with that of the first encounters with 

his brother and ward. Confronted with gloating declara-

tiona of L~onor's guilt, Ariste's reactions pass from 

incredulity to hurt dismay, but he refrains from vituper­

ation until he is more certain of the facts. Even when 

half-convinced that his ward has been disloyal to him, 
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Ariste is exceedingly restrained in his reproaches on 

coming £ace to face with the girl. 

one of apology -

His tone is almost 

"Leonor, sans courroux, j 'ai sujet de me pla.i.ndl"'e: 

Vous savez si jamais j'ai voulu vous contraindre ••• "(l) 

and when L~onor responds with the suggestion that she and 

Ariste should plight their troth the next day, he is only 

too willing to believe in her sincerity, and immediately 

challenges Sganarelle to substantiate his accusation. 

Finally, when the identity of Val~re's beloved has been 

established and Sganarelle discomfited, Ariste suppresses 

all the expressions of triumph which would be natural to 

one in his position, preferring to give his brother advice 

on how to cope with his circumstances, instead of proclaim-

ing his own wisdom. A hint of affection may be discerned 

in his last remark, -

"Nous tA.cherons demain d ' apaiser sa col ere 11
.,. ( 2) 

It would seem that Ariste's personal happiness has not 

resulted in indifference to the feelings of others; nor, 

apparently, is he tempted to take revenge on Sganarelle 

for the ill-natured gibes directed at himself when the 

situation appeared to be in his brother's favour. 

So much for Ariste's part in the action of L' Ecol e des 

maria. The impression of this character left with the 

reader or spectator is distinctly favourable, and there 

is little room for doubt that Moliere intended to create, 

(1) Act III, sc. viii , ibid., pg. 469, 11. 1055-1056. 
(2) Act III, sc. ix, ibid., pg. 471 , l . 1112 . 
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in Ariste, a "sympatheti c" protagonist . Yet at the 

same time it should be borne in mind that Ariste is not 

the main character of the play, as the degree of his 

participation in the drama suggests. It is Sgru~arelle, 

with his unreasonableness, his spite, and his ridiculous 

tastes and attitudes, who emerges as the more compelling 

figure. 

Predictably enough, the next play relevant to this section 

of our study - L'Ecole des femmes - has amongst its per­

sonae a character whose. r6le is similar to that of Ariste 

inasmuch as his common sense throws into greater relief 

the folly of the main protagonist. This individual is 

Arnolphe's friend, Chrysalde. As in L'Ecole des marie , 

the play opens with a dialogue between the man of clear­

sighted judgement and the man of extravagant ideas. Newly 

apprised of his friend's intentions regarding ma:tri m.ony, 

Chrysalde cautiously expresses anxiety about the success 

of such an undertaking for one of Arnolphe's temperament 

and persLtasion. At this stage of the action, there is 

nothing to suggest the accuracy of Chrysalde's remarks, 

since Arnolphe's unfortunate experiences in affairs of 

the heart have not yet occLtrred. All that we can rely 

upon for our own j~.tdgement of the two men before Lts is 

the way in which they are presented. The first impression 

gained of Chrysalde is that he is a discreet person: 

"Nous sommes ici seuls; et l'on peut, ce me semble, 

Sans craindre d'etre oLt!s, y discourir ensemble:"(! ) 

(1). Act I, sc. i, op. cit. I, pg. 545 , 11.3-4 . 
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In addition, he behaves like a sincere friend anxious to 

prevent that suffering which he regards as the inevitable 

consequence of Arnolphe's decision to marry, -

"Votre dessein pour vous me fait trembler de peur" (l) 

The justification Chrysalde offers for his misgivings is 

based on the traditional Greek notion of ''hubris", - the 

arrogance in man which invites divine retribution, - and 

as s uch he may be considered conventional in his outlook. 

There is in f act little originality in his common sense, 

which is' why he makes less impact upon us than the voci-

ferous Arnolphe. Chrysalde 's very mode of expression 

i s that of proverbial wisdom, as may be s een from an utter­

ance chosen at random: 

It mais qui rit d'autrui ... 
Doit craindre qu'en revanche on ne rie aussi de lui . "(2) 

As for his own philosophy of life, Chrysalde, as might be 

expected, opts for the golden mean, neither overtly criti­

cising and poking fun at cuckolded husbands, nor tolerating 

foolishly the prevailing laxity in conjugal relationships. 

In this he behaves exactly as does Ariste where fashion 

is concerned. Similarly, Arnolphe's speech displays the 

same extremeness and dogmatism as that of Ariste's brother 

Sganarelle. Like the latter, too, he is insensitive and 

impolite in the remarks he makes to his interlocutor. If 

Arnolphe does not go as far as Sganarelle in positively 

insulting his companion, it may be attributed to the fact 

that Chrysalde is not related to him, and the liberties 

( 1) Act I, sc. i, op. cit I, pg. 546, 1. 6. 
(2) Ibid., pg. 547, 11. 45-46. 
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that may be taken with a brother may not be taken with a 

friend. The warnings issued by Chrysalde to Arnolphe 

are given almost apologetically, and softened by such 

expressions as "cher compere" (1). The replies made by 

Arnolphe, on the other hand, are brusque and condescending. 

He does not allow his friend to finish what he is saying, 

constantly cutting him off in mid-sentence. Moreover, 

he di~isses Chrysalde's utterances with patronizing words 

like "Il est vrai," (2) and ":fort bien" (3), proceeding 

thereafter to silence him with long and vigorous pieces 

of oratory punctuated by the lofty "notre ami" which 

Arnolphe considers consonant with his new identity as 

Monsieur de la Souche . 

When the friends come to discuss the ideal qualities in 

a wife, we learn more of their respective valueo Chrysalde 's 

reference (characteristically interrupted by Arnolphe) to 

"l'esprit et la beallt~ 11 (4) implies a preference for attri­

butes having intrinsic merit, whereas Arnolphe requires 

the less admirable features of docility, stupidity and 

obedience in a wife, - a reflection of his own egotism, 

since the girl or woman without sufficient wit or spirit 

to contradict and criticize him may be relied upon to do 

his bidding. Chrysalde rightly points out that "honn~tete" 

can hardly be expected of one whose intelligence is as 

(1) Act I, sc. i, op . cit. I, 1. 65. 
(2) Ibid., pg. 546, 1.9. 
( 3) Ibid., 1. 21. 
(4) Ibid., pg. 548, 1. 106. 
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mean as that advocated by Arnolphe in a wife . This 

observation reflects Chrysalde's common sense even while 

it draws attention to the arbitrary and unrealistic judge-

ment of his friend. From Arnolphe the comment calls 

forth heavy sarcasm (a weak weapon when reason cannot be 

used to combat one's adversary): he refers to Chrysalde's 

speech as "ce bel argument'', "ce discours pro fond" ( l), 

and finally reiterates his conviction that his ideas are 

the correct ones ( "vous ne m' aurez rien persuad~ du tout".) 

(2). In the face of such dogmatism, Chrysalde wisely 

refrains from further comment ("Je ne vous dis plus mot" - ) 

(J), and adheres to this promise as Arnolphe's absurd 

notions of conjugal life are imposed on him. It is a 

prudent man who can realise when speech is unseasonable, 

however tempting it might be to contradict views with 

which he cannot agree. 

Before he and Arnolphe part company, Chrysalde does venture 

some remarks upon the subject of his friend's new name. 

These are prefaced with a q_uestion dictated by that logic 

which characterizes Chrysalde's judgements and ideas: 

(1) 
(2) 
(J) 
( 4) 

"Qui diable vous a fait aussi vous aviser, 

A q_uarante et deux ans, de vous d~baptiser, 

Et d'un vieux tronc pourri de votre m~tairie 

Vous faire dans le monde un nom de seigneurie?" (4) 

Act I, so. i, op. cit.I, pg.549, 1.117. 
Ibid., 1. 122. 
Ibid., 1. 123. 
Ibid., 11 . 169-172. 
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The expression "diable" suggests some impatience ~ which 

is only to be expected if we consider the circums~ances i n 

which the question is asked. Prolonged exposure to dog­

matic complacency of the sort Arnolphe inflicts on his 

acquaintances and servants inevitably r uffles the most 

placid nature. Chrysalde's emphasis on Arnolphe's age 

implies the folly of wanting to alter that which has been 

perfectly good enough for more than half an average h~~an's 

life-span; and his bald statement of the origin of Arnolphe's 

pretentious new t j_tle further illustrates the gratui taus-

ness of this latest piece of extravagance. Having re-

ceived an unsatisfactory reply, Chrysalde proceeds to 

comment upon the practice of substituting fanciful , high­

sounding names for those received at birth. His speech 

is a more elegant version of that uttered by Gorgibus in 

Les Precieuses ridicules (scene four) when he learns of 

the idiosyncratic names Magdelon and Cathos have chosen i n 

preference to those bestowed on them by their parents . 

Chrysalde's reference to the peasant, Gros-Pierre , who 

made a ditch around his dwelling and called himself 

"Monsieur de l'Isle", is a subtle way of communicating 

his view of Arnolphe's project without ~iving direct 

offence; indeed, he takes the precaution of reassuring 

his interlocutor before mentioning Gros-Pierre ( "sans vous 

embrasser dans la comparaison ••• ") (l). This latter 

remark, paradoxically, has the effect of stressing st i ll 

further the relevance of Gros-Pierre's ludicrous snobbish-

( 1 ) Ibid • , l. l 7 8 • 
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ness t ·o the case of Arnolphe; a relevance which Arnolphe 

himself is not slow to sense , as his dry 

"Vous pourriez vous passer d'exemples de la sorte 11 (1) 

shows . Whatever reservations he may entertain about the 

wisdom of his friend's change of name, Chrysalde capitulates 

gracefully in the matter of "Monsieur de la Sou.che", just 

as he submits to Arnolphe's arbitrary judgement about the 

choice of a wife. In this he displays not only common 

sense (it is no use trying to change the views of someone 

who does not wish to have them changed), but also a cer­

tain sensitivity to his fellow-beings' aspirations. This 

does not preclude the possibility of adhering to his own 

.private convictions, however, as his aside on leaving 

Arnolphe shows : 

"Ma foi, je le tiens fou. de toutes les manieres".(2) 

We do not see Chrysalde again until a much later stage of 

the action. This is at a moment when Arholphe's formula 

for the Perfect Marriage is showing signs of inadequacy. 

Chrysalde's function at this stage is to throw into relief 

the change in Arnolphe, whose complacency has been su.bstan­

tially modified by Horace's confidences concerning his 

successful conquest of Agn~s. At first Chrysalde assumes 

nothing has occurred to def.er the supper promised him by 

his friend, but Arnolphe's truculence and harassed expression 

lead him to inquire, not without some amusement, about the 

state of the other's love-life. The reply inspires one 

of the longest speeches uttered by Chrysalde in the play, -

(1) Ibid., 1. 183. 

(2) Ibid ., 1. 195. 
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a series of reflections upon the criteria of moral worth, 

and the desirability of avoiding extremes in behaviour and 

attitudes. On the first issue raised, Chrysalde's general-

izations are based, as we would expect, on common sense. 

He has perceived that Arnolphe's obsession with cuckoldry 

has resulted in the distortion of his values, so that the 

usual criteria determining judgement of moral matters mean 

little or nothing to him. Chrysalde states the matter 

succinctly: 

"Etre avare, brutal, fou.rbe, mechant et la.che, 

N'est rien, a votre avis, aupr~s de cette ta.che; 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 0 • • • • 

On est homme d'honneur quand on n'est point cocu."(l) 

Chrysalde's eloquence is directed against the silliness of 

an attitude such as that of Arnolphe, but it should be 

noted in passing that the reproaches and criticisms are 

softened by the frequent use of the impersonal "on". 

Like Ariste in L'Bcole des maria, Chrysalde remains 

polite and considerate, even in drawing attention to 

the faults of his interlocutor. 

As for the second question, - that of the golden mean as 

the optimum solution to the problem of how beat to cope 

with a wife's infidelity, - Chryaalde again shows himself 

practical and clear-sighted, even if his remarks are lack-

ing in original ity. His words are strongly reminiscent 

of those of ilriste when the latter speaks of fashion: 

"Il y faut, comme en tout, fuir lea extremites" (2) 

(l) ACt IV, sc. viii, 11. 1232-1235. 
(2) Ibid., 1. 1251. 
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is the way Chrysalde s~s up the ideal reaction to cuckoldry, 

and the rest of his speech is an amplification of this 

general precept. Like most commonplaces, his comments 

carry conviction 9 since they reflect the "trilth of experience 

and give the impression that they have been heard before. 

\Vhile they are not as interesting as the extravagant, 

illogical outbursts of Arnolphe, they are curiously rest-

ful in their appeal to reason. They provide, as it were, 

a respite from the unrealistic wilfulness and extreme atti­

tudes of Chrysalde's friend, with Whom it is not easy to 

identify. 

The sarcasm from Arnolphe which greets Chrysalde's sensi ble 

counsels moves the other to point out the inevitability 

of Fate and the folly of believing that one can shape one's 

own destiny. It might be argued that to bow before the 

unavoidable, - which is what Chrysalde would seem to ad­

vocate, - is a negative, passive approach to life . Yet 

what in fact· Cbrysalde suggests is, that one should make 

the best of a situation that cannot be altered by human 

agency: 

"Je dis que l'on doit faire ainsi qu'au jeu de d~e, 

0~, s'il ne vous vient pas ce que voue demandez, 

Il faut jouer d'adreese, et d'une ame r~duite 

Corriger le hasard par la bonne conduite ." (1) 

A wise person, according to Chrysalde, will deal with any­

thing unsatisfactory or disappointing in his circumstances 

by adopting a philosophical attitude and retrieving the 

(l) Act Iv, sc. viii, 11.1282 - 1285. 

I 

,' 
I 
I 
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situation as far as he can through moderation and intelli-

gent action. Again, there is little in such advice to 

justify the epithet "original"; but it is asking some­

thing of common sense which it is not in its nature to 

supply, to look for originality in the remarks it inspires. 

Accordingly, we respect Chrysalde rather than admire him. 

The last piece of comfort he endeavours to administer to 

his crestfallen acquaintance before taking leave of him 

belongs likewise to the realm of proverbial wisdom: that 

one should count one's blessings. When this fails to 

cheer Arnolphe, Chrysalde has the discretion not to pursue 

any further a conversation which affords so little pleasure 

to either of the participants, and withdraws without 

resentment. 

Chrysalde's third appearance on the stage in L'Ecole des 

femmes occurs in the final scenes of the play, and it is 

appropriate that this lucid commentator of Arnolphe's 

arrogance and wrong-headedness should be present at the 

defeat of the complacent guardian of Agnes. His r8le 

at this stage of the action is not to provide a reasonable 

foil for Arnolphe's unreasonableness, nor to suggest a 

sane philosophy of life. As the long-lost brother of 

Enrique and uncle of Agnes, his function is to reveal the 

truth about the circumstances surrounding the girl's birth, 

thereby facilitating the match between Agnes and Horace. 

Other than this purely informative part in the action, 
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Chrysalde is not a conspi cuous figure at t he end of 

L'Ecole des femmes , since attenti on is focussed rather on 

the happy young lovers and the outraged Arnolphe . Never-

theless, his tolerance and practical wisdom still find 

expression in one or two remarks, - when he mi ldly obs erves , 

for example, that a marriage should not be cont racted 

between two people against the wishes of one of the parti es 

involved (1), or when he consoles Arnolphe with the reflec­

tion that the so~ndest expedient for avoiding the cuckoldr y 

he so dreads is not to marry at all. (2) 

Significantly, the last words of the play are uttered by 

Chrysalde, who reminds his emotional brother that the 

street is not a fit place for waxing sentimental , and 

that some financial transaction should be made between 

Enrique and Arnolphe to compensate for the expense of 

Agn~s' up-bringing. Hie quiet, level-headed sagacity 

complements the exuberance of the other protagoni st s , and 

the closing remark of the play -

"Et rendre gr!ce au Ciel qui fait tout pour l e mieux",(3) 

is a prudent reminder of that philosophi cal fatalism which 

Arnolphe chose to ignore , to his coat . ~hose l ast words 

have about them an optimistic serenity which accor ds not 

only with the character of Chrysalde, but al so expresses 

adequately the whole atmosphere of L'Ecole des f emmes . 

(1) Act V, sc. vii, 11. 1684-1686 . 
(2) Act V, sc. ix, 11. 1762-1763. 
(3) Ibid., 1. 1779 . 
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The next "thinking boLlrgeois" to invite comment is G~ronimo, 

friend of Sganarelle in Le Mariage fore~. The brevitv of 

the work does not allow for as detailed a characterization 

as that found in plays of the scope of L'Ecole des femmes ; 

but even so, the two individuals presented in the first 

scene are unforgettable by reason of their vitality, and 

the way in which the sanity of the one defines the absurdity 

of the other. Like Chrysalde , G~ronimo is made the con-

fidant of his marriage-minded friend , and like Chrysalde, 

his physical presence on the stage is infrequent. He 

acts as a commentator of Sganarelle's folly, not so much 

by his general moralization as by his incredulity and 

mirth when acquainted with the ridiculous match between 

Sganarelle and Dorimene o He is less diffident than 

either Chrysalde or Ariste when voicing his opinion, and 

the somewhat dogmatic note of his advice may be explained 

by the degree of his familiarity with Sganarelle, whom 

he has known for thirty- two years . His very first remark 

catches his friend at a disadvantage (he overhears 

Sganarelle ' s instructions to servants concerning his 

whereabouts and availability) , and this sets the tone for 

their subsequent conversation. Throughout the verbal 

exchange , it is G~ronimo who has the better of Sganarelle, 

albeit in a subtle way. He shows himself a good-humoured, 

patient listener during the long preamble to the announce­

ment of Sganarelle's matrimonial intentions; he is willing 

to give whatever advice his friend requires ("Vous n'avez 

qu'~ me dire ce que c•est".) (1), and he assents to the 

(1) Sc. i, op.cit. I, pg. 716. 
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wordy general izations of his interlocutor ("Vous avez 

raison", 11Cela est vr ai n. ) (1) G~ronimo's self-mastery 

breaks down 9 however , when the word "marry" is introduced 

into the conversation9 and bis astonishment is undisguised 

as he questions the evidence of his ears. Diplomacy makes 

him inquire what age the prospective bridegroom has reached , 

and while deducing from chronology and mathematics a fact 

of which he is surely aware at the outset, Geronimo has 

time to prepare the speech that expresses fully his own 

view of the situation. Prudence induces him to remind 

Sganarelle that what he is about to say is prompted by the 

appeal for complete honesty which prefaced the request for 

advice in the first place .. He suspects no doubt, that 

his opinion will not be welcome to Sganarelle, but he is 

sufficiently confident to state bluntly that marriage, an 

uncertain and risky enterprise even for the young, is sheer 

folly when undertaken "dans la saison ob. nous devons ~tre 

plus sages". ( 2) His logi c is of the simplest, and his 

counsel is based on nothing more than plain common sense. 

Being a man without pretentiousness p he expresses himself 

in the most direct fashion, pointing out the illogicality 

of taking on the responsibilities and obligations of wedloc~ 

after more than half a century of freedom. Thus far his 

dealings with Sganarelle are uncomplicated by the obstinacy 

of the latter, and the resentment, not unmixed with hilarity, 

that such obstinacy is soon to occasion. 

( 1) Sc. i, op. cit. I, pg . 716 .. 
(2) Ibid., pg. 717 . 
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As soon as Sganarelle defiantly states his determination 

to take a wife, and implieG that the fortunate damsel has 

already been chosen, Geronimo's attitude changes completelyo 

His 

"Ah! c'est une autre chose: vous ne m'aviez pas dit 

cela" (1) 

bespeaks both amusement and irritation. It is provoking 

to have expended one's oratory conscientiously for nothing, 

so the under-current of annoyance implicit in those words 

is quite understandable. At the same time, Geronimo is 

laughing at Sganarelle, for he realises that it is not 

advice the besotted man requires, but approbation of a 

course of action already decided and taken. Geronimo's 

subsequent questions relative to Sganarelle's feelings 

and his negotiation for the girl's hand are asked out of 

curiosity and incredulity: they have nothing to do with 

a desire to be of further assistance to one so set in his 

ideaso This is obvious from Geronimo's reiterated in-

junction to Sganarelle to marry as soon as possible. On 

the purely comic level, the reversal of Geronimo's advice 

is a highly satisfactory way of dealing with Sganarelle . 

On the moral and psychological level, it reveals the wisdom 

of the confidant who has the humility, and the intelligence , 

to acknowledge defeat gracefully in the realisation that 

nothing he can say or do to dissuade a friend from an im­

prudent project will have any effect . All that can be 

done is to leave him to his own destruction, and the less 

said, the better. The brevity of Geronimo's repli es to 

( 1) Sc. i, o p. cit. I, pg. 717. 
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Sganarelle ' s impassioned speeches about his physical 

superiority and the desirability of conjugal life, reflec~a 

his lack of interest in the whole matter. 

irony of a remark like: 

The gentle 

" ••• je vous conseille de vous marier le plus vite 

que vous pourrezlt (1 ) 

causes even the thick-skinned Sganarelle to question the 

sincerity of the speaker ("Tout de bon, vous me le conseillez?" 

(2) ; and indeed, right up to the moment when G~ronimo takes 

his leave of Sganarelle , we have the impression that the 

latter affords his friend rich matter for mirth. There 

is the cumulative effect of G~ronimo ' s inquiries as to the 

identity of the bride- to-be , heightening the absurdity of 

Sganarelle's already injudicious decision to marry; and 

the spontaneous exclamat ion, 11Vertu de ma vie! ", from 

Geronimo once no doubt remains that it is the young coquette 

Dorim~ne whom Sganarelle intends leading to the altar , con­

firms our growing conviction that Geronimo's judgement 

represents sanity, while Sganarelle's aspirations are as 

ludicrous as the man who conceives them. 

It should be noted that Geronimo is not above a little 

compromise with Truth, for in answer to Sganarelle's 

suspicious "qu'en ditee vous?",he hastily changes his guffaw 

of amazed amusement into a more polite expression of appro-

val and good will ("Bon parti!") ( ~). This does not 

betoken insincerity so much as a sense of the fitness 

of things. Since nothing is to be achieved by criticizing 

(1) Sc . i, op. cit. I,pg.718. 
( 2) Ibid . 
(3) Ibid., pg. 719. 
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Sganarelle's choice of a wife, it is more advisable to let 

him persever e in his ill~v~on t~at he i s a wise man with 

a happy prospect before him. Something of Geronimo's 

true feelings is revealed, however, in his sly promise to 

attend Sganarelle's wedding "en masque", for this suggests 

that the whimsical nature of the match warrants the un­

real atmosphere created by guests in fanciful or grotesque 

costume. Besides, there is a hint of the circQe in a 

"mascarade", and in view of the incongruity of the couple 

in question, the element of buffoonery inherent in such 

a form of festivity is not inappropriate. Geronimo's 

exit is prefaced by a brief but telling comment on 

Sganarelle's nuptials: 

"La jeune Dorimene, fille du seigneur il..lcantor, 

avec le seigneur 6ganarelle, qui n'a que cinquante­

trois ans: ~ le beau mariage! o le beau mariage!"(l) 

There is nothing in those words as they stand to give 

offence to a person as prejudiced as Sganarelle; they 

would se~m to be a mere statement of fact, followed by a 

compliment. Yet to bne more detached from the situation, 

there is innuendo in the use of the adjective "jeune" , 

and in the precise reference to the bridegroom's age, 

which is rendered all the more striking by the deprecating 

"qui n' a que". As for the repeated approbation of the 

match, the word "beau" has overtones of heavy sarcasm. 

Sganarelle is damned with violent praise by his intelli­

gent friend. 

Geronimo only appears once more in the play, and that is 

(1 ) Sc. i, op. cit. I, pg s 719. 
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immediately after Sganarelle's interview with Dorim~ne, 

(in the course of which e•Yen he begins to realise dimly 

that life with such a partner might be difficult and ex-

pensive.) The whole point of the second encounter be-

tween the friends is to present that sort of comic reversal 

in position between two protagonists which is the stock-

in-trade of comedy since the middle ages. Geronimo's 

reservations about the wisdom of matrimony at a late age 

have now been suppressed and he blandly assumes that his 

friend will be enchanted to learn of the availability of 

a diamond as a suitable wedding present to offer Dorim~ne . 

Sganarelle, on the other hand, has grown considerably 

less enthusiastic about marriage in the interim, and his 

off-handed response ( "cela n' est pas pre sse 11
) ( 1) evokes 

a series of surprised , slightly malicious questions from 

his friend, - whose ignorance of the cause of this sudden 

reluctance is possibly less complete than it seems . lhe 

rambling tirade from Sganarelle, in which that person 

endeavours to justify his qualms by fabricating a sinister 

and unlikely dream, is interrupted by the quick-witted 

Geronimo before it gets out of hand . Geronimo invokes 

''quelque petite affaire" as an excuse for a precipitate 

departure, adding that his ability at interpreting dreams 

is slight, and recommending (so as not to appear totally 

unhelpful) that 8ganarelle seek professional assistance 

in the matter. His parting shot is a reiteration of 

the advice he offered earlier, dnd this is rounded off 

(l) 3c. iii, ibid., pg. 721 . 

\ 
l 
I 
I 
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with the polite, conventional "votre serviteur" . One 

feeld that , on ·i;he whole~ G~ro!limo has extracted himself 

from a potentially difficult position with poise and 

dignityo He has the diplomacy of an Ariste without hie 

gentleness; and the combination of a robust sense of 

humour with sound common sense, which distinguishes 

G~ronte, makes this vigorous middle-aged bourgeois one of 

the livelier representatives of the more or less stock 

character under present consideration. 

Although his function is similar to that of G~ronte, 

Orgon•s brother-in-law Cl~ante , in Tartuffe, is cast in 

a somewhat different mould . For one thing, he is more 

reserved, and his speech accordingly gives the impression 

of be i ng more deliberate and polished than that of G~ronte . 

In addition to this, he is more serious; he is given to 

the same sort of general moralizing we have already noticed 

in Chrysalde . In the opening scene of the play , Cl~ante 

is the last of the five protagonists confronting Madame 

Pernella's wrath to attempt to speak , and this suggests 

already a considerable degree of restraint. Our respect 

for him is further increased by the grudging compliment 

paid him by the hyper-critical Madame Pernelle herself, -

who, it should be noted, wastes no time for apologies in 

censuring her other relatives: 

"Je vous estime fort, vous aime, et vous r~v~re" (l) 

is the remark which prefaces her attack on the "maximes 

(1) Act I, sc . i , op. cit.II. 
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de vivre" advocated by Cleante in Organ's household. In 

the scene in q_uestl.o.i.1, (.!lea .. d.Ge says little, except to poi.ilt 

out that the best method of coping with ·gossip is to dis­

regard it and try to live as blamelessly as poss i ble, -
,, 

a sensi~le enough philosophy, especially when contrasted 

with Madame Pernella ' s exaggerated concern with public 

opinion. Although present throughout several intervening 

scenes, Cleante remains in the background until left alone 
\ 

with Organ, at which puint the usual interesting confront-

atio~ between sagacity and folly takes place, and Cleante 

is allowed to voice his opi nions freely. Despite Organ's 

offensive dogmatism, imperfectly formulated arguments and 

extravagantly foolish statements, Cleante tolerates all 

his brother-in-law says , a.nd t reats him with patience and 

good humour. This does not mean that he is uncritical 

of Orgon ' s attitude towards his family, and his view of 

life in general . Nor is he too inhibited to point out 

unpalatable truths to Organ, even at the risk of incurring 

his resentment . Indeed, their conversation begins with 

Cleante enlightening Organ about Dorine ' s treatment of her 

master ("A votre nezg mon fr~re, elle se rit de vous") , 

and challenging him to justify his excessive devotion to 

his protege, Tartuffe . Moreover, his comments on Organ's 

new set of values derived from Tartuffe's teaching, al­

though brief, display both insight and candour, not without 

a certain dry wit. For example , his exclamation, 

"Les sentiment s hum.ains, mon fr~re , que voila!" (l) 

is a perfect judgement of Orgon' s brash statement of 

( l) Act I, sc. v, ibid o , 1. 280 . 
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indifference to family and f r iends ar;; a r e s ul t of his 

"spir itual euricil.m(:;;fJ."G '·, .K~ Lit;io.n i s a lway s a delicat e 

topic when the parties involved in itb discussi on hold 

radically differing views, and inevitably t he controversial 

figure of Tartuffe soon occasions between the two men a 

sharp difference of opinion on the subject of religious 

observance. Cl~ante, with his clear-sightedness, is not 

long in putting his finger on the crux of the matter: 

"H~ quoi? vous ne ferez nulle distinction 

Entre l'hypocrisie et la d~votion?" (1) 

The symmetrical arrangement of his vocabulary and the 

controlled rhythm of hie speech (he juxtaposes words like 

"masque "-"visage'', "artifice "-''sinc~ri t~", "apparence "-

"v~rit~", "fa.ntOme"-"pereonne", and "fausse monnaie"-

"bonne") (2) create an effect of calm lucidity which 

counterbalances the incoherent illogicality and emotional-

ism of Orgon. Nhereas Cl~ante softens the harshness of 

his utterances with a reassurance that his remarks on 

hypocrisy in religion are only directed at his brother-in­

law ''en passant", Orgon has no such delicacy of sentiment 

where Cl~ante's feelings are concerned, and he resorts to 

sneering in answer to the other's speech. Before Cl~ante 

resumes his arguments against people of Tartuffe's ilk, he 

quietly refutes the exaggerated accusations of Orgon, re­

fusing to be drawn from his purpose by the irritation 

natural in one charged with being "un docteur r~v~re", 

"le seul sage" and "un oracle" (3) simply because he 

(1) Act I, sc. v, ibid., 11.331-332. 
( 2) Ibid. 
( 3 ) Ibid., 11. 346 et seq . 
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i.~.1.dulgea in a. bttla f't3TiorJ.e eo·mr.aJ<.t o .tl morsl .mat ·~ers. 

1he remaina-:r o:.t' .~.'is lo:.i.~1 tJ_~·a.de oa fiO:: uc liimoniou.s pro­

fessionals of re ligiuua de~ o·(;io.a co.nsisi.. s of an amplifi­

cation of hii:J fi ""C st disc.(nl·· ..;e. The language he ase& is 

strong ("odieux." , "cacriH~ge'1 , a.r.d "le dehors pl!tre 

d I Ull zele Sp~CieU.Y. 11 being but a feV!J e:;campJ.eS) f but even 

his indignation is tempered hJ ~l.J.at moderation so dear to 

the seventeenth century &indo The structure of his fifty­

seven line long oration reveals the discipline of a well­

ordered mi.nd, for the first half deals with the despicable 

charlatans of religiou, who rouse his wrath, while the 

second part is concerned with more positive precepts: 

he speaks with admiration of the truly pious, whose example 

is more powerful than words in suggesting the correct 

approach to religiono He doe s not hesitate to condemn 

the obvious failing in Tartuffe's recommendations for a 

virtuous life: intolerance o In ·this, too, he shows 

perspicacity and soundness of jlldgem.ent. Finally , he 

again reassures Orgon that he is not criticizing him per­

sonally: 

"C'est de fort bonne foi que vous vantez son zele"(l) 

he says, and blames fartuffe's skill in deceit rather t han 

Orgon's lack of intelligence and discernment for the mis­

guided admiration la.vished on the "d~v0t 11 by Orgono Un­

moved by this piece of geneToeity, Orgon contin~es in the 

sarcastic yein of his earlier retort, and Cl~ante decides, 

wisely, not to pursue a conversation which can only lead 

----------~ - -~- - ···~- ---
(1) Act I, sc. v, ibid ., 1. 406 . 



483 

to bitterness .. Unlike G~rontc , whose ironical humouring 

oi Sganarelle represents his abandonment of a lost cause, 

Cl~ante•s withdrawal takes the form of silence$ The only· 

thing that makes him remain in his brother-in-l aw 1 s company 

is his undertaking to plead the cause of Val~re with 

Mariane•s father. In this invidious task he manages to 

combine tact with persistence , but he is no match for 

the obstinacy of Orgon. Not even his direct manner 

succeeds in extracting some posit ive answer from his 

interlocutor , whose only reply to the question -

"Val~re a votre foi: la tiendrez-vous, ou non?"(l) 

is to quit the room with a brusque "Adieu". Our estima­

tion of Cl~ante ' s character cannot fail to rise in view 

of his conduct during the interview with Orgon. He shows 

to even better advantage when, much later in the play, he 

confronts Tartuffe himself. After Damis has been turned 

out of Orgon's house with some violence , and the Hypocrite 9 s 

triumph is complete, Cl~ante's critical assessment of 

Tartuffe's behaviour in the crisis illustrates the practical 

application of those general precepts mentioned in the 

conversation with Orgon earlier. The true Christian, in 

Cl~ante's opinion, would intercede for Damis with his out­

raged parent instead of profiting from the estrangement 

between father and son. The tone adopted by Cl~ante 

when acquainting Tartuffe with this view is civil, but 

one may detect the depth of contempt in an apparently 

rhetorical question like 

(1) Act I, so . v, ibid., lo424. 
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11N' est- il pas d 'u.n chr~tie.n de pardo1mer l 'offense, 

Et d'~teindre ea. so.n coer.L:.:" t ouli desir de ':re.\.'lgeance?" (l) 

The relevance to Tartu~fe ' s own conduct in the Damis-Orgon 

affair is obvious. The Hypocrite ' s lofty abstractions 

and devious reasoning fail to impress Cleante , who in any 

case has seen through his performance from the start; and 

while preserving formal politeness (he still addresses 

Tartuffe as "Monsieur"), Orgon•s brother-in-law firmly 

maintains his belief in forgiveness as the only acceptable 

course of action in the circumstances. He counters every 

one of Tartuffe's spurious arguments with observations 

based on a mixture of common sense and Christian theology, 

until his interlocutor has no verbal resources left, and 

is obliged to use "certain devoir pieux" as an excuse 

for beating a retreat before so implacable an opponent . 

Cleante's "Ah!" on Tartuffe's exit is ample enough evidence 

of his scepticism concerning the real cause of the abrupt 

departure of the Hypocri te . Up to this point of the play, 

Cleante's wisdom has been verbal and theoretical, for it 

has not been related to specific circumstances. In the 

final act, however, we see him remaining level-headed while 

chaos and havoc reign around him in Orgon ' s household once 

Tartuffe has shown his true colours ~ Predictably, Orgon 

is distraught and incapable of rational behaviour, his 

rage and disappointment leading him to violent extr emes of 

judgement, which Cleante ge~tly but steadily corrects 

( " ••• touj ours d 'un exc~s vous vous jetez dans 1 'autre 11 ) ( 2) . 

(1) Act IV, ec. i, 11. 1193-1194. 
(2) Act V, sc. i, 1 . 1610. 
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However strong the temptation might be for a man in 

ClE!ante ' s posi t io11 to sa.y, rcr t old you so 11 , t his perspica­

cious observer of human nature is sufficiently generous 

to hold his peace, and concentrate his attention rather 

upon finding the best way out of the difficulties with 

which he and the rest of Orgon's fami ly are confronted. 

He restrains Damis from doing physical violence to Tartuffe, 

for resorting to brute force can only aggravate an already 

uneasy situation. He intervenes in the amusing but 

fruitless quarrel between Orgon and Madame Pernelle over 

Tartuffe's turpitude, pointing out that 

"Nous pardons des moments en bagatelles puree , 

Qu'il faudrait employer~ prendre des mesures." (l) 

In other words, his moderation and single-mindedness con­

tribute to the preservation of some vestiges of sanity in 

Orgon ' s troubled household until the final catastrophe 

overtakes the family with Monsieur Loyal's visit o 

Only once more does Cl~ante come to the fore before the 

play ends, and that is when Orgon, in his relief at the 

unexpected salvation from what appeared to be an impossible 

predicament, is about to vent his bitterness upon Tartuffe. 

In accordance with his principle of charity and forgiveness, 

Cl~ante restrains his excited relative from cheapening his 

victory by petty conduct (" ••• ne descendez point ~ des 

indignit~s")(2). Our sympathy with the winning side 

(1) Act v, sc. iii, 11 . 1697-1698. 
(2) Act v, sc . vii, 1. 1948. 
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is accordingly ensured, jllsLice is satisfactorily done, 

and Tartuffe ends on a note of tranq_uillity and harmony. 

Without Cleante's dignified and exemplary presence, it is 

quite possible that the finale would be less complete, 

both morally and aesthetically speaking. 

In Les Femmes savantes, we find the same comic material 

as in the plays already considered in the present chapter: 

obsession or aberration played off against reason and 

common sense. The latter are represented, not by a 

single individual, but by a little group of three in 

this work, Moliere's penllltimate comedy. The characters 

involved are Chrysale, Ariste, his brother, and Clitandre, 

his prospective son-in-law. Chrysale has already been 

discussed in an earlier chapter, so little will be said 

about him now. Besides, his extreme pliancy and inability 

to maintain his views in the face of opposition from his 

redoubtable wife, make it difficult to take him seriou.sly. 

He is a more sympathetic character than any of those in 

the opposing camp (the "precieux" of Philruninte's salon 

and the ladies themselves), and his immense speech on 

the place of a woman in tne home contains much that is sound. 

However, there is something of the buffoon in Jhrysale, 

which renders b.im less satisfact ory than either ,~riste 

or Clitandre as a character whose utterances are to be 

respected. It is the other two individuals whom we shall 

therefore consider. 

Clitandre is interesting inasmuch as he is one of t~e 
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few "thinking bourgeois" not of middle age. In some 

respects he conforms t o the pattern of young men-in-love, 

but he is differentiated from the Val~res and L~andres of 

other plays by his tendency to verbalize on subjects of 

interest to the moralist, -more specifically, on the 

topic of female participation in intellectual activities 

as opposed to domestic ones. When he first appears on 

the stage, it is to declare his love for Henriette before 

Armande, and this delicate situation is handled by him 

with integrity and tact. His honesty concerning his 

feelings for Henriette, and his indifference towards her 

elder sister, is sufficiently wounding to Armande's pride, 

and the young man avoids any remarks of an unnecessary 

nature suggesting triumph or revenge for unrequited love. 

This already disposes us favourably towards him, so that 

by the time he acquaints Henriette with his opinion of 

"lee femmes docteurs", we regard what he says as worthy 

of serious attention. 

The two main issues with which Clitandre is concerned 

are, firstly, the compromise between knowledge and in­

tellectual humility that the ideal woman should make, and 

secondly, the impossibility of admiring literary charlatans 

without being dishonest. He has already proved himself 

to be articulate in the "declaration" scene, and on this 

occasion, alone with Henriette, his speech takes on an 

epigrammatic quality normally associated with a polished 

speaker. Well-turned phrases like "elle sache ignorer 



488 

lea chases qu ' elle sait "( l) and "qu ' elle ait du. savoir 

s ans vou.loir qu ~on le sa.::~hc '' ( ~ j ~llustrate the grace of 

his expression as well as the fineness of his percept i ono 

He is fluent without being glib. Despite the sophi sti-

cation of his utterances, however , his ideas are basical ly 

those of the blunter Chrysale . He merely affords us 

another perspective of the same view, as it were, where 

feminine preoccupations are concerned. On the subject 

of intellectual honesty, he is rather more original, and 

it is to his credit that he is not willing to join the 

chorus of approbation for the ponderous writings of 

Trissotin in order to improve his chances of winning 

Henriette. The sly counsel of Henriette herself -

''Vous devez vou.s forcer ~ quelque complaisance" ( 3) 

- fails to induce her suitor to compromise his taste and 

judgement in feigning an admiration he does not feel . For 

him, praise of Trissotin's work would be tantamount t o dis­

honour, however much he might stand to 5ain from s uch a 

course of action. The· most he is prepared to do to con-

solidate his position in Philaminte•s household is to find 

favour with B~lise, and it is in this frustrating endeavour 

that we next see him. 

The elderly spinster ' s conviction of Clitandre's passionate 

attachment to her person, coupled with her too-ready flow 

of speech, leaves Henriette's lover in no position to show 

either rage or forbearance; he has no choice but to wai t 

(1) Act I, sc. iii, op . cit., II, pg.993, 1 . 222 . 
( 2) Ibid . , 1. 224. 
( 3 ) I bid . , 1 . 240. 
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for the tide of her eloauence to ebb. By the time it 

does •o, however, B~lise has swept majestically from the 

room, and Clitandre's reaction to the interview is as 

indignant as may be expected in the circum•tances. His 

exasperated 

"Diantre soit de la folle avec see viaions!"(l) 

is admittedly not the moat polite remark to make about 

elders and betters, but in a person of Clitandre•e youth 

and aspirations, its spontaneity, and the extreme provo­

cation to which he has been subjected, mitigate any censure 

one might be tempted to make o! it. Being a young man 

given to positive remedies, Clitandre, instead of giving 

up the project of finding a mentor after his dismissal 

by Belise, decideE? to try his luck with "une sage personne". 

It is appropriate that the individual of his choice should 

be the practical, good-hearted Ariste, whom we meet in 

the following scene. 

Ariete's readiness to assist the young lovers, his patience 

with his sentimental, rambling brother, and his discretion 

regarding the need for Philaminte's endorsement of Chrysale's 

decision to accept Clitandre as a aon-in-law, all argue 

strongly in favo~r of this charming, sensible person. He 

has the same corumon sense as his namesake in L'Ecole des 

maris, and he is easily identifiable with that group of 

kindly, intelligent, mature bourgeois whose lucidity 

counters the idosyncrasies of their friends or relatives. 

(1) Act I, sc. iv, 1. 325. 
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Chrysale's brother differs from them, however, in that his 

contribution to the action of the play is more direct. In 

fact, at the end of Les Femmes savantes, he is a sort of 

deus ex machina through whose agency the worthlessness of 

Trissotin is exposed. He verbalizes less than the other 

characters of similar function whom we have already dis­

cussed, and this is because Clitandre fills this r8le 

quite adequately, together with Chrysale. Where the 

Cl~ante of Tartuffe has a restraining influence on im­

petuosity, and provides a clear-sighted commentary on the 

human weakness surrounding him, but does little to promote 

the happy ending to the crisis in Orgon's affairs, Ariste 

says less but acts more. Both have positive attributes, 

but in different ways. Despite the fact that he is a 

man of action rather than words, Ariste is not incapable 

of some straight talking when this is necessary. Chrysale's 

vacillation regarding the proposal of Clitandre as son-in­

law to Philaminte calls forth sarcasm and indignation from 

his brother, who asks bluntly, 

"N'avez-vous point de honte avec votre mollesse? 11 (l). 

The asperity of tone Ariste adopts on this occasion is 

not prompted by spite, however; he realises that the 

only way to bring Chrysale to his senses is to address 

him peremptorily. The swiftness with which Ariste reverts 

to his usual amiable manner indicates this clearly, as 

does the encouragement he gives his unreliable brother: 

"Vous voila raisonnable, et comme je vous veux.'' (2) 

(1) .n.ct II, sc. ix, 1. 659. 
( 2 ) Ibid., l. 706. 
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This hearty approbation is continued when, later, Chrysale 

has fi rmly st a·ced hib d~s1.re :tor "tn e a.n.ion between Henriette 

and Clitandre to take place; ("Fort bien: vous faites 

des merveilles") (1) and throughout the play, Ariste is 

like Chrysale's alter ego, constantly indicating the 

correct path to follow in the various complications be­

setting the Henriette/Clitandre match, and in dealings 

with Philaminte. Both Ariste and Clitandre appear in a 

good light in their respective encounters with the other 

protagonists of the play, - Clitandre for his sincerity 

and directness, and Ariste for his steady judgement and 

energy. When, f or example, Clitandre overhears Armande's 

unfairly prejudicial remarks about him to her mother, he 

confronts the women with dignity and challenges the younger 

one to explain herself. Again, his language has that 

concision, reminiscent of the epigram, noticed in earlier 

speeches. It suggests self-control as well as elegance 

of diction. When he asks Armande, 

"Est-ce moi qui vous quitte, ou vous qui me chassez? "( 2) 

he has captured in a few words the whole crux of the matter, 

the essence of his unhappy relationship with Armande . Con­

trol does not mean lack of emotion, though, and the terms 

in which Clitandre evokes his initial devotion to Henriette ' s 

elder sister are moving. It is only the silliness of the 

girl's answer which makes him change his tone from gentle­

ness to irony, and from irony to bluntness ("Il n'est plus 

(1) Act III, sc . vi, 1 . 1114. 
( 2) Act IV, BC. ii, 1. 1188 • 
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temps, Madame: u.ne autrq a pri s laplace") (1) -o Like 

Ariste, he only ~se& hard words when circumstances render 

these unavoidable o The confrontation between himself 

and his rival, Tr issotin, is another occasion which justi­

fies the use of lees diplomatic languQge than that which 

he usually employso Tr issotin passes for a man of wit in 

the circles he freq~ents 1 and however despicable he might 

be as a person, it is true that, as long as he confines 

himself to words alone, he is capable of exhibiting a 

f a9ade of ~ntelligence which people like Philaminte find 

impressive .. Nhen faced with the forthright charges of 

Clitandrer Trissotin is not wanting in verbal dexterity 

to defend himself, as a remark like 

"J ' ai cru jusques ici que c'etait l'ignorance 

Qui faisa:it les g".:'ands sots, et non pas la science"(2) 

ShOWSo Cert ainly it does not bear close scrutiny; but 

superficially , it carries some weight by reason of its 

balanced antithesiso Yet Clitandre 9 enemy though he is 

of elaborate speecht gratu.i to us intellectual exercise, and 

pedantry, fights Trissotin with his own weapon, nea·tly 

capping the poet ' s barbed comments in language by no means 

i nferior to the rhetorically polished speech of his adver-

sary. Their sparring culminates in a long and interesting 

speech from Clitandre on the futility of the laborious works 

of learned scholars who delude themselves into believing 

the State owes them recognition for their efforts. (3) His 

words confirm the opinion we have already formed of his 

-----------------------------------------------------------
(1) Act IV, sc. ii, 1. 1241 . 
(2) Act IV, sc. iii, 11. 1293-1294. 
(3) Ibido, 11. 1353-1382 . 
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judgement. All that he says is based on common sense, 

and att ests the speaker~~ ~~~at~eucv with spuriousness in 

general , be it of word or of deed . Philaminte's accusation, 

that Clitandre's tirade is inspired by jealousy, is discre­

dited to some extent by the character of the lady herself. 

Besides, the validity of the young man's remarks renders 

speculation about their inspiration unnecessary. In the 

little conversation with Armande immediately following the 

Trissotin/Clitandre clash, moreover, Clitandre's self­

mastery in the face of Armande's smug and insincere 

commiseration over the ruin of his plans _for marrying 

her sister, argues against the notion that he would let 

resentment run away with him to the extent of distorting 

his judgement. 

There is no more speechifying from Clitandre as the action 

of the play draws to an end, and indeed, it would be un­

seasonable were he to indulge in moralizing at a time when 

his whole future happiness with Henriette is in the balance. 

One of his best moments comes with Ariste's r~se, when, 

despite the meagreness of his own fortune, he offers to 

rescue Henriette and her family from "financial ruin'' 

once 'frissotin's cupidity has been exposed and that 

literary charlatan disgraced forever in Philaminte's eyes. 

The sacrifice is all the more laudable since Clitandre 

sincerely believes the news imparted through Ariste, that 

Chrysale and Philaminte are penniless. 

Henriette are few, but touching: 

His words to 
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"Tou.t destin, avec vou.s, me peut ~tre agreable; 

Tout destin me serait , sans vou.s, insu.pportable ." ( l ) 

As an expression of love, that declaration leaves little 

to be desired, and the words ju.st qu.oted are the last 

u.ttered by Clitandre in the play. This means that it is 

as a lover rather than as a thinker the.t Clitandre emerges 

at the end, -which is appropriate for one of his years . 

As for Ariste, his initiative in acting as he does to 

help the lovers has the effect of increasing our already 

considerable respect for him. 

The advocate of common sense in Moliere's last comedy 

(Le Malade imaginaire) is represented by the hypochondriac 's 

brother, Beralde. Contrary to the tradition of earlier 

plays, Beralde does not appear until an advanced stage of 

the action (at the very end of the second act); and when 

he does so, the conflicting views of himself and Argan are 

not eiven u.tterance. In fact, his visit to Argan gives 

the impression that it is a mere necessity for the stru.c­

tu.re of the play: his introduction into Argan's hou.sehold 

of a trou.pe of exotically costumed singers and dancers to 

cheer up the invalid, affords a pretext for bringing the 

second act to an end and justifies the visual entertain­

ment demanded by the genre. In the short exchange between 

the brothers which precedes the second "intermede", we do 

not learn much about the character and persu.asions of Beralde. 

However , even in this brief scene, Argan's brother displays 

(1) Act V, sc. iv, 11 . 1747-1748. 
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a certain dry humoQr and clarity of vision. The initial . . .. . . . 

words of convers ation a .1.'€ o .... t.ll~ Illv ~ lJ banal , bQt when 

Argan has petulantly stated, in reply to the Usual inquiry 

after his health, that 

"Je n'ai pas seulement la force de pouvoir parler"(l), 

and immediately afterwards reacts with violence of a highl y 

articulate variety to an allusion to Angelique's match with 

"un parti", Beralde remarks wryly that he is pleased to 

note Argan's strength appears to be returning to him. It 

is to Beralde' ~ credit that he does not tease Argan further 

about this inconsistency, and that he has the discretion 

to defer discussion of Angelique's matrimonial prospects 

until a later and more propitious hour. The only indi-

cation of his attitude towards medicine and doctors at 

this stage is his assertion that the singing-and-dancing 

"vaudra bien une ordonnance de Monsieur Purgon." ( 2) . 

Nith the beginning of the third act, Beralde's presence 

and participation in the action become a feature of Le 

Malade imaginaire, and this is natural and logical, since 

this is the act of Argan's enlightenment, both about medical 

practitioners and about Beline's affection for himself; 

and Beralde stands forunclouded perception of the two kinds 

of deceit practised by Mon~ieur Purgon and Beline respec-

tively. With Beralde's intelligence and Toinette's energy 

and inventiveness, Argan is not allowed to persevere for 

long in hi s delusions. From his promise to Toinette,(3), 

(l) Rct II, sc. ix, op. cit. II, pg. 1147. 
(2) Ibid. 1 

(3 ) act I II , sc . ii, ib~d., pg . 1150 . 
I 
\ 

\' 
' 
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B~ralde may be seen to be fully committed to furthering 

t ue interests of Cl~ante and Angelique, just as Ariste , ill 

Lee Femmes savantea, undertakes to assist the match between 

Clitandre and Henriette. This tends to dispose us favour­

ably towards Argan's brother, for the cause of Young Love 

is inevitably regarded with a sympathetic eye. In addi­

tion to this, B~ralde further commends himself to us by 

his tactics when reasoning with Argan. Knowing the ex-

citable temperament of his brother, he proceeds with cau­

tion before broaching the dangerous topic of Ang~lique's 

possible marriage with Cl~ante. His appeals to Argan to 

remain calm are such that the latter, never very patient 

at the best of times, remarks, "Voila bien du pr~ambule"; 

(l) but the reaction provoked by B~ralde•s discreet 

suggestion of self-interest in B~line's eagerness to see 

Ang~lique in a convent, amply justifies the "pr~ambule". 

Recognizing the symptoms of a tantrum, B~ralde (not with­

out a certain tongue-in-cheek irony) quickly reassures 

Argan of his conviction that B~line is an excellent lady, 

and endeavours to keep the conversation upon the topic 

of present interest to himself, Cl~ante and Ang~lique. 

However, after one or two wise observations from Beralde 

on the advisability of choosing a suitor to the taste of 

the prospective wife rather than to that of the prospective 

father-in-law, the subject changes from matrimony to 

medicine, and it is at this point that the confrontation 

between common sense and folly (to which we are by now 

accustomed in Moli~re's plays) takes place. 

(1) Act III, sc. iii, ibid., pg. 1151. 
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The discussion between Argan and B~ralde is prefaced by 

a vigorous assertion from the inval i d cs brother that Argan's 

health is admirable in spite of, rather than because of, 

the attentions of Monsieur Purgon. This is a statement 

of fact, and as such throws into relief the magnitude of 

Argan's illusions about himself and the medical profession. 

Curiously enough, Argan does not fly into a rage at 

B~ralde's direct attack upon· all that he holds most dear, 

possibly because he is too snocked even to be angry at 

such sacrilege. From the audience's point of view, it 

is as well that he remains cool enough to continue the 

conversation, which is stimulating intellectually. The 

contrast between the brothers as their respective views 

become clear is the contrast between reality and fantasy, 

reason and superstition. At times, B~ralde would seem 

to go too far in contradicting Argan, - when, for example, 

he claims that medicine is "une des plus grandes folies 

qui soit parmi les hommes (1), or when he ridicules the 

practices of doctors and their inability to cure patients. 

It should be remembered that as a comic dramatist, Moli~re 

is concerned with presenting opposing viewpoints rather 

than suggesting the rights and wrongs of certain attitudes 

to given issues. Occasional exaggeration in B~ralde's 

remarks serves to heighten the difference between the two 

protagonists under present discussion, quite apart from 

the amusement his statements give to those detached from 

the argument. It is certainly more likely that we shall 

(l) Act III, sc. iii, ibid., pp.ll52-ll53. 
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identify with Beralde rather than with Argan, since most 

of Beralde 's comments and p.~ eceJ-ts are sensible rather than 

not, whereas Argan is obsessed with health to the point of 

absurdity. It is possible, moreover, that just as Clitandre, 

in Les Femmes savantes, uses language similar to that of 

Trissotin when arguing with that pedant, so, too, Beralde 

has recourse to the same extravagant utterances as his 

brother when discussing medicine. He does not necessarily 

believe to the letter eve~ word he says, even if Argan 

lacks the intelligence not to take him literally. 

The longest of Beralde's speeches in the scene we are 

considering deals, significantly, with the distance separa­

ting reality from illusion, (l) and this, even more than 

medicine and romantic intrigue, is what Le Malade imaginaire 

is all about. Let us look, for example, at his generali-

zation in this regard: 

·~ais quand vous en venez ala verite et a l'experience, 

vous ne trouvez rien de tout cela, et il en est comme 

de ces beaux songes qui ne vous laissent au rev.eil 

que le deplaisir de lee avoir crus." (2) 

Although related to Argan's whimsical belief in the effica~ 

city of Medicine, this remark has a wider relevance which 

is only brought out at the end of the play, when Argan has 

yielded to Beralde's persuasion and become a doctor in his 

own right. The nuptial celebrationn of Cleante and 

Angelique include costumed dancing (Beralde refers to 

(1) Act III, sc. iii, ibid., p. 1154. 
( 2) Ibid. 
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this as "le carnaval"), and the atmosphere of glittering 

unreality generated by t~8 fa~ry~tale ending is a comment, 

perhaps, on the whole situation presented in Le Malade. 

We are what we want to be only in our imagination, and if 

we are to remain happy, the reality of our identity and 

circumstances should not be explored too thoroughly. It 

is the clear-sighted Beralde who perceives this, and it 

is he who is responsible for the only possible solution 

to Argan's problem where medicine is concerned. This 

aspect of Beralde's function in the play lends him an extra 

dimension, as it were, over and above the usual one asso­

ciated with characters filling the "sensible" role in come­

dies of domestic life. This does not mean, however, 

that his part as adviser to his ludicrous and selfish 

relative is understated. In the matter of Monsieur 

Fleurant's "petit lavement", for example, Beralde inter­

venes in the most practical way, preventing Argan from 

unnecessary recourse to Monsieur Purgon's prescriptions. 

It is interesting to note that, when the outraged prac­

titioner himself bustles in' to investigate the cause of 

his patient's rebellion, Beralde says not a word, and in 

fact slips away until the affair should be sorted out 

between Argan and his doctor. It is not so m~ch a matter 

of cowardice, as a sense of discretion, which prompts this 

course . of action. Having indicated to his brother the 

path of reason, Beralde refuses to interfere further; 

it is up to Argan to decide for himself. Beralde returns 

when Purgon has departed. At this point, blunt speech 
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is required to restore some measure of self-control to 

the hypochondr iac , vmo i s .11ys ~ ·~r·~cal with apprehension 

following Purgon' s "curse". Beralde rises to the occasion 

with remonstrances like -

"Ma foi! mon fr~re, voua @tea fou ••• " "Le simple 

homme que vous @tes !" (1) 

Nhen Toinette ' s str.atagem of presenting Argan with a replace­

ment for Purgon is put into operation, Beralde's dry wit 

and control of situation are shown to advantage . Through-

out the elaborate joke played by servant on master, he 

makes double-edged comments of a general nature which do 

not betray Toinette, but at the same time do not compromise 

his honesty: 

"Il est vrai que la ressemblan.ce est tout a fait 

grande . Mais ce n'est pas la premiere fois qu'on 

a vu de ces sortes de choses ••• " (2) 

Like all thi ngs of the imagination, however, the joke must 

end, and reality returns with Beralde's insistence on the 

justice of Angelique's cause. Like a faithful messenger, 

Beralde does not lose sight of his commission for long . 

Mention of angelique's future involves mention of Beline's 

aspirations, and just before Toinette's triumphant ruse to 

reveal Argan's wife in all her hypocrisy, Beralde indulge s 

in s ome plain talking on the matter of Argan's blindness 

to Beline's faults . Comparing his words on this occasion 

with those uttered by him earlier on the same subject , it 

(1) Act III, sc. vi, ibid., pg. 1159. 
(2) Act III, s c . vii i , ibid ., pg. 1161 . 



501 

may be seen how B~ralde can adapt to circumstances. At 

this stage he has littl~ ~c lo~d oy provoking his brother, 

so the truth can be spoken freely, whereas earlier, it 

was necessary to placate Argan if any progress with Cl~ante's 

cause were to be made. Finally, once Argan has revised 

his opinion of both B~line and Ang~lique, and all promises 

well for the young lovers, Beralde makes his inspired 

suggestion that Argan should become his own doctor. As 

the play ends, the interplay of dream and reality is em­

phasized by B~ralde's own words: 

"Nous pouvons aussi prendre chacun un personnage, et 

nou.s donner ainsi la comedie lea uns aux autres." (l) 

In a sense, B~ralde emerges as a dominant character, a sort 

of master of ceremonies, despite the fact thdt Argan is 

the more compelling creation of Moli~re's imagination. 

In this chronological survey of the "thinking bourgeois", -

the middle-class man of intelligence and critical judge­

ment, -in Moli~re's plays, we have considered a number 

of individuals who complete the picture of this group of 

protagonists in the dramatist•~ work, who are neither o~ 

the nobility nor of the plebs. Not all bourgeois are 

monsters devoured by avarice, snobbishness, oi pseudo­

religion. There are those who are kindly, humorous, 

well-balanced and humane. If at times they appear 

colourless in comparison with the eccentrics whose foibles 

and obsessions they criticize, it is not because the drama­

tist esteems them less or rates their importance lower. 

(1) Act III, sc. xiv, ibid., pg. 1171. 
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Just as in a painting, the neutral tones are essential 

to highlight the bolder colours, and so the Aristes and 

B~raldes have their place beside the Orgons and Arnolphes 

of Moli~re's drama. Despite the similarity of their 

collective function, it should be pointed out that they 

are neatly differentiated one from another; one is 

earthy and forthright, another is urbane and polished; 

one is a man of action, another is a man of thought. 

It is not a valid criticism to accuse Moli~re of creat­

ing them according to the same matrix. 

Most important of all, · t .-¥1e "thinking bourgeois" in Moli~re 's 

plays adds to the impression of psychological authenticity, 

• since these are the characters who, by their very ordinari­

ness, impress us with the illusion of reality. They 

should not be underestimated. 
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4. THE LOWER ORDERS. 

Chapter One. 

The Intriguing and Resourceful Valet. 

Comedy, by its very nature, implied for the seventeenth­

century mind a presentation of life as lived by the lower 

orders of society. This is partially explained by the 

traditional distinction already mentioned in this thesis 

between comic and tragic protagonists. Moreover, the 

lack of inhibitions characterizing those whose station 

does not. demand decorous or exemplary behaviour offers 

rich material to the writer of comedy. It is therefore 

only natural that Moli~re's work should contain much that 

is enlightening about the least distinguished members of 

the society he knew, and to complete this survey of the 

hierarchy as depicted by him, it remains to consider the 

valets, maids and peasants whose presence animates a fair 

number of his comedies. 

It is logical to begin with one of the best-known figures 

of comedy since the days of Plautus and Terence, - that 

of the intriguing and resourceful valet. Predictably, 

it is in Moliere's earlier and less original comedies 

that this character makes his most frequent appearance. 

As the dramatist matures and the style and content of his 

work become less dependent on the comic tradition that 
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precedes him, other characters take the place of recog-

nizable "fantoches 11 • It may be argued that so stereotyped 

a figure as the 11 clever manservant" can contribute little 

to our knowledge of real-life domestics in Moliere 's day, 

and of prevailing attitudes towards them. While this 

is true of the unrelenting father-figures in comedies of 

classical inspiration, however, there is cause to believe 

that the depiction of a valet more masterly than his master 

reflects one of the facts of everyday existence in seven-

teenth-century France. Proof of this may be fou.nd in 

contemporary anecdotes, - for example, in a remark by the 

famous advocate Patru, concerning one of his colleagues 

at the Acad~mie Fran9aise. The gentleman in question 

had been playing at dice in the venerable "Pomme de Pin", 

and his valet, Bassan, finally dragged him off by the 

coat, saying, "Morbleu! vous perdez tout notre argent, 

et puis tant8t vous me viendrez battre". This sort of 

situation (l) is worthy of the tradition of Scapin, 

Mascarille and Sganarelle. 

The first time we encounter the name of Sganarelle, with 

its connotations of Italian farce (the ending -elle evokes 

Polichinelle and Briguelle), is in Le M~decin volant. 

At this stage of his chequered career in Moli~re's works, 

the character bearing this name is a valet (later we see 

him as an elderly and roo~iah bourgeois, and arter ~bbo 

(l) Quoted in Le Moli~riste, Vol . I, no.ll, Feb., 1880, 
pp.J39-340 in a contribution by Eug~ne No~l. 
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he disappears from Moli~re'e plays altogether.) Sganarelle 

appears in the second scene of ~his little farce immediately 

after some highly unflattering remarks about his ability 

from Valere, his master. There is the basic comic technique 

of reversal-of-position in the contrast between Valere's 

contemptuous deprecation of his servant, and the wheedling 

tone of his supplication for help in the conspiracy against 

Gorgibus, - a conspiracy in which Sganarelle is required to 

play a major rOle. In the confrontation between master 

and servant, two facts emerge that are edifying as to 

Sganarelle.' a character. The first is his good opinion of 

himself, evidenced by the self-important recommendations 

he makes concerning his reliability. The effect of these 

is somewhat spoilt by Val~re's recent references to Sganarelle 

as "un lourdaud" ( 1), and by the examples the valet cites 

of commissions satisfactorily executed (ascertaining the 

price of butter at the market, telling the time, and watering 

the horse). The second, and more interesting, indication 

of Sganarelle's personal characteristics· is the ease with 

which money can induce him to attempt any undertaking. The 

mention of "dix pistoles" suffices to conquer his initial 

reluctance when requested to masquerade as a doctor, and 

he is not above reminding Val~re (whom, it should be noted, 

he treats with a certain camaraderie bordering on disrespect) 

about the promised reward ·before the two part: 

" ••• venez seulement me faire avoir un ·habit de m~decin, 

et m'instruire de· ce qu'il faut faire, et me donner mes 

licences, qui sont lea dix pistole a promises". (2) 

(1) Sc. i, Op. cit. I, pg. 32. 
(2) Sc. ii, ibid., pg. 33. 



506 

After Sabine's impressive nreamble on introducing Sganarelle 

to Gorgibus, the newly qualified 11doctor" is thrown on his 

own resources to maintain a convincing performance as "le 

plus habile m~decin du monde". It must be admitted that 

in this difficult task, he acquits himself better than 

Valere seemed to anticipate. The confidence of his demeanour, 

combined with the incomprehensible and pedantic jargon he 

affects, dazzles a man of Gorgibus•s meagre intelligence. 

When Sganarelle's knowledge of Latin deserts him, he covers 

up by briskly demanding to get on with the examination, and 

not even the blunder of choosing the wrong patient (he begins 

on Gorgibus) disconcerts him; he calmly announces that 

"le sang du pere et de la fille ne sont qu'u.ne m@me 

chose'' • ( 1) 

This command of the situation earns Sganarelle some respect, 

for despite his obvious lack of education and the coarseness 

of his behaviour (his drinking of the patient's urine being 

one of the commonplaces of broad farce), there is no denying 

the quickness of his wit, which is superior to that of the 

other protagonists. One of the most diverting features of 

Sganarelle's performance is his ability to make the sort of 

remarks which no person of average intelligence would dream 

of taking seriously (for example, he declares that "une 

personne ne se porte pas bien quand elle est malade"); and 

he does so with such gravity that his absurd commonplaces 

sound like utterances of great profundity. In the matter 

of a prescription, Sganarelle proves once again his presence 

(1) QC. iv, up. cit. 1, pg. 34. 
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of mind when he avoids having to write, - since, of course, 

he is illiterate. Not only does his recommendation that 

Lacile take fresh air in the garden serve his master's 

parpose; it also obviates the necessity of committing words 

to paper, which would be a serious embarrassment to him. 

A more formidable threat is presented by the appearance of 

the Advocate, whose curiosity is aroused by Gorgibus's 

superlatives concerning the learned "doctor" in his house. 

When Sganarelle and the Advocate come face to face, the 

elegance and preciseness of the latter's speech, and his 

syntactically correct Latin, contrast strongly with the 

bastard speech of his interlocutor, who hurriedly summons 

up whatever foreign-sounding words come to mind. It is 

to Sganarelle's credit, however, that he does not panic. 

He is wis·e enough to allow the Advocate to talk on until 

he has tired of his own carefully-turned eloquence, and is 

ready to go. (Such is the Advocate's complacency that he 

doesn't even notice the slightness of Sganarelle's contri-

bation to the conversation.) When Gorgibus asks his opinion 

of the Advocate, moreover, Sganarelle has recovered hie wit 

sufficiently to make a condescending reply: 

"Il sai t quelque petite chose ••• " ( 1) 

Then the question of payment .arises, and the "doctor" 

displays well-simulated sarprise on being presented with a 

purse of money, which is taken amid protestations of complete 

disinterest in remuneration ("je ne suis pas un homme 

(1) Sc. viii, ibid., pg. 38. 
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merc~naire"). One remembers the "dix pistoles" already 

received from Val~re, and it must be acknowledged that 

Sganarelle's flair for financial transactions compensates 

to an appreciable degree for his lack of learning. 

Once restored to his identity as Val~re's valet, Sganarelle's 

self-satisfied report of his adventure brings to mind earlier 

remarks betokening his excellent opinion of himself. In 

other words, his characterization is consistent. By this 

time, however, he has shown that his smugness is not unjusti­

fied in view of his masterly conduct as Lucile's doctor. 

The d~nouement of the play confirms our judgement of his 

skill in making the best of difficult situations. First, 

there is his inspired excuse of a twin brother when Gorgibus 

makes his inopportune appearance and sees him as a man­

servant; then, there is Sganarelle's lightning change of 

costume and identity when circumstances demand that he 

appear as a doctor to hear Gorgibus•s plea for reconciliation 

with his erring twin brother; and finally, up to the moment 

of his exposure by Gros-Ren~, there is Sganarelle's enactment 

of ~he parts of two individuals simultaneously, which is 

carried out with such virtuosity that even the sceptical 

Gros-Ren~ himself is moved to say, "par ma foi, il est 

sorcier." (1) Even at the end of this "tour de force", 

Sganarelle is not at a loss for words in the face of 

Gorgibus's wrath. He pleads his master's cause simply, 

appealing to the better nature of Lucile's father and point-

(1) Sc. xv, ibid., pg. 43. 
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ing out the inevitability of the fait accompli. It is no 

doubt as much through this wel l-reasoned speech as through 

the disarming behaviour of the young lovers, that Gorgibus 

relents so swiftly, to the joy of all concerned. Sganarelle 

emerges from the play as a person of great aplomb and quick 

wit. His is not the intelligence of a B~ralde or an 

Ariste; it is closer to animal cunning than to sagacity, 

but combined with physical energy, it proves a formidable 

force to be reckoned with. To what extent Sganarelle is 

typical can only be determined once other valets in Moli~re ' s 

work have been considered. 

Another of Moli~re's early comedies, L'Etourdi, (which, 

like Le M~decin volant, dates from the mid-to-late 'fifties) 

features the antics of a Sganarelle-like valet named 

Mascarille. The name suggests a mask (Spanish "mascara", 

Italian "mascarati", mean "mask" and "daubed face" respec­

tively), and this is particularly appropriate in view of 

the fellow's frequent recourse to disguise. This is not 

only the disguise of face or figure, - although at one point 

in ' the action Mascarille participates in a masquerade (1); -

it is rather the cloaking of his true purpose and intentions 

as he accosts the various people who are of possible aid to 

him in bringing about the union of his master and C~lie. 

Despite the cynicism with which he greets L~lie's appeal 

for help in the impasse in his love-life, Mascarille endears 

himself to the audience by his willingness to assist his 

(1) In Act III, sc. viii. 
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master . Thro~ghout the five-act play, t here is a constant 

contradiction between M<:1scarille 1 b i nflau.8d speecn..;s agai .o·,,; t 

helping a man as ~lucky as L~lie, and his yieldi ng t o riumane 

impulses prompted by the lover's helplessness . Yet it is 

not solely a tender heart which makes Mascarille act as he 

does. He is what L~lie says he is in the first act : a -

person never at a loss, no matter what the odds. 

"Je aais que ton esprit, en intrig~es fert i le, 

N'a jamais rien trouv~ qui lui fO.t difficile ••• " (l) 

Besides, Mascarille himself va~ts his capacity for successful 

intrig~ing in no uncertain terms: 

" . • • • • •... Je veux q~e l'on s'appr@te 

A me peindre en h~ros un laurier sur la t~te, 

Et qu •au bas du portrait on mette en lettres d'or : 

'Vi vat Mascarillus, fourbum imperator! ' " ( 2) 

The self-assurance of the master- plotter is but thi nl y 

disg~ised by the burlesque quality of the image in t hat 

speech. As in the case of Sganarelle , however, Mascar i lle 

does not deserve censure for those immodest words, since 

they relate to fact . He is a superb schemer, always one 

step ahead of his opponent, and never daunted by new or 

unexpected developments . He is ever-flexible , able t o 

alter plans at the last moment or change tactics as cir cum­

stances threaten his original course of action with failure. 

Not only does he have this fine sense of expediency; his 

shrewdness concerning human nature enables him to tackle 

(1) Act I, sc . ii, op . cit e I, pg. 54 , 11 .15-16 . 
(2) Act II, sc. viii, ibid ., pg. 92, 11 . 791-794 . 
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people with an eye to exploiting their weaknesses, aspirations 

and emotions. He knows in advance how they will react t o 

his suggestions or his conduct. Thus he uses the fiction 

of Nc§rine's "passion" for Anselma to gratify the old man's 

vanity and distract him from his vigilance over the purse 

containing two thousand francs, which is vital for the 

purchase of C~lie's freedom. Similarly, his feigned dis­

approval of his young master's behaviour calls forth from 

Pandolfe exactly the reaction anticipated by Mascarille, 

facilitating ~he plan for baying Cc§lie by proxy. Not even 

successive defeats through the blundering of L~lie can cause 

Mascarille to abandon hope; he becomes angry, but never 

despondent. He is an artist of intrigue above all else. 

This poses a problem where the characterization of Mascarille 

is concerned. 

In the case of a character who is as involved in action as 

Lc§lie's valet, there is an inevitable tendency to overlook 

psychology and to concentrate rather on plot-participation. 

In other words, Mascarille'e rOle in generating episode 

upon episode distracts the spectator from any implications 

about his inner self which might emerge from dialogue. 

The limitations imposed on the dramatist by the farce-genre 

render it difficult to regard personae conceived as main­

springe of action in quite the same way as one regards, say, 

Alceste or Orgon. However, L'Etoardi is not altogether 

devoid of matter for comment concerning Mascarille's nature 

and his place in society. He has similar traits to Sganarelle, -
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he is supremely self-confident, he evinces the same inde­

pendence of attitude towards his master, and he has the 

same brand of cunning, as Val~re's servant. He has, 

however, more pride than Sganarelle, and more initiative, 

since Sganarelle's impersonation (however brilliantly executed) 

is a task thrust upon him by another party, whereas all 

Mascarille's enterprises are undertaken by himself in the 

absence of suggestions from his master. His monologue at 

the beginning of Act Three is the clearest statement of his 

sense of duty towards himself as "un fourbe sublime", and 

of his concern for his reputation: 

"Et quoi qu'un ma.ttre ait fait pour te faire enrager, 

Ach~ve pour ta gloire, et non pour l'obliger." (1) 

Mascarille differs from Sganarelle in the matter of remunera-

tion for services rendered, moreover. Where the "medecin 

volant" is primarily concerned with financial gain, Mascarille 

evinces a surprising indifference towards bribes and otner 

inducements connected with money. He firmly rejects 

Hippolyte•s offer of her purse (2) when she learnA of the 

assistance he has lent her cause, and his assertion that 

"l'esp~rance du gain n'est pas ce qui me flatte" (3) is 

innocent of tongue-in-cheek irony. His behaviour at the 

end of the play, when the sets of lovers are happily united, 

con~irms his lack of interest in tangible recompense for 

his efforts on their behalf. All he desires is "quelque 

(l) Act III, sc. i, ibid., pg. 97, 11.917-918. 
(2) In Act I, sc. viii. 
(3) Ibid., pg. 74, l. 427. 
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fille" (l) to make him feel part of the general festivity , 

and he is perfectly content with Anselme's promise that a 

suitable female can be supplied. He further differs from 

Sganarelle in the degree of his education. Sganarelle is 

able to camouflage his lack of learning by his quick wit, 

whereas Mascarille is actually better-informed than his 

master,-as is proved by his swift correction of L~lie's 

foolish error as to the locality of Turin when servant and 

master are fabricating the history of Trufaldin's long-lost 

son. (2) 

The impression of Mascarille with which we are left at the 

end of L'Etourdi i s that of a brisk, intelligent, practical, 

vainglorious individual free from the pettiness of desire 

for gain. However, he remains a caricature rather than 

a fully developed portrait by reason of his close resemblance 

to the stereotyped figure of the Resourceful Servant. As 

for his place in society, his manifestly superior intelli­

gence wins him the grudging respect of L~lie, who tolerates 

his impertinence because he needs his help. Being artie-

ulate and lively, he is at ease in conversation with those 

who are his betters socially. With Anselme and Pandolfe, 

for example, he is respectful without being servile, and 

his insight into their values and aspirations gives him a 

slight advantage over them. With Hippolyte he is familiar, 

and even insolent; L~lie and L~andre he treats as equals. 

Although the rather pompous L~lie refers scathingly to 

(l) Act V, sc. xi, ibid., pg. 148, 1. 2063. 
(2 ) Act IV, sc. ii, ibid., 11 . 1407-1414. 
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Mascarille's subservience when his help is less indispen­

sible ("Quand il m'est inutile il fait le chien couchant")(l), 

it is the valet's conduct in the drama before us which forms 

the basis for our judgement, not his conduct in other cir-

cumstances. On the whole, the final picture of Mascarille 

which emerges from the play is that of a person respected 

and accorded a certain rough affection by those with whom 

he has dealings. 

The debt to servant-figures in the comedy of classical 

antiquity is less pronounced in Lea Pr~cieuses ridicules, 

despite the recurrence of the name of Mascarille in this 

work, contemporary with Le M~decin volant and L'Etourdi 

(1659). The basic concept of the plot is the same as in 

the two comedies previously discussed: being crossed in 

love, the young master inveigles the servant into exercising 

his wits to remedy the situation. The novelty of Les 

Pr~cieuses consists partly in the plurality of suitors, 

valets, and courted girls, and, - more important, - in the 

issue of feminine pursuits and occupations raised by the 

dramatist. 

The names of the two valets, Mascarille and Jodelet, imply 

characters belonging to broad farce, and stereotyped as well, 

since both are associated with the mask: the well-known 

actor, Jodelet, who joined Moli~re's troupe at Easter in 

1659, played with daubed face, and the origin of Mascarille's 

(1) Act IV, sc. i, ibid., 1. 1378. 
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name has already been mentioned in the present chapter.(l) 

Despite this, the servants are differentiated by their 

characteristics, for Mascarille is the more boisterous and 

imaginative of the two, while Jodelet merely follows the 

lead given by his fellow-valet, albeit with subtlety and 

cunning. Jodelet is the quieter, passive individual whose 

talents are imitative rather than inventive; he is a 

useful accomplice, and he acts as a foil for the brilliance 

of tlascarille. As is to be expected, it is the "Marquis 

de Mascarille'' who graces the parlour of Magdelon and Cathos 

first, - the "Vicomte de Jodelet" appears much later, when 

the visit is almost at an end. Before the fictitious 

nobleman is introduced to the "pr~cieuses", we see him in 

an undignified skirmish with the humourless persons who 

have carried his sedan-chair. His costume, if we are to 

believe the account of Mlle. Desjardins, (2) is of the most 

extravagant, - a parody of high fashion as worn by the ~lite 

in Moli~re's day. His speech is consonant with the burlesque 

persona adopted by him to serve his master's purpose: first 

his loud remonstrances with the chair-bearers, then his 

mincing references to the effects of weather upon clothes, 

suggest the actor overplaying his part, the servant delight­

ing in the new licence given him by fine raiment and a 

position of unaccustomed prestige. However unconvincing 

his performance might be to the critical eye of the unin­

volved onlooker, it should be noted that Mascarille dupes 

(1) See pg. 509 
(2) In the "R~cit de la farce des Pr~cieuses", - see Couton, 

op. cit. pg. 1218. 

\ 
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the "porteurs" completely, and , moreover, that his reluctance 

to pay them for their services is not necessarily a symptom 

of humble social origin. Even the wealthy and privileged 

in the mid-seventeenth century were not above attempting to 

evade petty payments of this natureo (For example, the 

modest fee for attending performances in the theatre was 

frequently neglected by the young noblemen who went to 

while away an hour or two in the pit, according to contempor­

ary sources.) On the whole, Mascarille manages to extricate 

himself quite gracefully from the difficult situation in 

which his arrogance (the "soufflet") and his parsimony have 

placed him, and he even has a little time in which to put 

his appearance in order before the entry of Magdelon and 

Cathos. 

In the encounter with the girls, the "marquis" has ample 

opportunity for displaying to the full his capacity for 

mimicry, which is considerable. At first sight, one might 

be forgiven for being impressed by the culture and command 

of precious language evinced by Mascarille. His elaborate 

compliments to Magdelon and Cathos, his passable attempt at 

an "impromptu", his knowledgeable pronouncements on literary 

genres, and his syntactically complicated way of expressing 

himself, all contribute to the impression of one accustomed 

to the noble style of life since infancy. Yet on closer 

examination, it may be seen that this veneer of aristocratic 

upbringing is reducible to nothing more than a comic technique, 

just as the impressive quotations from Hippocrates uttered 
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by Sganarelle in the farce, Le M~decin volant, are burlesque 

and meaningless. Everything Mascarille does and says is 

carried just a little too far to be in accordance with ele-

gant practice. Good breeding demands that the seventeenth-

century gallant should comb his hair (or wig) before sitting 

down to conversation with ladies. Mascarille complies 

with this custom, but spoils the effect by extending his 

ministrations to his whole toilette while the "pr~cieuses" 

wait. (1) Avid though they might be for flattery, even 

Magdelon and Cathos feel that the compliments of Mascarille 

are excessive: 

"Votre complaisance pousse un peu trop avant la 

lib~ralit~ de ses louanges ••• " (2) 

The recital of his achievements in the field of literature, 

too, is rather too grand to be altogether credible . For 

a single person to pen "deux cents chansons, autant de 

sonnets., quatre cents ~pigrammes et plus de mille madrigaux, 

sans compter les ~nigmes et les portraits", (3) more energy 

and more years than Mascarille can boast would be necessary 

if the output claimed were to have any sort of merit. Quite 

apart from this consistent tendency to exaggerate, Mascarille 

also betrays the fictitious nature of his identity by his 

naive pleasure in his fashionable clothes. While those 

of noble birth are not immune to personal vanity, it is 

hardly in accordance with their station to make an inventory 

of their attire, complete with prices, in polite society . 

(1) Sc. ix, op. cit. I, pg. 274. 
(2) Ibid., pg. 273. 
(3) Ibid., pg. 275. 
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Someone who has worn stylish garments all his life does not, 

in any case, lose his head over the perfume on his gloves, 

the number of yards in his "canons", and the quantities of 

feathers adorning his hat. The "precieuses", however, 

prove as uncritical as the chair-bearers before the noisy, 

confident performance of Mascarille. 

Jodelet 's addition to the company has the effect of reinforcing 

his fellow-servant 's already considerable self-assurance. 

Far from stealing Mascarille's thunder, as it were, Jodelet 

is an extra admiring on-looker, and echoes every remark or 

question uttered by his friend. He readily lends himself 

to the fiction of an illustrious military past invented by 

Mascarille, and the references to "le service" by both 

valets have a highly diverting double meaning, for "service" 

means both military career and domestic service. The 

farce-element latent in the whole situation reaches its 

climax in the display of honourable wounds in increasingly 

unmentionable places as each "nobleman" tries to outdo the 

other before the admiring female audience; and at this 

point, perhaps, the true origin of Mascarille and Jodelet 

is at its most noticeable. Their antics smack of the 

kitchen rather than the parlour; and it is only Mascarille's 

suggestions for divertissement which save the situation 

from deteriorating further. The two interruptions from 

the outraged masters, and the ignominious shattering of the 

illusion created by Mascarille and sustained by himself and 

Jodelet, fail to discountenance the enterprising servant. 
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The serioasness of his correction, shared by Jodelet, is 

not great, admittedly, since it appears both are used to 

physical violence as a manifestation of displeasure from 

their respective employers. The blows of Du Croisy and 

La Grange do not impair the ready wit of Mascarille, either, 

nor the swiftness of Jodelet to imitate his friend's tactios. 

Proof of this is the retort directed at the musicians, 

first by Mascarille, then by Jodelet, when the matter of 

payment arises. Finally, - such is the intoxication of 

Mascarille with his temporary status as a marquis, -

Magdelon's vituperative dismissal of the erstwhile "nobles" 

meets with a dignified, wholly inappropriate speech from 

the valet on the injustice of his treatment, -

11T'raiter comme cela un marquis! Veil~ ce que c'est 

que d1.1 monde!" ( 1), 

and this is followed by injured remarks on the fickleness 

of people. It may be claimed that the line quoted is not 

to be taken seriously, and that Mascarille is speaking 

ironically. Yet his previous conduct, and the enthusiasm 

with which he has embraced his new station in life, would 

justify the opposite view, namely, that he really believes 

himself a marquis and that, in his mind at any rate, the 

illusion continues. (Rather like Monsieur Jourdain at 

the end of Le Bourgeois gentilhomme.) Still, as is to be 

expected in a servant, there is the element of realism 

which coexists with the element of imagination, and it is 

the former that makes Mascarille invite Jodelet to accompany 

him on a qaest for better fortane. The ex-marquis's part -

( 1) So . xvi, ibid . , pg. 286. 
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ing shot is a comment on reality and illusion, fraught 

with dramatic irony in view of hi s own posi tion: 

" ••• je vois bien qu' on n ' aime ici que la vaine apparence, 

et qu'on n'y consid~re point la vertu toute nue."(l) 

The last glimpse we have of the two valets, stripped of the 

aristocratic finery which so impressed Magdelon and Cathos, 

is their departure from the scene of their humiliation, 

their injured dignity preserved somewhat by the conviction 

that their circumstances are shortly to be improved. Opti­

mism springs eternal in the breast of the resourceful man­

servant, and Mascarille lives up to tradition in this 

regard. He. displays similar traits to those of Sganarelle 

and his namesake in L'Etourdi, inasmuch as he is never 

daunted by setbacks; he is self-assured to the point of 

smugness; and he lives by hi s wits from moment to moment. 

His dignity, like that of his predecessors, has a burlesque 

quality derived partly from the fact that it is seen in 

the context of farce, and partly from its incongruity with 

his social statuso Jodelet exhibits the same characteristics, 

but in him they are qualified by his less lively personality. 

After 1659, the year in which Les Pr~cieuses ridicules had 

its premi~re, no more enterprising manservants divert Moli~re's 

public in new plays until 1667, when the "Troupe du Roy" 

performed Le Sicilien ou l'Amour peintre before the King 

at Saint-Germain-en-Laye. The exotic character of this 

one-act comedy, and the presence of slaves, contribute to 

the impression of a work inspired by the Menander/Plautus/ 

(1) Sc. xvi, ibid., pg . 286 . 
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Terence type of comedy. The situation in which the pro-

tagonists are placed, too, is the stock-in-trade of classical 

comedy: a young and desirable female held captive; two 

rivals-in-love, one of whom has an intriguing, intelligent 

valet to further his cause; and willing assistants of the 

parties to be united. The servant of Adraste, Hali, is 

as full of initiative as the valets already considered 

hitherto, but his master is less dependent on him than 

Val~re is on Sganarelle, or L~lie on Mascarille, since 

some of the ruses employed to worst Dom P~dre are devised 

by Adraste himself. However, Hali can take a good measure 

of credit for the ultimate success of his employer in removing 

Isodore from Dom P~dre's household. His first appearance 

on the stage is accompanied by a monologue in which he 

bemoans his lot as a slave, for such he is, even though he 

is described in the dramatis personae as nvalet d'Adraste". 

His comments on this occasion deserve some attention, since 

they are revealing as to his condition and status: 

11 Sotte condition que celle d'un esclave! de ne vivre 

jamais pour soi, et d'~tre toujours tout entier aux 

passions d'un maitre! de n•~tre r~gl~ que par see 

hwmeurs, et ie se voir r~duit a faire ses propres 

affaires de tousles soucis qu'il peut prendre!" (1) 

The main complaint of Hali would appear to be that his 

financial and social dependence on his master leave nim no 

personal liberty. It is, moreover, galling to one of his 

temperament and intelliGence to obey orders dictated by 

(1) Sc. i, op. cit. II, pg . 325. 
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emotions and caprices rather than by reason and logic. 

This opening speech prefacing the action, therefore, has 

the function not only of acquainting the audience with the 

facts of the situation, but also of demonstrating an im­

portant feature of Hali 's character, namely his critical 

awareness of his position in relation to his superiors . 

Unlike the Mascarille of L'Etourdi, he indulges in intrigue 

because he has been instructed to do so, not because his own 

inclinations can find gratification in scheming for its 

own sake. His tone when speaking to Adraste confirms the 

impression gained in the first scene, of certain reservations 

on the part of the servant where the master's intelligence 

and worth are concerned. In reply to Adraste's question, 

"Est-ce toi, Hali? " , Hali asks with some belligerence, 

"Et qui pourrai t-ee ~tre que moi?" ( 1) 

- which is hardly the sort of response one would expect 

from a slave in awe of his owner . As is the case with 

the majority of resourceful manservants , Hali has some 

talent for finding satisfactory solutions to difficulties, 

as his handling of the problem of the "becarre" as opposed 

to the "bemol" shows. Of necessity, there is something 

of the diplomat latent in all those in servile positions, -

due, no doubt, to the need for satisfying as many people 

as possible simultaneously. After the ineffectual effort 

(suggested by Adraste) at enticing Iaodore to a window with 

a serenade outside Dom P~dre's house, Hali shows a little 

more interest in the proceedings, and is even moved to 

( 1) Sc. ii, ibid., pg. 326 . 
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his powers of machination. His "Laissez-moi faire seulement " (1) 

is reminiscent of Lelie's valet when challenged by the adverse 

issue of scheme after scheme. In other words, the psychology 

of the frustrated virtuoso is operative in Hali, and when he 

finally concentrates all his energy upon the task of afford­

ing Adraste ingress to Dom P~dre•s house, he does so more 

from pique than from a spontaneous desire to organize a 

stratagem promising fulfilment of his master's wishes. His 

ruse has qualified success inasmuch as he does manage to 

convey to Isodore the feelings Adraste entertains for her; 

but Dom P~dre•s penetration of Hali's disguise as a Turkish 

musician results in the impostor ' s ejection, amid a torrent 

of abuse. Certainly Hali is not ignorant of music. He 

knows enough of the art to bluff his way through the slaves' 

performance before Dom P~dre and Isodore, just as Sganarelle 

in Le Medecin volant knows enough of medical jargon to 

deceive Gorgibus . It is not, in fact, any inadequacies in 

Hali's music-making which arouse Dom P~dre's suspicion, 

but the meaning of the lyrics sung by the "musician" . 

The familiar technique of comic reversal of situation may 

be discerned in Hali's "volte-face": from complaining of 

the activities in which Adraste's passion for Isodore in­

volve him, (2) he adopts the opposite attitude when it 

seems his master can manage quite well without any help 

from him. On learning of the plan whereby Adraste will 

(1) Sc. v, ibid . , pg. 330. 
(2) In the opening monologue, sc. i. 
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masquerade as the portrait-painter, Damon, Hali asserts 

with some obstinacy: 

"Il ne sera pas dit que je ne serve de rien dans 

cette affaire-la" ( l), 

and he at once devises a secondary plan to provide more 

privacy for the lovers. It is true that his performance 

as the outraged Dom Gilles d'Avalos proves a useful dis­

traction of Dom P~dre's attention from conversation between 

Adraste and Isadore, and the pretext invented for tnus 

accosting the jealous nobleman is a convincing one. None­

theless, it would seem t~at Hali participates in the in­

trigue out of cussedness, and this fact, together with his 

withdrawal from the action before the happy d~nouement of 

the play, makes him a less sympathetic character than the 

average valet in Moli~re's comedies. He is signalized by 

contrariness, and although his versatility is sufficiently 

great to enable him to carry off such widely differing rOles 

as Turkish musician and 3panish nobleman, he is not as 

successful an .intriguer (dP.apite his convictions to the 

contrary) as the Mascarilles and Sganarelle already con­

sidered. This is mainly because he is not as indispensable 

as they in the execution of his master's plans; but as far 

as innate ability is concerned, it would seem that he is 

not less inventive than they are. 

A far more compelling individual is L~andre's valet, Scapin, 

in Les Fourberies de Scapin, - the last comedy featuring 

(1) Sc. ix, ibid., pg. 336. 
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this type of protagonist in Moli~re's work. The play in 

question owes much to Terence's Phormio, and, inevitably, 

Moli~re's Scapin has something in common with Terence's 

Geta. However, the servant created by the seventeenth-

century dramatist is more than a mere "fantoche" of Roman 

comedy in a modified form. We see from the dramatis per-

sonae that Scapin is not just another manservant; he is 

qualified by the word "fourbe", with its connotations of 

mental agility, energy, and inspired exploitation of cir-

cumstances towards a given end. He has the intelligence 

of Geta, and the vivacity of the Italian stock character of 

farce, Scappino, from whom he derives his name. A man 

of some experience, he appears older than his love-smitten 

master. (The valets previously discussed have been more 

or less contemporaries of their employers.) This may be 

deduced from his affirmation of sympathy with the cause of 

"jeunes gens" (1), and from his dark references to "un 

petit d~mel~" with Justice in his younger days. (2) Be­

sides, his gentle cynicism throughout Octave's highly 

sentimental recital of his encounter with Hyacinte suggests 

the outlook of one past the ardours of first love. Like 

many of his profession and talents, Scapin has an excellent 

opinion of himself where his ability to surmount the vicissi­

tudes of fate is concerned: 

"A vous dire la v~rit~, il y a peu de choses qui me 

(1) Act I, sc. ii, op. cit. II, pg. 899. 
(2) Ibid. 

\ 
I 

\ 
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soient impossibles, qlland je m'en veux m~ler". (1) 

This immodest statement is soon proved justified by Scapin's 

management of his master's love-life, as well as that of 

Octave. Cowardice is the last charge that could be laid 

at his door, for he not only tries subtle means to achieve 

his goal; when violent reactions from irate fathers or 

outraged lovers are to be dealt with, Scapin is never want-

ing in courage to face the person in question. He coaxes 

Octave's furious parent into a reasonable mood on that 

gentleman's return from abroad; he faces the wrath of 

L~andre withollt attempting to escape when his master de­

mands satisfaction for the betrayal to his father; and he 

handles with skill the indignation of G~ronte when that 

parsimonious merchant is parted from his five hundred ~cue. 

In addition to a ready wit that can manage any situation 

and any person, however difficult, Scapin has a sense of 

boisterous fun, which manifests itself in practical jokes. 

The method he employs to extract money from Argante is 

already a clear indication of this; for Scapin is completely 

master of the delightful situation in which the trembling 

old man hides behind the servant who gravely assures 

Silvestre that 

" ••• ce p~re d 'Octave a du coeur, et peut-~tre ne 

vous craindra-t-il point." (2) 

Only a practical joker collld stage such a glaring contra-

diction between reality and conjecture. Later, when the 

young men are to be Sllitably provided with their respective 

(1) Act I, sc. ii, op. cit. II, pg. 899. 
(2) Act II, sc. vi, ibid., pg. 922. 
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sums of money, Scapin gets his own back on L~andre for 

earlier intimidation by pretending that he has not bP.~n 

successful in obtaining the amount required from G~ronte, 

although Octave's father proved forthcoming with the two 

hundred pistoles; and even when the five hundred ~cus are 

enticingly dangled before L~andre's nose, 3capin refuses 

to hand them over until permission has been given for 

G~ronte's punishment at the valet's hands. l'nis prepares 

us for thP buffoonery of the final act, in whicn 0capin's 

inventiveness is given full rein. All the mobility of 

farce is there: the ludicrous situation of thE: master in 

a sack on the servant's shoulders; the d:Aplic~~t ion of 

identity as Jcapin, like the "m~decin volant'', acts his 

own part ~nd that of another, f1ctitious individual; the 

dramatic irony of the blows administered to G~ronte with all 

the vigour occasioned by memories of drubbings received by 

Scapin from his master in the past; hlid f 4na1ly, as the 

"fourbe" overreaches himself by pretending to be several 

persons at once, there is the abrupt collapse of the whole 

fantasy. G~ronte is belatedly enlightened, and Scapin 

wisely takes to his heels, - more through expediency than 

through fear, as his reply to Silvestre's warning shows: 

"Les menaces ne m'ont jamais fait mal; et ce sont 

des nu~es qui passent bien loin sur nos t~tes". (1) 

£he event proves him right, and tis confident assurance to 

his friend that "je trouverai moyen d'apaiser leur courroux" 

is justified by the old men's reaction when the author of 

(1) Act ITI, sc. vlii, ibid., pg. 942. 
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their ills is carried on "in extremis" in the last scene, 

to make his peace with them. Right to the end, Scapin 

is in control of the action, and before the joyful progress 

to the banquet which usually concludes the drama of a 

"recognition" scene, he makes a sudden recovery, to be 

borne off in triumph. 

Exciting and admirable though he is, Scapin is not the 

sole representative of the resourceful valet in Les Fourberies 

de Scapin. Of course he captivates the audience by his 

vitality and imagination, and he is never far from the 

centre of the stage. Beside him the other characters are 

a trifle pallid, their presence justified by the necessity 

of foils for Scapin's cunning. However, the other man-

servant in the play, -Octave's Silvestre, -is a worthy 

disciple of 3capin's teaching . We first see Silvestre 

admonishing his young master for undisciplined conduct in 

his father's absence, not so much because he is an advocate 

of good behaviour, as because he is aware that Argante's 

wrath will be visited on his own shoulders when the old 

man finds matters amiss on his return. The philosophy 

common to all the domestics considered in this chapter is 

shared by Silvestre as well, - that one must look after 

one's own interests , since no one else is likely to . 

Octave's servant, like Scapin, is far from respectful when 

addressing his master; partly because of the latter's 

youth as compared with his experience, and partly because 

of the servant's awareness of the master's dependence on 

him for advice. From the several eulogies of Scapin's 
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brilliance uttered by Silvestre, it is obvious that Octave's 

valet admires his friend greatly, as a man of average talent 

admires a man of genius. However, in the scene of ~rgante ' s 

discomfiture, Silvestre is not far inferior to Scapin, and 

his impersonation of a "spadassin11 is fully convincing.(l) 

He is cast in the same mould as Scapin, just as Jodelet, 

in Lee Pr~cieuses ridicules, resembles Mascarille without 

outshining him. 

To sum up, what may be said of the valet-and-rogue cleverer 

than his master? There is a tendency, understandable 

enough, to give the "fourbe" type of servant the dominant 

part in the action, since his intelligence is the organizing 

force which guides the action. The superiority of the 

servant is interesting as a paradox of seventeenth-century 

classical literature, conscious as it is of hierarchy and 

order. But it should be remembered that in comedy, and 

indeed in any work of the imagination, there are elements of 

exaggeration and fantasy. The occasional reversal of the 

usual order of things as observed in everyday life is one 

of the liberties which an author may permit himself, without 

incurring the anger or criticism of his public. It should 

also be borne in mind that not all the manservants depicted 

in Moli~re's comedies are as witty as Scapin, as lively as 

Sganarelle, or as level-headed as Mascarille.(2) .runphitryon's 

Sosie is something of an oaf, just as Dom Juan's Sganarelle 

is foolish, cowardly, and inarticulate. Gorgibus's Gros-Ren~, 

(l) 
( 2) 

In Act II , sc. vi. 
For more on this subject, see J. Emelina's Les Valets et 
les servantes dans le th~dtre de Moli~re, Pub.des Aririaies 
de la FacUlt~ des Lettres, Aix-en-Provence, 1958. 
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for all his perspicacity in Le M~decin volant, is a ponderous 

and unpleasant individual. Moli~re by no means portrays 

the valet as a consistently admirable, intelligent character; 

and if, in a few of his many works, we encounter a servant 

superior in wit to his master, this should not be taken as 

evidence that the dramatist is attacking the social hierarchy 

of hie time. 
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Chapter Two. 

The Outspoken Maid. 

It is conceivable that a comic dramatist of Moliere's 

genius should not confine himself to one particular type 

of character in the depiction of a generic persona like 

the domestic servant, and especially when the persona in 

question is one inherited from the tradition of Graeco­

Roman comedy. A comic device more subtle, and more 

original, than that of the sly intriguer or tne jovial 

half-wit, is that of the servant (usually female) whose 

native common sense has been exaggerated to the same 

degree as the aberration of the master. Thus, while 

the insolence of Organ's Dorine and the whimsical dis­

respect of Argan's Toinette are not necessarily distor­

tions of reality, they may be regarded as the dramatist's 

means to an end; and for the seventeenth-century enter­

tainer, this end is the amusement of the audience. The 

element of caricature should not be discounted in plays 

featuring the judicious impertinence of maidservants, 

just as the fact of the playwright's debt to every-day 

life as he knew it should also be taken into account. 

From this fusion of imagination and reality comes a pic­

ture of the "servante" and her place in the middle-class 

household, and to this we shall now give some attention. 

Chronologically, the first candid and undiplomatic young 
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woman to appear in Moli~re's work is Lisette, the com­

panion of L~onor in L'Ecole des marie. Her participation 

in the action itself is slight; her function in the play 

is rather that of an additional commentator of Sganarelle's 

folly, and her lowly station makes her blunt remarks all 

the more amusing. She only appears twice: in the second 

scene of Act One she criticizes Sganarelle's treatment 

of Isabelle with the impunity of one not employed by the 

person under attack, and in the final scene she has the 

last word on enlightenment of unreasonable husbands. To 

L~onor she is familiar, treating the girl with rough 

affection as an equal. There is no hint of servility, 

or indeed of respect, in her tone when in conversation 

with her mistress and Isabelle. Her reaction to a remark 

from the latter, that her ability to take a walk is little 

snort of a miracle in view of the nature of her guardian, 

is characteristically vigorous: 

"Ma foi, je l'envoirais au diable avec sa fraise ••• "(l) 

and not even the sudden appearance of the owner of the 

"fraise" intimidates her into silence or civility. Imme­

diately following L~onor's restrained criticism of Sganarelle's 

behaviour towards Isabelle, Lisette boldly takes up the 

thread of the argument in a bard-hitting speech which 

spares Sganarelle nothing. 

This outburst represents the longest speech uttered by 

Lisette in the play, and the best assessment of it comes 

from Ariste, who counters S5 anarelle's outraged reaction 

(1) Act I, sc. ii, op. cit. I, pg. 420, 11.83-84. 
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by pointing out that 

"Mon fr~re, son discours ne doit que faire rire. 

Elle a quelque raison en ce qu'elle veut dire ••• " (1) 

With his usual soundness of judgement, Leonor's guardian 

has discerned the two main features of Lisette's attempt 

to express her views: she is both amusing and thought­

provoking. Being unschooled in rhetoric, she tends to 

mix her metaphors somewhat, and her allusion to the Turkish 

custom of enslaving women, while its relevance to Sganarelle 

is perfectly clear, is muddled in its expression. On 

the other hand, her conception of female honour in particu­

lar, and of human psychology in general, is sound and 

clearly stated, so that Ariste' s mention of "quelque 

raison" is seen to be justified. Lisette has a shrewd, 

if rudimentary, knowledge of her fellow-beings, and her 

observation, that the surest way to entice the potential 

offender to offend is by prohibition, is not without 

subtlety. The hyperbole of her language is natural in 

a female of strong opinions, and it is not unconvincing, 

even as it lends a burlesque quality to her tirade. We 

sympathize with her because she expresses views coinciding 

with those of the "reasonable 11 protagonists of the play, 

like Ariste and Leonor, but one tends to laugh at Lisette 

rather than with her, for she takes herself very seriously. 

Besides, she shares with most low-life characters in 

comedy a slight air of eccentricity, which does not accord 

with the basic sanity of her j.udgement. Although Ariste's 

dignity and wisdom contrast aesthetically with Sganarelle's 

(1) Ibid., pg. 424, 11. 163-164. 
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absurdity, it is interesting to note that Lisette and 

Sganarelle are in some respects more suitable opponents 

on the issue of cuckoldry and its avoidance, for they 

have similar traits. Both adhere to their convictions 

with dogmatic obstinacy; both are quaint in their ex­

pression; and both are incapable of self-mastery when 

arguing. Their verbal conflict represents diametrically 

opposed opinions on a given subject, whereas Sganarelle's 

contradiction of Ariste's assertions is less completely 

counterbalanced; his adversary is too courteous to use 

his weapons of abuse and sarcasm. The only occasion 

upon which Moli~re permits Sganarelle and Lisette to 

indulge in an exchange of vituperation is towards the 

end of the lengthy confrontation between the brothers 

and their wards. This is no doubt because the liveliness 

of the debate would soon degenerate into physical battle 

and distract the audience from the actual issue under 

discussion. Despite the brief nature of the encounter 

direct between maidservant and bourgeois, however, there 

are one or two deductions to be made therefrom. As with 

her ow.n mistress, Lisette is seen to stand in no awe of 

Sganarelle, notwithstanding the distance separating them 

socially. There is even some brutality in her statement 

that Sganarelle's behaviour invites cuckoldry as its just 

reward, -

" ••• c 'est pain beni t, certe s, ~ des gens comme vous." ( 1) 

As for Sganarel1e's reaction to this piece of impudence, 

(1) Ibid., pg. 427, 11. 245-246. 
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it is characteristically undignified and abusive . (He 

calls her "langue maudite et des plus mal apprises . ") 

Although Ariste endorses the substance of what Lisette 

says, and can understand the cause for SllCh unwelcome can­

dour from a mere servant, he dismisses her remark as 

"sottise", not only to placate his brother, but also 

because Lisette has spoken out of turn. 

The girl does not reappear until the final scenes of the 

action, and her contribution to the dialogue is slight. 

She merely re-iterates her view expressed earlier, that 

Sganarelle has received his deserts ("ce prix de ses soins 

est un trait exemp laire" ) ( l ) • Apart from these utterances, 

which are in character , it is Lisette who rou.nds off the 

d~nouement with a couplet addressed to the audience: 

"Vous , si vous connaissez des maris loups-garous, 

Envoyez-les au moine~ l'~cole chez nous." (2) 

That injunction has the confidence, the self- assurance, that 

we have already noticed as a feature of speeches from man­

servants urging reliance on their talents for remedying u.n-

desirable situations . This, coupled with the repetition of 

"vous"·, implies again the bossiness tinged with patronizing 

friendliness which characterizes Lisette. She is not a 

major protagonist of L'Ecole des maris, nor does she stand 

out ·by reason of her personality. She is only of interest 

inasmuch as she represents an early, embryonic version of 

(1) Act III, sc . ix , 1 . 1096 . 
(2) Ibid. , 11. 1113-1114 . 
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the Dorines and Toinettes to came later in the great comedies. 

Few maids in Moli~re's work exhibit such temerity in address­

ing their employers as 'organ's servant; and in the opening 

scene of Tartuffe, Dorine's independence of attitude is 

emphasized all the more by the contrast between herself 

and Flipote, Madame Pernelle's personal maid. The latter 

says not a word throughout the argument over ·.rartuffe 's 

merits and demerits, and meekly endures the gratuitous in-

sults (like "gaupe") which her unreasonable mistress visits ,~ 

upon her, together with a slap on the cheek for inattention.(l) 

Dorine, on the other hand, says more than any of her social 

superiors to disprove the sweeping generalizations of Organ's 

mother concerning the moral deficiencies of her son's house-

hold. Wrong-minded though most of Madame Pernelle's judge-

ments may be, there is a measure of easily verifiable truth 

in her assertion that Dorine is 

" · ······· une fille suivante 

Un peu trop forte en gueule, et fort impertinente". (2) 

A "suivante" is a lady's companion rather than a maidservant, 

and it is typical of Dorine's impudence that she should style 

herself a "sui vc:~.nte" when in fact she is a general domestic 

in Organ's household. The reminder from Madame Pernelle of 

Dorine's station is intended to silen~e the girl, but it is 

impossible to do so for long, and the confrontation between 

the old lady and the rest of Organ's relatives rapidly turns 

(1) Act I, sc. i, op. cit. I, pg. 901, 11.168-171. 
(2) Ibid., 11. 13-14. 
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into an argument between Dorine and Madame Pernelle. One 

of the first things to be noticed in the servant·~ speech 

is the fact that she is articulate and intelligent. Her 

comments on the less admirable "m~nages" in the neighbourhood 

reflect keen observation and penetrating judgement, and are 

interspersed with generalizations based on common sense . 

These are not original, but they echo experience and bear 

repetition, - for example, Dorine states Gnat 

"Ceux de qui la conduite offre le plus ~ rire 

Sont toujours Sllr autrui les premiers~ m~dire''. (1) 

This is one of the oldest commonplaces of the moralist, but 

it has e~tra piquancy by virtue of its relevance to Madame 

Pernelle herself, and extra importance by virtue of its bear­

ing u.pon the whole issue raised in ·:rartuf fe, of moral judge­

ment based on Sllperficial evidence and appearances. Qllite 

ap1:1rt from the content of Dorine • s speech, which is irltellec­

t~ally stimulating, the vocabulary used and the simplicity 

of the syntax make for a direct, readily comprehensible mode 

of expression consonant with the ideas of a person of Dorine's 

outlook. Her participation in the dialogue of the first 

scene of the play is a fair sample cf her verbalizing in the 

rest of the work, and her conduct, too, is consistently 

energetic, - notably in the reconciliation scene between 

l'vlariane and Val~re. If it were not for firm intervention 

and even physical force from Dorine, the sulky lovers would 

go their separate ways to loneliness and heartache. Through­

out her dealings with Mariane, the servant maint~ins some-

(1) Ibid., 11. 105-106. 
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thing of a tongue-in-cheek attitude; she knws her young 

mistress thoroughly and can predict her every mood and 

reaction, and this gives her sufficient confidence to tease 

Val~re's beloved. In the wisdom of her experience, however, 

Dorineknows when to stop tormenting the young girl, and 

Mariana's obscure threats of self-destruction if left un­

aided elicit affectionate reassurances from the maid: 

"Ne vous tounnentez point. On peut adroitement 

J!.)np~cher ••• " ( l) 

Dorine behaves in this matter in much the same way as the 

resourceful valets discussed in the preceding chapter of 

the present thesis. Her conduct, like their's, is pre­

dictable; it follows a clearly defined pattern. First 

comes willingness to assist thwarted love, then this is 

succeeded by a feigned disinclination to oblige when the 

recipient of help has displeased the helper. Finally there 

is redoubled eagerness to take up the cudgels on behalf of 

the lovers, either through pity or through an irresistible 

desire for intrigue. This contrariness is all part of 

the servant's sense of fun, which is robust and tinged with 

malice. It serves to emphasize the dependence of master 

upon servant, of upper-dog on under-dog, and this is a para­

. dox which offers matter for mirth. · 

dnother feature of Dorine's behaviour which is reminiscent 

of Mascarille and Scapin is ber cheeky self-confidence·, 

justified in the event. For example, she is more in control 

(1) Act II, sc. iii, ll. 683-684. 
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of the exchange between Mariane and Val~re than either of 

those young people, and one nas the feeling that Bhe allows 

them to continue their absurd quarrel until her common sense 

cannot stand the situation any longer. At that point ner 

sensible, kindly interference forcibly reconciles them, and 

she sums up the matter witb a typically down-to-earth re­

mark: 

"a vous dire le vrai, les amants sont bien fous! '' (1) 

dhortly afterwards she has to take remedial action of the 

opposite sort to separate the lovers before they are dis­

covered together, and as with the reconciliation, much 

running backwards and forwards, and pushing and pulling is 

necessary to achieve the end desired. This mobility is 

perhaps the aspect of Dorine's role which most recalls the 

element of farce inherent in various forms of comedy through­

ou.t the ages. Like the "m~decin volant", Orgon's maid is 

seld.orn still, - or silent, - for long. Although she does 

not go so far as to "double" her identity or become involved 

in impersonations, she has to resort to great physical agility 

on several occasions, - like the reconciliation just men­

tioned, or the avoidance of violence from Orgon in the con­

frontation between himself and his daughter. The slapstick 

variety of comedy in this scene counters the tension generated 

by the battle of wills as Orgon makes it plain that he re­

quires Tartuffe as a son-in-law, and Mariane•s tacit resis­

tance to this project is voiced by Dorine. The father's 

undignified efforts to impose silence on his servant, and the 

(1) Act II, sc. iv, 1. 787. 
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servant's skilful evasion of punishment, lea ve no doubt as 

to who is master of the situation. Buffoonery apart, the 

scene in question contains much that invites our admiration 

of Dorine's courage and intelligent generalizations on the 

criteria for choosing a husband. Her views on cuckoldry 

co-incide with those of L~onor's Lisette, in that she con­

siders that the fidelity of a woman is dependent on the 

qualities of the spouse to whom she is committed . As an 

argument intended to make Orgon think twice before promising 

his daughter to a man unlikely to retain her loyalty, this 

observation shows some ingenuity on the part of Dorine. 

At the same time, it has a wider relevance which makes it 

wortny of consideration as the comment of a moralist. 

Juriously enough, for all her criticism of Orgon's folly, 

Dorine is genuinely fond of her eccentric and misguided master. 

She tries to correct his mistakes to save his good name rather 

than to assert the superiority of her jud5ement; and however 

amusing her loud protestations of loyalty and affection may 

be, they have about them the ring of truth: 

"Et je veu.x vous aimer, Monsieur, malgr~ vous-m~me".(l) 

"Votre honneur m'est cher, et je ne puis souffrir 

Qu'aux brocards d'un chacun vous alliez vous offrirt'.(2) 

This devotion extends to other members of the family as well. 

We have already seen the maidservant's unselfish efforts to 

ensure the happiness of her young mistress and Val~re, and 

when Damis wilfully insists on eavesdropping on the interview 

(1) Act II, sc. ii, l. 546. 
(2) Ibid., 11. 547-548. 
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between Tartuffe and Eilmire, Dorine does her best to dissuade 

him, for she knows it is not in his interests to do so . It 

is true that she is interfering, and frequently presumptious; 

but she may be pardoned because her actions are always on 

behalf of others, and she has little or nothing to gain from 

behaving as she does. At times in the play, the comic 

element accompanying Dorine's presence on the stage is suppress­

ed, and there is little to indicate that it is a servant who 

is speaking: the appeal to Cl~ante to use his influence 

with Orgon in the matter of Mariane's marriage, for example, 

is couched in terms of dignity and compassion, and taken out 

of context, it could be attributed just as well to Elmire 

as to Dorine . (1) The natural ebullience of Dorine's 

personality, however, is not long dormant, and her spirited 

reminders to Orgon of his earlier, ill-founded admiration 

of Tartuffe at the very moment that her master is endeavour­

ing to convince Madame Pernelle of Tartuffe's villainy, pro­

vide some light relief from the gloom of Orgon's circumstances . 

Apart from this entertaining aspect of the servant's remarks 

on such an occasion, there is the additional element of 

their justice; she provides not only laughter, but also a 

lucid commentary on the fickleness and inadequacy of the 

main protagonist's judgement. In this respect she resembl es 

Lisette in L'Ecole des maria, whose pronouncements make us 

laugh, but at the same time contain "quelque raison" . (2) 

Finally, the "raison" of Dorine's comments and assertions 

(1) Act IV, so. ii, 11 . 1269-1275. 
(2) C.f. Ariste ' s comment. 
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deserves some attention. Apart from the obvious merits of 

her moral generalizations (which are of the sort uttered by 

Cl~ante) , Dorine's perception of human nature is more shrewd 

than that of any other protagonist in Tartuffe~ It is she, 

for example, who realizes the true feelings of the Hypocrite 

for Elmire before any visible symptoms of his passion are 

discernible. She suspects jealousy to be the real cause 

of his aversion to visits paid to Organ's wife by gallant 

gentlemen: 

"Veut-on que 1~-dessu.a je m'explique entre nous? 

Je crois que de Madame il est , ma foi, jaloux." (1) 

Moreover , she rightly assumes that an appeal to Tartuffe 

from Elmire will achieve more for Mariane and Val~re than 

threats or cajolery from anyone else : 

19 Sur l'esprit de Tartuf'fe elle a quelque cr~dit ; 

Il se rend complaisant A tout ce qu'elle dit.~."(2) 

She has the womanly intuition which Cl~ante, for all his 

sagacity, lacks, and this gives her, servant though she is, 

an advantage over Elmire's brothero 

The impression created by Dorine's characterization is that 

there is on the whole more to praise than to censure in her . 

Outspokens warm-hearted, loyal, perceptive and energetic, 

she bustles and scolds her way through the play, organizing 

and advising whether her assistance is welcome or not. At 

times we overlook the fact that she is a mere domestic , 

partly because she can hold her own with any of her social 

(1) Act I, sc. i, 11. 8)-84. 
(2) Act III, sc. i, 11 . 835-836o 
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betters, and partly because, despite frequent rebukes from 

her master, she is respected and tolerated in his household . 

Another Lisette who displayd similar characteri stics to 

those of both Dorine and her namesake in L'Ecole des maria , 

is Lucinde's maid in L'Amour medecin. She first appears 

coaxing Lucinde to reveal the cause of her melancholy after 

the girl's father, 8ganarelle, has failed to elicit any 

information from her. The gentleness requisite for success 

in this undertaking softens the governessy, authoritarian 

air she adopts with her superiors, and the tone she uses 

to Lucinde is very different from the one in which she 

recommends her methods to Sga.narelle. ( "Laisaez-moi faire, 

vous dis-je.") (l) ::nearly she has scant respect for the 

father, and not much more for the dauchter, as her impu­

dent mimicry of Lucinde's negative responses snows. Like 

Dorine, she has the initiative to assess and organize a 

given situation, for her own enjoyment and the sake of her 

young, love-lorn mistress . dhe turns the tables necitly on 

Sganarelle by pretending dectfnP.ss to his questions about 

her voluble consternation, - which is a just reward for 

his earlier reluctance to acknowledge her attempt to tell 

him the cause of Lucinde 's "decline". ( 2) This e<:~.rly in-

dication of her talents is later confirmed by tne plan she 

devises to unite Clitandre and her mistre~s, and ner motives 

in thus aiding the lovers are explicitly stated by her . 

In the first place, she dislikes Sganarelle, and would 

(1) Act I, sc. i, 11. '33-rA . 
(2) In Act I, scs. iii and v, op. cit.II, pp.lOl and 103. 
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derive great pleasure from doing him an ill turn ("vail~ 

un vilain homme; et je vous avoue que j ' aurais un plaisir 

extr~me ~ lui jouer quelque tour.") (1) In addition to 

this, she can never resist the temptation to further the 

cause of Young Love, as she frankly tells Clitandre (2) . 

The degree of self-interest in her actions renders her leas 

lovable than Dorine, but her loyalties are in the right 

quarter, in view of the unattractive qualities of Sganarelle 

and the inevitable sympathy roused by unhappy lovers. 

Like most of her fellow-servants, male and female, Lisette 

has a high opinion of her capabilities. Not only does she 

have great confidence in her powers of machination, -

" ••• si cette a venture nous manque, nous trouverons 

mille aut res voie s pour arriver a notre but" ( 3); 

she also believes that she is an excellent judge of people 

( 11 je me connais en gens") ( 4). We only forgive this arro-

gance because it is based on fact. Her intelligence en-

ables her to worst Sganarelle at every turn: even when 

imparting to him the tidings of Lucinde 's 11illness", the maid 

enjoys a joke at his expenseo After her elaborate and sinis-

ter description of Lucinde's soliloquy in her room at "la 

fen~tre qui regarde sur la rivi~re", Sgana.relle naturally 

assumes the worst, and it is a hilarious anti-climax when 

Lisette gravely informs him that 

(1) 
(2) 

( 3) 

(4) 

Act I, sc. iv, ibid., pg. 102. 
Act III, sc. iii, ibid., pg. 114. 
Ibid., 
Ibid. 

I 
I 
I 
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"elle a ferro~ tout doucement la fen~tre, et s'est all~e 

mettre sur Ron lit." (l) 

Her pithy remarks on medicine are not unlike those of Dorine 

on hypocrisy. She has no illusions whatever about the 

charlatanism of doctors as she has known them, and some of 

the most memorable lines in the play are those uttered by 

her on the subject of medical practice. Some of these, like 

the witticism about dying of four doctors and two apothecaries, 

have reverberations of classical antiquity (the original ver­

sion is to be found in Pliny); others, like the prediction 

that "vous allez ~tre bien ~difi~: ils vous diront en latin 

que votre fille est malade," (2) merely bear witness to 

Lisette's practical common sense. The most frequent in-

junction to her from her master is "taisez-vous", - a further 

feature of her role which is reminiscent of that of Dorine . 

She is less animated and less given to buffoonery th~ 

Orgon's maid, however, and her liveliness is verbal rather 

than active. 

Apart from her ingenuity in helping Clitandre and Lucinde, 

and her scepticism concerning the efficiency of doctors, 

Lisette's main impact on the audience consists in her heed-

less impertinence in dealings with her master, with Lucinde, 

and with the four doctors. Her position as a domestic 

servant appears to have no restraining effect whatever on 

her readiness to express her views or inflict her judgements 

(l) Act I, sc. vi, ibid., pg. 104. 
( 2) Act II, sc. i, ibid. , P5. 105. 

I 

) 
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on other s . She reproves Lacinde as she woald an eqaal 

for the girl 's secrecy regarding Clitandre, and indicates 

the magnitude of the favoar which she, Lisette, is bestowing 

on Lucinde by assisting her. (1) To Sganarelle she is 

condescending, and openly lau5hs at him, - for example, 

when he is stricken at the news of calamity affecting his 

daughter, she begs him, 

"Monsieur, ne plearez done point comme cela; car vous 

me feriez rire." ( 2) 

In the argument over tne merits of the medical profession, 

too, she refases to be intimidated by her master's dogmatism, 

energetically defending her own sensible convictions in the 

face of his pompous exclamations, like "mais voyez quelle 

impertinence! " ( 3) She does not hesitate to correct 

Sganarelle before strangers, moreover. ~Vhen the disguised 

Clitandre is introdaced to Lacinde's father, and the latter 

expresses surprise at the youthful appearance of the "doctor", 

Lisette sharply points out that 

"La science ne se me sure pas ~ la bar be, et ce n' est 

pas par le menton qu'il est habile". (4) 

She treats Sganarelle, in fact, as if she were a member of 

the family rather than a servant employed by him; and 

Sganarelle's reaction is curiously tolerant, for despite his 

verbal correction of her conduct, he does not dismiss her, 

and even submits docilely on occasions to her orders. When 

she tells him of the new and prodigiously gifted "doctor" 

( 1) Act I, sc. iv, ibid.' pg. 102. 
( 2) Act I, sc. vi, ibid.' pg. 104. 
(3) Act II, sc. i, ibid., !)g. 105. 
( 4) Act III, sc. v, ibid., pg. 115. 
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who will cure his daughter, she insists on his manifesting 

delight before knowing the justification for doing so; and 

Sganarelle, after some mild protests, humours her whim. (1) 

Certainly this ludicrous situation emphasizes Sg~1arelle 1 s 

stupidity rather than Lisette's influence over him, but the 

fact remains that she has her own way in the matter; and 

thus it is throughout the play. As the marriage-contract 

between Clitandre and Lucinde is concluded, Lisette preserves 

a masterly silence, thereby proving that she can hold her 

peace when it is expedient to do so. She only becomes 

vocal once Clitandre and his bride are safely out of reach 

of Sganarelle's wrath, and then it is to inform the deceived 

father of the trick played upon him. ·,Vhat is more, she 

imparts the unwelcome news none too eently, which confirms 

the dislike for Sganarelle she alludes to earlier in the 

play. The final impression we have of Lisette, then, is 

that of the exultant intriguer whose better nature does not 

prevail when it comes to triumphing over the defeated ad­

versary. She is presented as a highly capable, intelligent 

person, but there is not much warmth in her nature. 

Even lower in the household hierarchy than a lady's maid 

(the station held by the two Lisettes and Dorine)is the 

kitchen-girl. Since one of the latter rank seldom came 

into contact with the lady of the house, there are not many 

instances of this type of servant in Moli~re's work, but an 

exception is Martine, in Les Femmes savantes. This victim 

of Philaminte's dogmatic passion for linguistic perfection 

(l) In Act III, sc. iv. 
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is first seen bemoaning her lot in the inelegant speech of 

the peasantry, to the ranks of which she belongs. She 

immediately rouses sympathy through her undeserved suffering 

at the hands of an unreasonable individual, and besides the 

pathos of her situation, she further appeals to the audience 

by her meek acceptance of dismissal. In her conversation 

with Chrysale , she does not blame Philaminte for injustice; 

nor does she suggest that her mistress might be mistaken. 

She simply states the fact of Philaminte•s decision to 

dispense with her services: 

"Oui, Madame me chasse". 

" 0 • • • • • • • • • 0 • • • • • • • 0 • • • • • On me menace, 

Si je ne sora d'ici, de me bailler cent coups." (l) 

This uncritical attitude towards her employers, however, does 

not last o When the main protagonists are assembled later 

to discuss Martine's "crime" , the servant is moved by all 

the violent criticism of her speech to challenge the merit 

of speaking the precious, affected jargon current in Philaminte's 

salon. She does so without rancour, and there is even a 

su~gestion of apology in her criticism. For example, she 

prefaces her assertion that the language of the "femmes 

savantes 11 is inappropriate for her, with a placatory 

"Tout ce que vous pr~chez est, je crois, bel et bon"; (2) 

and she tends to use generalizations rather than to attack 

Philaminte and B~lise directly. ("Quand on se fait entendre, 

on parle toujours bien") (3). She has the courage, howeyer, 

(1 ) Act II, sc. v, op. cito II, pg. 1004, 11.423-425. 
(2) Act II, so. vi, ibid., pg. 1008, 1. 473. 
(3 ) Ibid., 1. 477. 
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to mai ntain her view that the main purpose of speech is 

communication, and that so long as this requirement is ful­

filled , the gratuitous elegance of "biaux dictons" -is expend-

able . Simple as this opinion might be, there is no deny-

ing its rightness . Moreover, the rest of the confrontation 

between the servant and her mistresses serves to illustrate 

very amply the truth of ~artine•s accusation that pre­

cious turns of phrase "ne servent pas de rien" (1), for 

there is a cons~ant misunderstanding between the interlocutors. 

This is occasioned partly by Martine's ignorance, but to a 

signi ficant degree, it is also due to the fact that Philaminte 

and B~lise presuppose familiarity with technical terms 

relating to grammar and syntax, - which iA absurd when one 

bears in mind the sort of ~"du.cation that Martine, as a 

peasant, may be expected to have received. The entire 

conversation, in fact,proceejs at cross-purposes through 

~isjnterpretations. f'lfartine takes the word "grarnmaire " 

to mean "grand'mere", for example, because the concept of 

a body of rules governing lc:mguage and itH structure is 

alien to one whose place is in the kitchen. On the level 

of pure comedy, the servant 's mistakes of this variety are 

hila.rious; but they have a deeper implica·tion inasmuch 

as they prove the validity of Martine's judgement, and 

throw into relief the narrow, fanatical dogmatiRm of the 

"femmes savante s " . Once t nis point has been made, Martine . 
is allowed to withdraw fro~ the action, and apart from a 

brief appearance to reassure her master of verba l support 

(1) Act II, so . vi, ibid., pg.l008,1.478. 
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in the struggle with Philaminte over the Henriette/Clitandre 

match, we do not see her again until the very last scenes 

of the play. 

However fanciful the sitQation in which a kitchen-wench 

roundly informs the mistress of the house what criteria 

she should adopt in the choice of a son-in-law, there is 

certainly much of interest to be discerned in such an en-

counter. All Martine's initial timidity is gone as she 

boldly states her conviction of male superiority in the 

domestic context. The images she uses to illustrate her 

arguments are characteristically simple, drawn from the 

sphere with which she is accustomed to deal, namely the 

farmyard and the kitchen: 

''La poule ne doi t point chanter devant le coq." (1) 

It is also worth noting that this last-quoted line is an 

old proverb, and attests the conservatism of Martine's 

views, as well as ringing true from one whose edQcation is 

derived more from the wisdom of experience than from books. 

Paradoxically, all the eloqQence and verbal ammunition to 

COQnter Philaminte's determination to have her way come 

from a woman, while Chryeale, whose masculine aQthority is 

thus vaunted, contents himself with brief endorsements of 

the servant's outbursts. Philaminte's caustic reference 

to her husband's "digne interprete" (2) is not altogether 

unjQstified, for the situation is indeed ludicrous . This 

does not, however, alter the importance of the substance 

(1) act V, sc . iii, ibid ., pg. 1066, 1. 1644. 
( 2) Ibi.d. , pg. 1067. 1. 1672. 
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of Martine's speeches. Despite the homeliness of her 

lang~age, there is a certain coherence in her arguments. 

She begins with two or three generalizations abo~t the 

nec~ssity for the predomination of h~sband over wife in 

douest ic matters, then she reinforces these generalizations 

with a spirited affirmation of her own tastes and preferences 

where marital authority is concerned. From herself, she 

then brin~s the subject round to the iss~e of present in­

terest to the parties involved, namely, the superiority of 

Clitandre to Trissotin and the desirability of a match 

between the former and Henriette. ~he formulates her 

argument very simply, and, ~like her pedantic mistress, 

very clearlyo Speaking of Henriette, she says: 

"Il l~i fa~t un mari, non pas ~n p~dagogue." (1) 

FinalJy, from the particular she ret~rns to the general, 

reiterating her mistrust of book-learning and erudition 

as indices of merit in a prospective husband. ("Les livres 

cadrent mal avec le mariage") ( 2) . Martine's speech, un-

like that of the Lisette of L'Ecole des maris, is not re­

garded by her social betters as a subject fit for mirth 

despite its basic common sense. Philaminte, of course, is 

greatly annoyed by it 9 ·b~t Chrysale gravely remarks that 

"Elle a dit v~rit~". (3) In other words, although Martine 

is a mere servant, and one of the humblest at that, her 

ideas are not dismissed as the abs~rd notions of the un-

educated , unpolished plebeian . She represents the oppo-

sit e end of the gamut to that of Philaminte, B~lise and 

(1) Act V, sc. iii, ibid., pg . 1066, 1 . 1658. 
(2) Ibid ., pg. 1067, 1. 1666. 
(3) Ibid ., 1 . 1672. 
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their entourag~,and as such she has her place in the dis­

cussion of values; her voice , no less than those of 

Clitandre, Ariste and Chrysale, deserves to be heard. 

She ha9 none of the characteristics of the cunning intriguer, 

and her r~le does not call for the energetic activity of a 

Dorine . Her contribution to the actual plot of Les Femmes 

savantes is almost non-existent. Her importance resides 

in her verbal participation in the debate preceding Trissotin's 

disgrace, and in her progress from timid, subdued resigna-

tion to self-assured , articulate defence of her opinions. 

She affords another perspective on the central problem of 

the play, and she is therefore intellectually satisfying 

as well as entertaining. 

Of a very different order is Arean's maidservant, Toinette, 

who, n ext to her master, is the most compelling character 

in Le Malade imaginaireo She is described simply as 

"servante " in the dramat i s personae, which means that she 

is not a lady's maid, but r ather a general factotum in 

Argan's householdo The element of robust clownishness 

which lightens the sombr e tones of Moli~re ' s last comedy 

is introduced with Toinette ' s noisy and undignified entry 

as she answers her master ' s impatient summons. Far from 

being apologetic for the delay in coming, she scolds him 

vigorously for his imperiousness and blames him for a minor 

injur y to herself occasioned by his urgency. The girl's 

vivacity argues against the seriousness of the "wound", 

and one suspects that it is merely a pretext for grievance 
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to counter the old man's queruloQs reproaches. That their 

relationship is one of equality is plain from Toinette's 

bald statement that 

" l'un vaut bien !'autre; qui tte, si vous voulez". ( 1) • • • • 

She stands in no awe of argan, either, and even challenges 

him to rebuke her ( "Querellez tout votre soO.l, je le veux 

b i en " • ) ( 2 ) Like the Lisette of L'Amour m~decin, she is 

intelligent enou~h to be sceptical of the efficacity of 

doctors' and apothecaries' ministrations, and her remark 

that 

"Ce Monsieur Fleurant-1~ et ce Monsieur Purgon a' ~gayr:nt 

bien sur votre corps; ils ont en voue une bonne vache 

~ lai t" ( 3) 

shows that she h .: s no illusions ttbout the motives underlying 

all the solicituJe evinced by thosP. gentlemen for Argan's 

health. Our first impression of Toinette, then, is that 

of a lively, boi:~terous, shrewd young womttn whose common 

sPnse provides a salutary contradiction of her master's 

superstitious be,ief in mercenary, inept medical practi-

tioners . It is an impression wnich the rest of t:ne play 

confirms, for thP maid's cb~racterization is consistent: 

h~-?r E: x:.1berance i r-> a foil for •"'-rg~n' s artificial debility, 

just aR her cool, logicttl a;;;9eSRment of tne rr·ii.l i ty sur­

rounding her conr.;rasts with his excitability, and imagina­

tive ~reat ·i on of a f::~.ntasy-world in which B~li.n~<> is a 

p:.iragon of virtu,., and ttll 1lls can be cured by MF.dicine . 

~1) ,ct I, sc •. i, op. cit. II, pg. 1102. 

( 2) l'o id. 
( 3) i uid. 



554 

It is Toinette, significantly, who explodes both those 

myths, first by her masquerade as a doctor, and then by 

her stratagem to expose the turpitude of Beline. For all 

Beralde's lucidity, he is not as competent as the servant­

girl in remedying the ills attendant on his brother's folly. 

Inspired though his suggestion that Argan become a doctor 

himself might be, it would not have been feasible without 

roinette's prior intervention. The poise with which she 

duplicates her identity, appearing first as the "doctor", 

then as herself, then as the "doctor" again, bespeaks 

superb organizing ability, as well as physical agility 

reminiscent of the "medecin volant". She has just enough 

knowledge of medical jdrgon to dazzle her patient, sprink­

ling her speech with such terms as "pestes", "hydropisies", 

and "pleuresies", and even resorting to elementary Latin 

to lend an air of respectability to her pronouncements. 

("Ignorant us, ignorant a, ignorantum".) ( 1) Added to this 

is an air of great authority which is calclllated to inti­

midate the most recalcitrant invalid, and which silences 

objections from Argan to the extent that .the ridiculous 

recommendation that he have an arm and an eye removed (on 

frivolous grounds) . does not rouse his suspicion as to the 

"doctor's" reliability. Toinette•s skill in assuming 

different rOles, in acting out other parts, is again demon­

strated in the matter of Argan's enlightenment concerning 

Beline. Twice the maid has to appear hysterical and grief­

stricken, - first for ~line, then for Angelique. On both 

(1) Act III, sc. x, ibid., pg. 1164. 
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occasions she is completely convincing, and her performance 

is not without a certain wry humour. To B~line, for 

example, who reproves her for her loud expressions of woe 

at Argan' s "death", Toinette demurely remarks, 

"Je pensais, Madame, qu'il fallO.t pleurer." (1) 

This tongue-in-cheek wit is a further indication of her 

intelligence, and is related to her tolerant cynicism of 

others. Another instance thereof is her reaction to 

Angelique's dreamy vapourings over Cleante. The conver-

sation between young mistress and maid is a sort of cate­

chism rehearsed many times, with predictable ~uestions 

and answers. Toinette is required to endorse all the 

statements of the young man's physical and mora.l perfec­

tions as enumerated by -~elique, and she complies with 

good humour and gentle irony. Her honesty, however, will 

not permit her to raise Angelique•s hopes of requited love 

without justification, and her answer when asked if Cleante 

loves Angelique as much as he claims he does, proves t!us: 

"Eh! eh ! ces c!wses-la, parfois, sont un peu sujettes 

~caution. Les grimaces d'amour ressemblent fort 

ala v~rite; et j'ai vu de grands comediens la­

dessus." (2) 

There speaks the woman of experience, who, although by no 

means old herself (according to Argan she must be in the 

mid-to-late' twenties), has lost many of the foolish illusions 

(1) ~ct III, sc . xii, ibid., pg. 1167. 
(2) Act I, sc. iv, ibid., pg. 1104. 
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of youtho Her treatment of argan once his resolution to 

marry Angelique to Thomas Diafoirus has been declaredp is 

very like that of Dorine when acquainted with Orgon's 

intentions regarding Marianeo Angelique her self opts 

out of the confrontation and leaves the argument in the 

capable hands of the maid , who easily outmanoeuvrea Argan 

both verbally and physically. (l) Indeed, on almost 

every occasion when master and servant are face to face , 

there is the element of horseplay, followed by argan's 

defeat. Even Beline's presence does not succeed in 

quelling Toinette, who ruins all that lady's efforts at 

ma.king her husband comfortable, by roughly thrusting a 

pillow on his head . Needless to say, she flees imme-

diately from her worsted adversary. It is 'l~oinette wno 

controls all the action of the play through her initiative 

and dynamic energy, and none of the other ch·-:t.racters are 

a match for her. dhe has a protean quality, altering 

her mood, her tone, and even her identity to suit the 

circumstances., Nith Argan sh~ is impudent and outspoken; 

with Beline, reserved and cunning; with angelique, genero)s 

and affectionate; with Beralde , conspiratorial. The 

unifying factor in her characterization iB her vitality, 

and it is this which carries conviction and renders her 

authentic in the :nost unlikely situations. The way she 

handles her autocratic, self-pitying mast8r is not convinc­

ing except in a work of the imagination, but the reaction 

of a lucid, criticial rnind to human folly and superstition 

( 1 ) In Act I-, sc • v. 

I 
) 
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is totally soo rhe same is true of Dorine, and to a 

lesser degree? of the two Li8ettes. 

How, then, are we to judge the "outspoken maid" a s por­

trayed by Moliere? Clearly this type of protagonist is 

not wanting in courage and intelligence~ As with the 

valet more sharp-witted than his masterp the maidservant 

more reasonable than her social betters constitutes a 

paradox in seventeenth-century literature, - one which is 

quite acceptable in a fictitious or hypothetical situation. 

This aspect of the character set apart, there remains the 

relevance to daily life of Moli~re's depictions of female 

domestics in confrontations with their employers. Just 

as vanity, jealousy, arrogance and pettiness do not obey 

the artificial restrictions imposed on society by man in 

his attempt to categorize the species~ and these failings 

are discernible in the elevated ranks of society; so, too, 

intelligence and enterprise may be observed to wander 

occasionally from the ~lite into the proletariate, and 

exist cheek by jowl with vulgarity and inelegancP. Any 

alert commentator of human nature (and most seventeenth­

century authors are such, to a greater or lesser degree) 

cannot fail to perceive and acknowledge this. Moliere ' s 

Toinettes and Dorines are not as fanciful as one might at -

first believe. Vfuatever t heir mental superiority over 

their masters and mistresses may be, they are kept in their 

place by constant reminders of their station, and references 
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to their impertinence o While it is true that the master 

(or mistress) is dependent on the good- will and co- operation 

of the servant, it is equally true that the servant without 

the master would no longer have a "raison d '~tre ''. In 

other wordsp we are conscious of the servant's activities 

within the limitations of the situation in which she is 

placed by her status as a domestic. For example, Martine 's 

challenge t o Philaminte at the end of Les Femmes savantes 

derives added significance from the fact that she IS a 

mere servant speaking to the lady of the house, just as 

Toinette's comical disapprobation of Argan's plans for 

his daughter is striking precisely because her station 

is so far inferior to hiso 

Finally, t he fact that not one of the maidservants suffers 

any punishment worse than mumbled threats or harmless 

pursuit by their none-too-nimble masters, implies that 

their liapertinence is pardonable under the circumstances . 

While it is not recommended for all occasions, it is a 

welcome reaction to the stupidity and wilful blindness to 

reality, encountered frequently in the middle-aged head 

of the household. 
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Chapter Three 

Servant and Master in Parallel Position. 

Although studies of individual servants, male and female, 

offer so~e basis for conclusions about the attitude to 

those at the bottom of the social scale in ~'lioli~re 's day, 

a more accurate assessment is possible if specific com­

parisons are made between servant and master when these 

protagonists are seen reacting simultaneously to the same 

circumstances. This interesting phenomenon is featured 

in a number of the comedies, and these will now be ex­

amined individually. 

One of the remarks ma.le by lTros-Ren~ to his master, Eraste, 

in the opening scene of D~pit a~oureux, states unequivocally 

the parallel position in which both employer and employed 

are pla.ced by their respective passions for Lucile and 

Marinette: 

"Avec vous en amour je cours m~me fortune". (1) 

As the title of the play suggests, the theme of D~pit 

amoureux is that of complications in love. fne plot 

derives added complexity from the plurality of the couples 

in love, as well as from the mistaken identity, disguises, 

&nd fantastic recognitions which are the stock-in-trade of 

(1) Act I, so. i, 1. 69. 
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Menander's and Terence's comedies. The "doubling" of 

Eraste's love for Lucile with that of Gros-Rene for 

Marinette is not essential to the plot, and may be re­

garded as a gratuitous element introduced into the comedy 

simply for amusement. The fluctuations in the fortune 

of Eraste'e and Lucile 0 s love-affa~r are reproduced in 

the love-affair of their servants. Although the details 

are identical (Gros-Rene's rival-in-love, by some extra­

ordinary coincidence, is the valet of Eraste•s rival-in­

love, Val~re), and the alternation of confidence with 

despair and anger is common to both Eraste and Gros-Rene, 

the servant's romance is differentiated from the master's 

by its tone, which is distinctly burlesque.· All that 

passes between Gros-Rene and Marinette is a sort of parody 

of the dealings between Eraste and Lucile. This is more 

noticeable in the language than in the situations of the 

lovers. Eraste and Lucile both speak the sober, restrained 

language of ·the upper middle classes, whereas the valet 

and the maid use extravagant hyperbole when in conversation. 

An exampl e of this may be seen in the endearments exchanged 

between Gros-Rene and Marinette at the beginning of the 

play: each tries to outdo the other in finding terms 

denoting violent affection, and they progress from the 

conventional "mon desir", through "mon astrefl and "beau 

tison de ma flamme" to the exorbitant "chere comete, arc­

en-ciel de mon a.me", (1) which Gros-Rene coilld only have 

found in some literary work, for it is certainly not an 

(1) Act I, sc. ii, 11. 188-190 
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expression current in everyday speech. It is not only 

the manner in which Eraste's valet expresses himself that 

i s contrary to his master ' s mode of speech; it is also 

~he says . Modesty 7 and the powerful "biens~ances 11 

governing conduct in Moli~re ' s time , prevent a person of 

Eraste ' s s t anding from vaunting his qualities brashly, 

but no such restrictions stop Gros-Ren~ from informing 

Mari nette that 

·•L'opi nion que j ' ai de moi-m@me est trop bonne 

Pour croire aupr~s de moi que quelque autre te pldt".(l) 

As the master and his valet gradually accept the truth of 

Mascari lle's tidings concerning the secret "marriage" of 

Val~re and ~ucile, one has the impression that Gros-Ren~ 

renounces his intentions regarding Marinette because his 

master has adopted this course regarding Lucile; not 

because Marinette herself has done anything reprehensible 

to deserve such treatment . Again, when the maid herself 

i s charged with her mistress ' s duplicity by Eraste, Gros­

Ren~ repeats after his own fashion the reproaches uttered 

by his master . as with his endearments, his insults are 

couched in absurdly exaggerated language, - a burlesque 

echo of all that Eraste has said . Where the latter calls 

Marinette an "a.n:te double et trattresse", her ex-lover calls 

her a '1 femelle inique", a "crocodile trompeur", and in a 

gloriously mixed metaphor alludes to the "Lestrygon", 

which has tiomeric overtones and sounds impressively cul-

tured o ~2.) As with any effect that is overdone, the 

(1) Act I, sc. ii, 11. 114-115 . 
(2) Act I, sc . v, 1. 332. 
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r esult of all this lavish eloquence is the diminution of 

the gravity of the whole affair, and far from being moved 

by the potential tragedy of estranged lovers, the audien~e 

reacts with hilarity. Thus it is throughout the play; 

in moments of crisis \and there are many), the servant's 

repetition of the master's (or mistress's) laments and 

scoldings serves to remind us that we are spectators at 

a comedy, and should not take the situation too seriously . 

On the technical level, the . servants 9 presence is justified 

for the above-mentioned, obvious reason. Yet their in­

clusion in the action affords an opportunity for social 

comment as well, comic devices apart. Their readiness 

to ape their betters regardless of the differences, how­

ever slight, in their circumstances, implies a lack of 

judgement and a snobbishness not easily reconcilable with 

the sharp wit and common sense characterizing the domestics 

considered in earlier chapters of the present work . It 

may be suggested that Gros-Rene's eagerness to embrace 

the same attitudes as his master, even in so intimate a 

matter a s his own love-life, is a symptom of intense loyalty, 

just as Marinette's blind endorsement of Lucile's judgements 

indicates great devotion to her mistress. Yet if this 

were indeed the reason for Gros-Rene's and Marinette's 

behaviour, it does not say much for their intelligence 

that they should reproduce their employer's actions in 

their personal affairs. Gros-Rene's 

"Et moi de m~me aussi: soyons tous deux fa.ches, 
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Et mettons notre amollr au rang des viell.X p~ch~s " (l) 

when Eraste has expressed disgllst at the rejection of his 

penitent advances to Lacile , is not only comical; it is 

foolish, implying as it does the complete lack of initiative 

in the va.let's conducting of his collrtship of Marinette . 

It would appear that he needs to take his cue from his 

master, even in matters pertaining to emotion. Marinette , 

for her part, is no different, as the scene in which she 

and Lucile sing a hymn of hatred against the male species 

shows,. (2) 

On the Whole, servants do not show to any great advantage 

in Depit amoureux, and the reason for this could well be 

the dramatist 's need to counterbalance a suggestion of 

eqaality which emerges from the identical circumstances in 

which masters and servants find themselves in the play. 

However quaint Gros-Ren~'s and Marinette' s aping of Eraste 

and Lucile might be; however ludicrous their endearments 

and insults, and efforts at philosophizing or speaking 

Latin (Marinette prides herself on her knowledge of that 

tongue), the fact remains that the love, disappointment , 

and ultimate relief and joy shared by the two socially 

dissimilar couples throQghout · their vicissitudes, are the 

same. Equality of sentiment does not mean equality of 

station, however, and by exaggerating the reactions of t he 

servants and emphasizing the difference between their 

(1) Act IV, sc. ii~ 11. 1227-1228 . 
( 2 ) Act II, sc. ivL 

I 

I 

I 

l 
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mode of expression and that of their b~tters, Moli~re both 

enhances comic effect and reflects the conviction of his 

contemporaries, that there is a place for everyone in the 

social hierarchy, and that this order of things should be 

respected. 

In Dam Juan we see a similar presentation of valet and 

master exposed to the same external circumstances, but 

their respective reactions are very different, and there 

is little mutual respect or liking between the Dom and 

his servant, Sganarelle. The picaresque quality of this 

ambiguous comedy lends itself to depiction of character 

through reGponse to, and involvement in, events befalling 

the protagonists in the course of the action. 

Sganarelle's critical attitude towards his master is un­

equivocally stated in the conver sation with Gusman, and 

the full weight of the valet's disapprobation is felt in 

his mounting indictment of Dom Juan's dealings with the 

female sex. He uses the strongest terms to describe the 

Dom, -such as "enrag~", "chien", "Diable", "Turc", and 

"H~r~tique". The most explicit statement of the relation­

ship between manservant and master is to be found in the 

concluding lines of Sganarelle's tirade : 

" ••• il f aut que je lui so is fid~le, en d~pi t que j 'en 

aie: la crainte en moi fait l'office du z~le , bride 

mes sentiments, et me r~duit d'applaudir bien souvent 

a ce que mon a.me dete ste" o ( 1) 

(1) Act I, sc. i, op . cit. II, pg. 34. 
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Even before the Dom makes his first entrance, then, we are 

made fully aware of Sganarelle's opinion of him , and also 

of the hypocrisy inherent in the valet's dealings with his 

maeter. Sganarelle evinces none of that half-respectful, 

half-patronizing affection characterizing the attitude of 

servants previously considered in this thesis. .As for 

Dom Juan himself, his treatment of Sganarelle is curiously 

ambivalento On the one hw1d, he makes no secret of the 

fact that he despises his servant, scoffing at his clumsy 

attempts t o philosophize ("voila ton raisonnement qui a 

le nez cass~") (1), and mocking his cowardice ("jete veu.x 

bien faire toucher au doigt ta poltronnerie") (2). On the 

other hand, Sganarelle, for all his inadequacies, is essen­

tial for Dom Juan's performance as a "super-noble" superior 

even to his own nobility, - the r8le in which his own 

arrogance and vanity have cast him. It is not for nothing 

that Sganarelle is the ever-present audience before whom 

the Dom shows off his independence of the morality governing 

that society to which he belongs. His perpetual appeals 

to his valet's opinions and judgements; his invitations 

to him to express admiration for his audacity; and the 

pleasure he takes in involving Sganarelle in activities 

distasteful to him, all indicate a pa~adoxical need of 

the very person for whom Dom Juan feels nothing but con-

tempt. It is, after all, no use playing a part if there 

is no one to applaud , or even react; and the nobleman's 

(l) Act III, sc. i, ibid., pg. 58. 
(2) Act III, so. v, ibid., pg. 67o 
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performance req~i1es a spectatoro Dom J~an and Sganarelle 

are theref ore side by side thro~gho~t the diverse viciasi-

t udes of the actionG In the confrontation with Done Elvire , 

D0m Jaan is defi ant and, after some initial embarrassment, 

off ensively brazeno His servant, on the contrary, is 

shamefaced and inarticulate~ and when req~ired by the Dom 

to explain the abandonment of Done Elvire, Sganarelle beats 

about the bush ineffectually, - his usual method of coping 

with a difficult situationo He endeavours to take his c~e 

from his master~ however, and endorses Dom J~an's sneering 

exclamation of "Sganarelle, le Ciel ~ 11 with an unconvincing 

"Vraiment o~i~ nous nous moquons bien de cela, no~s 

autres" .. ( 1) 

His true feelings on the matter only find sotto voce ex­

pressi on at the end of the scene 9 once Dom Juan is out of 

earshot : "quel abominable maitre me vois-j e oblig~ de 

servir!" (2) This first encounter sets the pattern of 

later episodes in the play. The master is always ready 

to confront danger, from the trivial (like Monsieur Dimanche's 

debt-collecting visit) to the impressive (as is the case of 

the animated sta~ue); the servant is always eager to 

adopt evasi ve tactics~ to avoid, or run away. Sganarelle 

is only courageous when Dom Juan is not presentG His 

cens~re of his master is lucid, even if his dogmatically 

expressed ideas on, for example, religion or ethics are 

hopelessly muddled and incoherent; and at times one is 

(1) Act I, sc. iii, ibido, pg. 41 
(2 } Ibid. 
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temp+.ed to re6ard the valet as the mouthpiece of sound 

Christian morality. This impression is soon dissipated, 

however, by the sheer absurdity of the character. Let 

u.s consider Sga.n.arelle 8 s reaction to his mas·iier ' s adoption 

of that "fashionable vice", hypocrisy. On discovering 

that the contrition and self-accusation voiced by the Dom 

to his father are merely part of a cynical fa9ade,Sganarelle 

is at first bereft of speech, and can only mo~th the ex-

clamation, "quel homme! n After his master's lengthy 

exposition on Hypocrisyp with comments on the exploitation 

of h~ weakness, the valet cannot contain himself any 

longer, and bursts into what starts o:ff as a promi~ing 

condemnation of moral jishonesty: 

nr1 ne vous manqu.ait plus que d ' ~tre hypocrite pour 

vous achever de tout point, et voila le comble des 

abominations.o. 11 (1). 

It does not take long for his discursive intelligence to 

break down under the strain of prolonged mental activity, 

however, and the compelling statement that "il faut.ouqu'en 

valet fidele je vous dise ce que je dois" (2) is followed 

by a rambling, disconnected series of observations which 

have nothing whatever to do with ethics. Dom Juan's 

sardonic judgement of this piece of nonsense is justified 

under the circumstances. ( 110 lebeau raisonnement!") (3) 

This failure on the p~rt of 3ganarelle to rise to the occasion 

(l) Act V, sc. ii, ibido, pg . 81. 
(2) Ibid., pg. 82o 
( 3) Ibid. 
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is but one instance of the servant's inability to emerge 

from the play as a strong, dominant figure. His most 

powerful resolutions to challenge his master disintegrate 

with the rapidity of aspirin in water, and he invariably 

ends by tamely conceding that Dom Juan is right. This 

approval and encouragement of the Dom's actions, moreover, 

is not merely verbal: at times Sganarelle is obliged to 

participate actively in the very dealings he inwardly 

detests. The treatment of ~onsieur Dimanche, for example, 

by Dom Juan is taken up by ~ganarelle perforce, and moments 

after the valet has gratified his master with some of his 

"sottes moralit~s", (l) -which lends deeper irony to his 

skilful manipulation of the tradesman. Dom Jll.B.n himself 

could hardly have bettered the tactics whereby the expec­

tant creditor is firmly propelled towards the door while 

his attempts to speak are silenced with well-timed and 

unanswerable remarks like "Bagatelles" and "Fi! ".. In 

short, neither servant nor master is right in his approach 

to experience. Morally speaking, both are in the wrong 

by virtue of their actions, and the only difference between 

them is that Sganarelle has certain scruples, but is too 

cowardly to act upon them, while Dom Juan has no scruples 

and acts as a law unto himself in a manner contrary to 

conventional morality. Their relationship reposes on a 

perpetual struggle; affection has no place in it. £ach 

puts on a show for the benefit of the other, and in their 

different ways, 'each is reprehensible. I'he master's 

( 1 ) Act IV, sc. i, ibid. , P5. 68 • 
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faults are obvious and need no enumeration here. Sganarelle 

is credulous, unintelligent, pusillanimous, and devoid of 

any real human feeling. He is consumed with resentment 

for the endless humiliations to which Dom Juan subjects 

him, and however true his accusations may be, he doe·s not 

make them because they are true, ·but because to him they 

represent a means of revenge (albeit only verbal) on a 

tyrannical master. This is typical of a "slave mentality". 

Moreover, he only sympathizes with the victims of Dom Juan's 

callous arrogance because he is one himself, and it is 

therefore fellow-feeling rather than the warmth of kindli­

ness O! compassion which prompts his defence of, for example, 

Done Elvire, Charlotte and Mathurine. Paradoxically, it 

is Sganarelle's weakness, not any moral strength, which 

safeguards him from Dom· Juan's viciousness. A more in-

telligent, or more cunning individual, would have profited 

from the Dom's example of stylish amorality, but Sganarelle 

contents himself with ineffectual mutterings on the side­

lines and does nothing positive either to correct or to 

outdo his master in the path ~e has chosen. In fact, 

Sganarelle's only advantage over Dom Juan resides in an 

inner independence which is only apparent at the very end 

· of the play, when the servant erie s, · 

"Mea gages, mes gages, mes gages! •••• "(l) 

as the master disappears in dramatic, fiery destruction. 

It has been suggested (2) that the attraction held for 

(1) Act V, ~c. vi, ibid., pg. 85. 
(2) By L. Gossman, in Men and Masks, John Hopkins, Baltimore, 

1965, pp. 50-51. 
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Dom Juan by his insignificant servant is this very factor 

of inner independence; for if 3ganarelle genuinely admired 

the Dom and was devoted to him, he would be relegated to 

the category of past conquests and lose his appeal for 

the power-hungry ~obleman. For Dom Juan desires above 

all to bend others to his will, to the point of obsession 

(which is why he tries to make Francisque abjure God; he, 

Dom Juan, wants recognition that he is superior even to 

God.) Assuming that this is the implication of Sganarelle's 

final, anguished cry, it will be seen that this apparent 

victory and revenge do not argue much in favour of the 

under-dog (a tempting supposition on superficial examina­

tion.) They reflect rather the pettiness of Sganarelle's 

mind and values, so that the finale of Dom Juan is anything 

but a glorification of the servant at the master's expense. 

The master-and-servant theme reappears in ~oliere's version 

of the hoary comedy, Amphitryon. Despite the conventional 

nature of the subject, and the fantasy-element dominating 

the resolution of the action, this work is in some respects 

as disturbing and ambiguous as Dom Juan, written three 

years earlier. 

The atmosphere generated in the opening scene immediately 

contradicts the notion of mythology presupposed by the 

title. While it is true that the protagonists engaged 

in conversation are Night and Mercury, and that we are 

reminded of this by the poetic language and suitably 
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evocative costumes and deoor (Mercury is "sur un nuage" 

and Night is seated in her horse-drawn chariot), the fact 

remains that they are nothing more than two servants dis-

cussing the whims of their master. Both have received 

instructions from Jupiter, and these must be carried out 

efficiently and promptly to further his chances of success 

with Alcm~ne; just as a "grand seigneur" would issue orders 

to his servants if their assistance was required in some 

amorous intrigue. This humanization, so to speak,of 

mythological abstractions prepares us for the fanciful 

Amphitryon/Sosie/Jupiter/Mercury situation, making it 

more concrete, less far-fetched. Amphitryon and his man-

servant are placed in identical situations as a result of 

Jupiter's lust for ~lcmene. Both are replaced by "doubles" 

who usurp their place in Amphitryon's household and deceive 

their respective wives, Alcmene and Cl~anthis, completely. 

Both are disconcerted at the counterfeit of reality con­

fronting them on their return, and both suffer thrcugh 

the changes wrought by the intruders in their absence. 

Thus far, the resemblance of Amphitryon's fortune to that 

of Sosie would seem to oe complete. 

There is, however, a fundamental difference between ~osie's 

reaction to this problem of appearance and reality, and 

the reaction of his master. In the first place, Sosie 

is older and more experienced than Amphitryon (he alludes 

to "vingt ans d'assidu service" in his opening speech), 

I 
j 
I 
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and his perception of the d.ifficulties raised by Mercury's 

and Jupiter's impersonation is accordingly more complicated. 

Secondly, as one accustomed to a position of subordination 

and acceptance, he i s more prepared than his dogmatic 

young master to acknowledge the possibility of his "alter 

ego's" existence. Like Dom Juan's Sganarelle, Sosie is 9 

moreover, something of a coward. Faced with Mercury's 

bullying, he yields in the matter of his name , which 

Mercury has appropriated, with a muttered 

"Que son bonheur est extr~me 

De ce que je suis pol tron!" ( 1) 

After a prolonged and painful interview, Sosie at last 

acknowledges the fact of Mercury's existence as himself, 

Sosie; for, like all facts, it is rooted in truth and 

reality . When it is Amphitryon's turn, however, to be 

acquainted with this unpalatable piece of news, the gene-

ral's reaction i s quite different. He refuses point 

blank to accept what Sosie says, resorting to physical 

violence in an endeavour to make his servant change his 

story. This, in addition to Sosie's placatory remark 

that the truth is whatever his master wishes it to be 

because "je suie le valet, et voue ~tes le mattre" ( 2) , 

implies that for a person used to exacting obedience, like 

Amphitryon, certainty is not a matter of recognizing 

reality, but rather a matter of prejudice . He does not 

even begin to entertain doubts as to the validity of his 

(1) Act I, sc. ii, op .oit. II, pg. 377, 11. 402-403. 
(2) Act II, sc . i, ibid., 1. 698. 
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conviction that ~osie is behaving disrespectfully towards 

him by recounting an impudent fiction and trying to pass 

it off as fact. However, for Sosie, not even violence 

can alter truth, nor does his i~~er self accept ~phitryon's 

judgement of reality, (although for the sake of expedience 

he does not press his point.) There is a contradiction 

between theory and practice in Sosie's handling of the 

situation, for he is outwardly respectful, silenced by 

his master rs forceful refusal to believe him; and yet his 

reason tells him that he is right and Amphitryon is wrong. 

This certainty is expressed in the servant's resentful 

aside: 

"Tous les discours sont des sottises, 

Partant d'un homme sans ~clat; 

Oe serait paroles exquises 

Si c '~tai t un grand qui parldt ." (1) 

The criticism of the existing social order (with its 

built- in prejudices) implicit in that short outburst, is 

an interesting anachronism in the context of the seventeenth 

century. It should, however, be interpreted in the light 

of the circQmstances in which it is utteredo Sosie is 

st ill smarting from the dru~bing received from Mercury , 

and for him, amphitryon's scepticism of his adventure is 

insult added to injury. His only way of getting even 

with his master is to comment on the inconsistency of his 

atti tu.de, and it happens that on t l:1i s occasion, right is 

on Sosie's side. This does not necessarily mean that 

(1) Act II, sc . i, ibid., 11. 839-842. 
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his remark, just quoted, reflects the dramatiat 0 s view of 

the social hierarchy as an unjust and indefensible insti­

tution~ It is all too easy to take such speeches out of 

context and adduce them as evidence of Moli~re t s disen-­

chantment with th~ social order of his day. 

Of the ill-assorted pair, Sosie and Amphitryon, it is the 

fanner who excites more sympathy in their common predica­

ment. To be sure, there is little to admire in the man 

himself; he is timorous and debased, rather like Dom Juan's 

valet~ and, like Sganarelle, he has the typical servant ' s 

outlook on life as a slippery contest between the two main 

elements in society: the governors and the governedo On 

the other hand 9 his very victimization at the hands of both 

Merc~~y and Amphitryon, as well as his treatment by Cl~anthis, 

tends to make us regard him as a creature to be pitied 

rather than censured. Besides, Amphitryon ' s reaction to 

the situation in which Jupiter's stratagem has involved 

him illustrates the basic arrogance of his nature. His 

answer to the irrefutable presence of his double ~efore 

his eyes is the same as that returned to Sosie in the 

first encounter between master and servant : he resorts 

to physical violence in the belief that his prowess with 

the sword will alter the circumstanceso Neither his 

valour nor Sosie's cowardice can effect this, however, and 

it is not fortuitous that the Theban captains prevent their 

general from harming his double on the grounds that they 

are uncertain who is the real Amphitryon and who is the 
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impostor~ 

~~Nou.s ne sou.ffrirons point cet ~trange combat 

D'Amphitryon contre lu.i-m@me . " (1) 

In other words, the issue is not as simple as Amphitryon 

would have it~ and although Sosie'a approach to the problem 

is equally ineffectual, there is more to be said for his 

appeal to Mercury ( "Faisons en bonae paix vivre lee deux 

Sosiea") (2) than for the general's reliance on brute 

force to solve the issue. 

The d~nouement of Amphitryon is particularly arresting in 

its hint of irony as it illustrates the "might ia rightn 

philosophyo As is to be expected, it is Sosie, not 

Amphitryon himself, who penetrates 'the mystification of 

the husband's honou.rable dishonour ("Le seigneur Jupiter 

sait dorer la pilule") (3) . Amphitryon says not a word 

as all is revealed, and this is only appropriate, since 

he has consistently refused to acknowledge 'the reality 

underlying appearances, so must now accept the appearance 

of honour for the real thing. 3osie's use of the title 

"seigneur" when mentioning Jupiter is deliberate, mo:re-

over . Just as the prologue between Night and Mercury 

suggested everyday life rather than mythology, so, too , 

the outcome of the play·resembles a phenomenon of daily 

human existence, namely, the cuckoldry of a husband by a 

(1) Act III, sc. v, ibid., 11. 1644-1645. 
(2) Act III, sc. vi, ibid., 1. 1766. 
(3} Act III, sc. x, i bid., 1. 1913 . 
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lord cleverer and more powerful than himself . The myth 

of Jupiter's conquest of Alcm~ne's virtue is merely a 

decorative motif covering a banal and easily recognizable 

situation; and this reduction of the supernatural to 

merely human proportions implies the relevance of amphitryon's 

case to life as lived by Moli~re's contemporaries. Charac­

teristically, Sosie is better equipped _to assess the issue 

of his and Amphitryon's misfortunes than is his master, 

and the final word is given to him: 

"Sur telles affaires, toujours 

Le meilleur est de ne rien dire.'' (l) 

Finally, let us consider the parallel fortunes of the 

couples, bourgeois and plebeian respectively, in Le 

Bourgeois gentilhomme, -a more light-hearted, uncompli­

cated work than either Dom Juan or Amphitryon. The 

somewhat loose structure of this comedy-ballet permits 

the insertion into the main plot of various episodes not 

strictly connected with the basic theme of the draper-

turned-gentleman. Thus our attention is suddenly diverted 

from the intrigue between Dorante and Monsieur Jourdain 

(concerning the entertainment of Dorim~ne) to the promotion 

of Lucile's match wi t11 Cleonte, which Madame Jourd~in 

favours with typical determination and energy. It is not 

long before the maidservant, Nicole, states the relevance 

of that match to her own aspirations regarding Cleonte's 

(1) Act III, sc. x, ibid., 11. 1942-1943. 
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valet: 

"o•osi le mattre vous revient, le valet ne me revient 

pas moine, et je souhaiterais que notre mariage se 

pdt faire a l'ombre du leur." (1) 

In other words, we are left in no doubt that the fortune 

of the servants in lov~ depends upon that of the master 

and mistress, and the familiar theme of the double match, 

already featured in D~pit amoureu.x, is introduced into 

this episodic comedy. 

The initial confrontation between Nicole, charged with 

an optimistic commission from her mistress, and Cl~onte 

and Coviell e, who are ·.inexplicably disgruntled, is not 

much different from the encounter between Marinette and 

the two prospective husbands, Eraste and Gros-Ren~, in 

D~Eit amoureuxo Not only is the situation identical in 

both plays ; the sequence of reactions in the protagonists 

is also the same. First comes the chilly reception of 

the maid's enthusiastic greetiDJ , followed by astonishment 

from the one side and causticity from the other. Next 

we have the appeal to the valet for enlightenment, in view 

of the master ' s unrelenting anger; and finally, after 

her failure to obtain satisfaction from the valet either, 

the bewildered messenger is left with no alternative but 

to report back to her mistress. Thus far, the depiction 

of dealings between the characters involved is neither 

original nor particularly compelling. It is necessary, 

however, for the scenes that are to follow; and these are 

(1) Act III, sc. vii, op . cit. II, pg. 747. 
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delightful examples of Moli~re's genius for combining 

comic technique with psychological authenticity. Despite 

the resemblance between the ensuing conversation of 

Cl~onte and Covielle, and that of Eraste and Gros-Ren~,(l) 

there is one significant difference from the similar scene 

in the earlier work. Whereas Gros-Ren~ laboriously repeats 

all that Eraste says, with a few burlesque changes of his 

own, Covielle is far more concise in his utterances. In­

stead of reproducing, he merely endorses his master's 

remarks, reminding Cl~onte of the analogy between his 

circumstances and those of Lucile's injured suitor. Be­

cause he says less, the impression gained is one of greater 

vivacity; the mechanism of humour is lees laboured. More­

over, the absurdity of Covielle ' s "capping 11 of Cl~onte's 

observations resides not so much in the choice of vocabu­

lary, as in the choice of illustrative example. Wnere 

the master speaks of tears shed at the feet of his beloved 

(a conventional enough image for a well-bred young man to 

evoke), Covielle gravely recalls buckets of water drawn 

at the well for Nicole . The completely dissimilar ex­

pressions of a ffection have just enough in common to suggest 

that master and servant are in like case, but their very 

dissimilarity makes for comic incongruity . At the same 

time, in themselves, they are appropriate to the social 

condition of the respective speakers. Throughout the 

conversation, Covielle's concrete instances of devotion 

to Nicole echo the abstract evocations of romantic love 

(l) Depit amoureux, Act IV, sc. ii. 
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Cl~onte aasoci2tes with L~cileg the one refers to the 

heat of his passion9 the otherp to the heat of the fire 

when he 2ssisted in the roasting of the joint; the one 

speaks vaguely of tGgrande chitiments 11
9 the other, of 

tt souffleta'9 o (1) Neither is more admirable than his 

fellow~sufferer; they simply express the same resentment 

and the same ardour according to their different experience 

of lifeo Love 9 like death or suffering 9 t ends to be a 

leveller of social status, for it knows no.boundaries and 

assails lord and peasant alikeo Yet Moli~re di screetly 

reminds us that the reality of social differentiation 

cannot be altogether discounted 9 as the exchange of com­

miseration between Cl~onte and Covielle shows. 

Later, when the two pairs of young people are involved in 

explanations, arguments 9 cajolery and reconciliat i on, the 

same contradiction between the equality of their emotions 

and the inequalit y of their social condition is discernible 

i n their c·onversationo Like Covielle 9 Nicole speaks the 

robust la.ngu.age of the domestic servant and uses "tu" 

to her ex~admirer9 while Lucile's speech is more restrained, 

and her address to Cl~onte is more formal. This difference 

i s emphasized rather than disguised by the servant's re­

i teration of all the mistress's questions and injunctions. 

For example, when L~cile .inquires what the ca~se of Cl~onte's 

displea.sw:'e might be ("Quel chagrin vous poss~de?") Nicole's 

picturesq~e version of the same inquiry is immediately 

(1 ) Act I I I, sc o ix, ibid., pg. 749. 
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juxtaposed with her mistress's words: "Quelle mauvaise 

humeur te tient?" (1) The same is true of Covielle's 

language as compared with that of Cleonte. After the 

latter's dignified statement of rejection of Lucile's 

love, -which, were it in alexandrines, would not be out 

of place in high tragedy, - Covielle brings the whole 

situation back to the level of the everyday with his simple 

peasant utterance, "Queussi, queumi". (2) Similarly, 

when the dialogue is reduced to a bare minimum as the 

females entreat the outraged menfolk to listen to their 

excuses, the few terse words uttered by Cleonte and his 

valet reflect this same tendency. Where the master's 

remarks have the sobriety of the upper middle-class speaker, 

the servant's echoing phrases are quaint and even grotesque,­

like Covielle's "Tarare" (defined by Richelet in 1680 as 

a "refus burlesque") as the equivalent of Cleonte's "Point 

du tout."(J) Moreover, the greater degree of heartiness 

inherent in the servant's approach to life in general and 

love in particular is manifest in the respective comments 

of Cleonte and Covielle when the reconciliation has been 

effected: the master observes gracefully that 

" •••• que facilement on se laisse persuader au.x 

personnes qu'on aime!" (4) 

-to which the valet, not to be outdone, replies in his 

homely fashion, 

"Qu'on est aisement amadoue par ces diantres d'animaux-

1~! It ( 4) 

(1) Act III, so. x, ibid.' pg. 750. 
( 2) Ibid., pg. 751. 
(3) Ibid., pg. 752. 
( 4) Ibid., pg. 753. 
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Tbxo~out the scene ·in q~estion, the servants have con~ 

sistently followed the '!ead given them by their capricious 

master and mistress; when Lacile scorns Cl6onte~ Nicol~ 

sp~s Cowielle~ and when Cl~onte states his re~olution 

to die of love and ~oe, Covielle conscientioQely seconds 

him. This trend is reversed after Monsieur Jo~dain°s 

~efusal to e.ccept the non-noble Cl~onte as his son=-in=la.wp 
. . 

ho~we~9 and the tone adopted by· Covielle when reproach-
. . . . 

ing hie master for his unnecessary high~dedness in the 

i_nterria~ vd th Luoi1e Is •father-, is one of exasperatiOE1 

Stl~h as ~ eql?-81 might use. It is· Co.vielle ,- moreover\) . . 

who . s~g~sts the Turkis~ masq~erade· as a solution to· the . . . . . 
' ' ' I • • • ' 

impass~ in his master' s ·courtship of Lucile, .wherein· he 
·~ ' • • • j • ,'. • 

' . 

d~splays more initiative than hie crestfallen employerp . . 
• 0 • • • • • 

as well as a shrewd, if r~dimentary, 'knowledge of human 

nature~ (l) In the execution of this extravagant scheme~ 
. . . 

Co:vielle 's r6le i s far more e~acting . than· that·· of Cl~onte P 
. I . . . . . 

. . . 
for it is he who has to prepare the ground with Monsie~ . . . . . 

~olU'dain before the son of the "Grand T~rk" makes hie 

.impree.eiwe entrance .. All that Cl~onte is required to do 

i s to look stately and make som~ exotic noises~ This ie 

possibly a reflection of the different f~ctions of servant 

and served: the former is all bustle and efficiencyp the 

l atter, simply a rallying-point for homage. Yet each 

needs and pTeeapposes the other, for both have their 

appointed place in ~ociety. It is interesting tlw,t P 

whether in the banal context of frustration in love or in 

(l ) Act III, sc. xiii, ibid., pg. 757. 
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the exceptional context of supernat~ral phenomena 9 neither 

servant nor master suffers by comparison with one of a 

diffeTent social order when these two are depicted in 

parallel positionso Naturally there are well=defined 

characteristics associated with ~hese representatives of 

the different strata of societyo The servant tends to 

be lively, ooarsep and frequently ridiculous 9 either 

through cowardice (like Sganarelle and Sosie) or through 

b~leaque mimicry of his betters (like Gros-Rene and 

Cov1elle)o The bourgeois master (repr~sented by Cl~onta 

and Eraste) is inclined to sentimentality and passivity0 

but is redeemed by a certain dignity0 and the spontaneity 

of youth0 just as the servant's vulgarity is redeemed by 

energy or, as is the case with Sosie, by a degree of lucidity 

which even hie master lackao The noble master9 of whom 

Dom Juan and Amphitryon are exemples 9 is courageousp b~t 

limited morally (which is true of the former) or intellec­

tually (which is true of the lattero) In other wordsp 

by the time the virtues and failings of the two types of 

protagonist have been set side by side 0 .it will be seen 

that servant and master are pretty well eveno What also 

emerges from this comparative study, significantly~ is 

that however much the universality of their emotions 

and the similarity of their moral composition might equate 

them in one sense, the way in which they are presented 

does not permit us to forget that the one is the meeter0 

and the other 9 his social inferioro 



583 

Chapter Four 

The Peasantry .. 

The only section of the social hierarchy, - as MolH~re 

knew it 9 ~ which has not yet received any attention in 

the pre sent study, is that related to the servant-class 

just considered, but inferior to it by r eason of the 

contempt with which Parisians in Jloliere 'a day regarded 

countryfolk; to wit, the peasantry. The subject-matter 

of many of the comedies, by its very nature 9 precl~des 

the presence of peasants, unless it is in the guise of 

domestics t hat they appear occasionally in bourgeois 

househol ds , - like Martine in Lea Femmes savantes,_ for 

exampleo Apart from the quaintness of their pronQnciatioa 9 

there is nothing m~ch to disting~iah them in s~ch circum­

stances from the ordinary , city- bred servant . 

Before we examine the representatives of peasantry in 

Moli~re Q s plays, a distinction should be made between pro­

vincials and co~tryfolk as such. Where the latter are 

poor and coarsely clad, and live close to the soil 9 the 

provincial is characterized by his or her inept imitation 

of Parisian fashion and way of life. The peasant is not~ 

thereforep to be regarded in quite the same light ae9 eayp 

the de Sotenvillee or ~onsieur Thibaudier, since he is 
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not guilty of their affectation of elegance , nor of their 

bad tasteo His circ~stances, in any case 9 render pre­

occupations with a stylish mode of existence irrelevant~ 

since existence to him is far more basico 

In Dom Juan, peasants put in an episodic appearance 9 and 

although ~e have an edifying glimpse of them9it is only ~ 

fleeting oneo After the ship-wreck incident, we meet 

Pierrot, Charlotte and Mathurine; and 9 later in the 

action, Francisque "le pauvreh9 whose stattts is rendered 

ambiguous by the fact that his poverty appears to be 

voluntary~ for mystical reasonso Despite tnis ambiguity, 

he will be included in this discussion for the sake of 

convenience, since h~s lowly condition places him on a 

similar level to that of the three peasantso From the 

conversation between Charlotte and Pierrot, it is clear 

that they are vagttely betrothed , and this in itself is 

enough to place Charlotte in danger of attention from 

the man whom Pierr et has saved from the sea. Besides, 

Pierrot 0 s complaints that the girl does not care for him 

'
0comme il faut'0 (1) 9 together with the curiosity Charlotte 

evinces concerning the gentleman who nearly drow.nedg im­

plies an absence of warmth in her feelings for he~ peasant 

lovero In all fairness to Charlottep ho~ewer~ it must 

be admitted that Pierrot is a tedious admirer9 for all 

his perseverance~ 

(1) Act IIP SCo ip Opo cit. II, pgo 44o 
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trouv~-1A bien ~ point.,·~ ) ( 1) indicates plainly that 

the st ory of the rescue has already been related to herp 

but Pierrot is so pleased with his part in the drama that 

he proceeds to inflict another recital of the spiaode apon 

his listenero Not only is the news staie by this timep 

i t is for good measure recounted i n the most wordy and 

repetitive fashiono Here is an example: 

It 
0 0 0 0 j'estions sur le bord de la mar 11 moy et le gros 

LQcas~ et je nous amusions h batifoler avec dee mottes 

de tarre que je nous jesquions ~ la teste: car comme 

tQ a~aia bian9 le groe Lucas aime a batifoler, et 

moy par f ouas je bat ifole itou& En batifolant 

done 11 pi squ.e batifoler y a , o o., ., 11 ( 2) 

This is quite irrelevant to the matter at issue~ and even 

if it were not so, it hardly constitutes a lesson in com­

pelling narrative style, nor does it argue powerfully_ for 

the intelligence of the speakero Then there is the peasant 

lad's complacency9 which is sufficiently great to overcome 

the natve admiration he feels for Dom Juan°s wealth and 

ra.nko {"tout gros .Monsieur qu ' il est 11 il seroit parma 

fiq ue nay6 si je n ' aviornme e ste lh., '0 
) ( 3) Finally, his 

activities designed to recommend himself to Charlotte do 

not appear to be inspired by much imagination: they con­

sist in purchasing ribbons~ robbing bird's nests and 

paying the local ~usicians to play on the girl's ·birthdayo 

Compared with the dashing nobleman9 Pierrot must i~deed 

(1 ) Act II, SCo i , Opo cito liP pgo42o 
(2) Ibid. 
{3) Ibido~ pgo 43o 
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cut a sorry figQre in her eyeso On the other hand~ he 

is not from the lowest reaches of the peasantry~ for he 

has sufftcient money to risk a modest wager~ (1) and his 

gifts to his beloved are not the necessities of l~fe ~ he 

woos with ribbons, not bread. Besides~ Charlotte herself 

is obviously a presentable ra.presentative of her classp 

for Dom Juan would not conceivably flirt with a clumsy 

herd-girlo 

Lack of imagination does not mean lack of vitalityp and 

Pierrot 0 s choice of exampl e when attempting to define the 

ideal expression of female love proves thiso It. would 

seem that stout Thomasae' s affection for "RobainQ~ takes 

the form of practical jokes~ from ambushing the youth in 

the streetp to pulling his seat from under him and sendi ng 

him ~prawling; and it is this that Pierrot wistfully re­

gards as the highest form of compliment that a damsel can 

pay to her suitoro He goes so far as to reproach Charlotte 

for her restraint in never gratifying him with a blow ("je 

passerois vingt fois devant toy que tu ne te grou.!lleroia 

pas pour me bailler l e moindre cou.po .. o11 ) (2)o Certainly 

love-making among the peasantry~ if we ar e to judge by 

Pierrot 8 s criteria, smacks of the kermesse rather than the 

secl~ded moonlit arbour; but its very r oughness is not 

without appeal $ And if the entreaties of Pierret and 

the ret orts of Charlotte lack polishp they do not lack 

sincerityo 

(l) The sum of ten "sols" .. 

(2) Ibido, pgo 45o 

\ 
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The girl is shown in a very different light in her dealings 

with Dom J~an~ however. Gone is the impression of blunt 

simplicity created by her earlier interview with her fianceu 

She emerges as an accomplished coquette when her femininity 

is called forth by glib compliments, and even the apparent 

humility of such responses as "pour vous servir··, "je n'ai 

pas d v esprit pour vou.s r~pondre", and '1 je su.is une pauvre 

paysanne" (1) , is belied by her swift assumption of a con­

descending air when confronted later by an outraged PierrotG 

Her former deprecation of her looks, cleanliness and i ntelli­

gence is forgotten as the dazzling prospect of being ·~adame " 
0 

vitiates all past promises to her betrothedp and it is re­

markable how effortlessly she can conjure up a vision of 

her future transactions with Pierrot : 

11Vap va p Piarrot~ ne te meta point en peinez si je 

sis Madame p je te ferai gagner queuque chose , et tu 

a.pporteras du beurre et du. fromage chewt nous.to (2) 

Latent snobbishness apart, Charlotte reveals unsuspected 

depths of cunning in her ability to adopt a more genteel 

mode of speech when addressing Dom Juan: with Pierrot (who 

has presumabl y known her all her life) she is unaffectedp 

speaking the local patois; but in conversation with the 

nobleman, - whom she obviously wishes to impress , - she 

pronounces "bien" the way a Parisian would, (to .Pierret 

she says "bian") and the phrases with which she answers 

the Dom ' s flattery are those which would not be out of 

place in higher circles than the ones she is ~sed to 

(1) ~ct II, sc. ii, ibid e, P6• 47 . 
(2) Act II, sc . iii, ibid., pgo 50 . 
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(For exa.mplep 10Je vou.s auis bien oblig~e 90 )(l)o 

In the deg~ading squabble with Mathurine over the affec= 
' ' ' 

tiom.s of .Uom Ju.anp Charlotte dol3s not show to mu.ch adv·~~ 

It is true that her reactione• nr~ jnc.:;ified 

~der the circ~stances' bu.t ehe 9 like.Mathurine 9 displaJs 
. . 

a poasessiveneds and a pettiness w~ich culminate in a 

spitefUl deai~e for physical violbnce to be done to her 

rival. All in allp she is not a particularly lovable 

character o As for Mathurine D en~ is verJ lightly sketchedo 

and the br~vity of her appearance!) together with the simi= 

l.az'~.ty ( b<r(;h physical and moxe.l) between her and Charlotte 11 

makes it dii'iicl.\lt to asseso her in detail o It may be 

aoeumed that she is cast in the same mould as her Tival~ 

not differing msterially from her i~ h0r main charnc~eri~-

ticse And what of Pierrot? His rusticity and elwnaine os 

at love-maki~~ have already been signalized,- In e.ddi~ion 

if he does not want courage a Although his rescue of Do~ 

Jurm and. his entourage no doubt reft1llired intrepidity· and 

st~ength 11 his :ree.ction to the Dom 0.s repee\te~ face=alappiL?.g 

in. the c.onfrontation over Charlotte is that of a poor~· 
• 

spixo~ted yokela He meekly s~bmite to the ins~lt3 p ~on= 

1n the end he takes 

ref~o behind Charlotte!) aaserti~ that he is ~~~id of no 

onev ~ . not a convincing cla~ in Yiew of his bchaviouro 

Ew~n Sganarellep poltroon that he isp shows pity Brid oon~ 

deecension to~ards Pierrotg 

(1) A©t !!9 SCo 119 ibidop pgo 4?o 
(2) A~t lip aco iii~ pg . ?Oa 
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nK_n ~ Mol!aiew:-11 laissez la ce pa~J:wre mis~rable o C 0 est 

conscience de le battre., 

retire.;,toi 0 0 0" ( 1} 

Eco~te~ mon .pauvre · gar~on ; 

.~a he takes this so WAd piece of ad nee 9 Pierrot revi ~J ~ 

the ·slightly gossipy trait u.su.a.lly associated with small­

village mentaliti'e S ; for he darkly ·announces his intention· 

of telling all to Charlotte 0 s a.Wlt o • ·On the whole 9 he 

gives tn~· impre·ssion 'of' weakness and ·impotence ·despite . his· 

glorious· i"6le ·in the rescu.e·a · The facility ·with which .0om 

Jkan worsts himo and . the' ease With which · he ext'ricates : . . '. 

himself from the Charlotte/Mathurine embarrassment 9 shows 

that these simple folk are no match for the experienced 

and unsc~upulous noblemano Yet we sympat hiz·9 with them 

beca~se they are victims, not becau.se they are intrinaicsll y 

ad~ix-able P in f a c·1·io there is lit"(;le to commend themo 

It ia qu.ite a. different matter with Francisq~e the hermi.to 

WhetheT Do~ J"~'a encoUnter with him is t o be interpreted 

~o a p~vidG~tial warning (which ie MoLoJouvet 0 s theory) 

o~ whethe~ it ia merely 2nother pretext for demonstrati~~ 

the amorality of 'the ·Dom," (which is one of the views put 

forW<SX"d b:f MoJo Scherer·) the fac·t remains that the · beggar· 
. . 

m~ges · to hold his own :agai~at · Dom J~ano If it is true 

thst one· of th~ f~ctions of comedy is to preee~t th3 un= 

ei~ected tri~mp.b of weakneee _over etrengthp .- then the en-
. . 

co.M.ter 'betwaeRi the noblemsm: and tkiei beggar i~r ·satisfying 

: . 
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with ~ich Dom Juan greet~ Francieque 0 s admission of 

dire poverty9 = "Tu. te moqu.es: u.n homme qlli prie le Ciel 

tout le jo~ ne peut pas manque~ d 9 @tre bien dans ees 

affaires9 ~ (1) -the action of tossing the beggar the 

coin ":for the love of humanity" betokens utter· moral 

bankruptcyo Dom J~ is forced to ·scknowledge that 
-· . 

the ·will and beliefs of those vastly inferior to him in 

social status and power9 cannot be bent to. please his 

whims. His gold "louis" lacks the force to buy the 

moral degradation of a simple ·manP and the realization 

of this is disconcerting to himo There is no doubt 

that the victory goes to Francisque, and his assertion 

that 

"ooo j 0 a.ime miewc mou.rir de faimu (2) 

is surely the most positive and sobering refusal the Dom 

has ever enoounteredo The "Va, va," with which the gift 

of the coin is prefaced is an indication of impatience, 

as well as an affectation of nonchalance to hid~ annoyance 

and humiliation. 

Peasants do not appear again in Moli~re ' s plays until ~ 

M&decin malgr~ lui, some eighteen months after Dom Juano 

This comedy is something of an .exception in the dramatist 's 

work, since it features the peasantry to a greater extent 

than any other play; in it Moli~re exploits rustic realism 

rather than bo~geois caricatureo 

(l) Act IIIP SCo iip ibidop pg. 59o 
(2) Ibid •. , pg. 60. 

The boisterous ·opening 
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quarrel bet ween Sganarelle and Martine sets the tone for 

the whole work: it breathes a Bacchic gaiety, crude yet 

appealing in its cheerfalness, and it proceeds at a breath­

leas paceo All the elements of popular entertainment are 

presentp from the beatings and conjugal altercations which 

no one takes ser iously, to the disguises, purses received 

and demanded 9 and malicious practical jokes played upon 

the protagonists by each other. Where, in Dom Juan, this 

robust horseplay is only alluded to rather than portrayed 

directly on the stage, it is the mainspring of the action 

throughout Le K~decin malgr~ lui. 

fhat the central character of Le M~decin, Sganarellep is 

a peasant pure and simple is clear from his profession 

(that of woodcutter)o He is presented in accordance with 

the tradition of peasant-representation fixed by popular 

concept and scholarly aesthetics alike. He has a tre-

mendous zest for life, which he regards as a never-ending 

source of opportunity for sensual enjoyment (as his glori­

fication of the worthy bottle and his hopeful pursuit of 

Jacqueline's copious charms suggest.) In addition to this, 

he has a streak of cruelty which manifests itself in his 

readiness to indulge in wife-beating ( "Ma femme, vou.s 

savez que je n'ai pas l'Ame endurante, et que j ' ai le bras 

aasez bon" ) (1), and in the delight with whioh he uses 

the stick upon G~ronte . Like most of his class, ~anarelle 

(1) Act I, SCo i, ibid . , pg. 227. 



592 

has just enough learning to be ridiculous. The ode com-

posed to his bottle is a ludicrous specimen of poetic 

composition, both in its subject-matter and in the choice 

of vocabulary. (For example, a line like "Vos petits 

glougloue'' ( 1) is scarcely the stuff of which poetry is 

made.) Moreover, he cites the august name of Aristotle 

in connection with the banal observation that a wife is 

"pire qu' un demon'' (2); and it is conceivable that this 

homely judgement has been attributed to the Greek philoso­

pher merely to con£er some respectability upon it, and to 

silence Martine. It is true that Sganarelle has a smatter-

ing of Latin; but it is derived mainly from what he calls 

the "rudiment" (his Latin primer), and as such it consists 

of elementary grammar-rules and declensions of simple 

adjectives . The species of Latin he speaks in hie capacity 

of Doctor in Geronte's house is distinctly baroque, and the 

"Greek" and "Hebrew" to which he has recourse when in diffi-

culties with his mother tongue and Latin, are even more so .(3) 

As one of humble · birth and little learning, he is aware of 

the prestige of erudition on the one hand; and on the 

other, he cynically exploits the ignorance of his admiring 

audience with a travesty of knowledge not easily distinguish­

able from the jargon used by genuine doctors and philosophers . 

Lucas' naive remark, 

"Oui, ~a est si biau, que je n'y entends goutte" (4) 

is less grotesque than may be supposed at first sight. 

(l) act I, sc. v, ibid., pg. 233. 
( 2) i!.Ct I, sc. i, ibid. , pg. 225. 
(3) Act II, sc. iv, ibid., pg. 246 . 
( 4) Ibid. 
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The most interesting aspect of Sganarslle's experience in 

the play, is that he is both the victim and the beneficiary 

of circumstances beyond his control. It has been sugges tc~ ( ~ ; 

that as a protege of Bacchus, he has a right to join that 

tradition-hallowed soeiety of Shakespeare's clowns and 

rustics, of the Sir Toby Belch and Falstaff variety. Like 

them, he imbibes optimism with his wine, an insouciant 

''sac h vin" who carelessly embraces whatever lot fortune 

is pleased to send him. Even ·when it appears that he 

cannot es~ape a hanging for his part in the abduction of 

Lucinde, he still has it in him to pun with his wife: his 

"retire-toi de la, tu me fends le coeur" (2) is a brilliant 

play on the verb 11 fendre", in view of his profession before 

attaining the elevated rank of medical practitioner . Not 

only does this witticism in the face of death and punish­

ment suggest that he will escape the gallows; it is also 

a reflection of his cheerful peasant philosophy of life , 

that something will always turn up, and that it is no use 

troubling about adversity until it is upon one. In the 

event, he is, of course, proved right. Another facet 

of this philosophy is the belief that one should take all 

one can, materially speaking, when opportunity presents 

itself. Unlike Harpagon, whose avarice has the dimensions 

of tragic passion, Sganarelle is guilty of that brand of 

rapacity which is the endemic disease of the opportunist , 

as his dealings with Geronte, Leandre, Thibau.t and Perrin 

illustrate. Financial gain is not the be-all and end-all 

(1) By M.L. Emery, in Moliere, du. metier a la pensee, Cahiers 
Libres, 1956. 

(2) Act III, sc. ix, ibid., pg. 259. 



594 

of existence for Sganarelle, but even so, he is delight­

fully uninhibited about his expectations of payment for 

advice or assistance given. He is always ready to proffer 

an outstretched hand , palm up, as he asks the familiar 

quest ion, "Que voulez-vous que j 'y fa sse?" With his 

exuberance , cunning, earthiness and wine-bibbi~, his 

optimism and mercenary tendencies, dganarelle is a worthy 

representative of his class. The fact that he does not 

speak in patois lends him a certain universality; he is 

the incarnation, so to speak, of peasant values and attitudes. 

The other peasants in Le Medecin mal gre lui offer material 

for comment as well, although obviously they are not as 

compelling as the main protagonist. Of Geronte's servants, 

only Lucas and Jacqueline belong to the peasantry; Valere 

(if we can judge by the costume worn by this character) 

is higher in the household, and is a sort of bailiff. 

Lucas provides a foil for Sganarelle's sparkling person­

ality, for he is a dour, jealous, mean- spirited individual, 

who has a temporary triumph at the end of the play when 

he reveals to Geronte the trick played upon him by the 

"doctor" and his "apothecary". This malicious pleasure 

is short - lived, however; poetic justice coQld never allow 

a person of Lucas ' calibre to worst the quick-witted 

Sganarelle. 'fhroughout the play, in fact, Luca.s is a 

secondary character, from the scene in which he endorses 

all Valere's ap~eals to the woodcutter to cure Lucinde, 
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to the final one in which, pr edictably, he has nothing 

to say. His clumsy patois and unimaginative comments 

set him down from the start as a dim-witted yokel, yet 

occasionally he provokes laughter by his very natvetyo 

His remark on Sganarelle ' s dress as described by Martine 

("C'est done le medecin des paroquets?") (1) is not with-

out wit, and his judgement of the "doctor" once he has 

actually met him is involuntarily sou.nd: "vela un medecin 

qui me platt: je pense qu'il reussira, car il est bouffon". ( 2) 

However much of a non-sequitur that statement might be, 

is precisely because Sganarelle is a "bouffon" that he 

manages so well in his impersonation, - although Lucas, 

of course, is not to know this at such an early stage of 

it 

acquaintance . Lucas' attitude to his master is deferen-

tial, but to his wife he is autocratic and peremptory, 

to such an extent that one does not begrudge her the ex­

citement of some admiration from Sganarelle; and Lucas ' 

treatment of her justifies the complaints she makes of 

her lot as his wife: 

"Que velez-vous, Monsieur? c'est pour la penitence 

de mea fautes; et la OQ la ch~vre est liee, il 

faut bian qu'alle y broute.'' (3) 

It would seem that she is not in much better case than 

vganarelle's Martine, but where Sganarelle's cavalier 

attitude towards his spouse is redeemed to some extent 

(1) Act I, sc. iv, ibid., pg. 232. 
(2) Act I, sc. v, ibid., pg. 238. 
(3) Act III, sc. iii, ibid., pg. 253. 
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by his gaiety, Lucas is dry and humourless, and possessive 

to boot. Sganarelle's list of uncomplimentary names for 

him ("franc animal", "brutal", "stupide", "sot") are not 

without foundationo He represents another aspect of the 

peasantry: where Sganarelle epitomizes the Rabelaisian 

heartiness of simple folk, Lucas stands for their caution 

(he prudently avoids saying "diable",, for example, pre- · 

ferring to use the discreet corruption "gu~ble"); narrow­

ness; credulity; and possessiveness. 

His wife, Jacqueline, is a more amiable person on the whole, 

although she, too, has some negative traits. She shares 

Lucas' tendency to superstition, as is suggested by her 

mistrust of doctors ( '' j 'aime bian mieux q_u 'an ne me 

gu~risse paso") Her submissiveness t;o Lucas does not 

extend to Geronte, moreover, for she does not hesitate to 

tell her master what she thinks of his ineffectual methods 

of trying to cure his daughter. With the insight of 

common sense, she diagnoses Lucinde's trouble at once: 

11 o •• votre fille a besoin d'autre chose que de ribarbe 

et de sen~ ••• ~ue ne preniais-vous ce Monsieur Liandre, 

qui li touohait au coeur? " (1) 

The example with which she lends substance to t.his theory 

is of the simplest. Her sad tale of 3imonette's marriage 

with Thomas, and subsequent decline, - all in the name of 

Mammon, - serves to show Geronte how misgtlided he is in 

selecting a son-in-law on the basis of capital-ana-income. 

(l) Act II, sc. i, ibid., r!b• 239. 
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Obviously Jacqueline is speaking as a woman, and it is 

only natural that sentiment should matter to her far more 

than high finance. Yet this apart, her views indicate 

a sound knowledge of psychology; a knowledge based on 

intuition rather than science, born of experience rather 

than book-learning. As is often the case, this home­

spun philosophy, expressed with proverbial concision 

("contentement passe richesse"), is a more valid assess­

ment of human aspirations than more scholarly reflections 

upon Man and the meaning of Life . It is safe to say that 

Jacqueline is superior to her husband intellectually, even 

if she is his equal socially. On the moral level, she 

has sufficient integrity not to succumb to the energetic 

and persistent advances of Sganarelle, - however great 

the temptation to defy and betray her surly husband. 

At the very bottom of the scale (for such we can discern, 

even within the ranks of the peasantry) are the ig!lorant 

rustics, Thibaut and Perrin, who come to consult the 

renowned "doctor" attendant on Lucinde . They appear 

very briefly, but the confrontation between their credulity 

and Sganarelle's guile is one of the more memorable scenes 

of the play. Certainly the playing-off of rogue against 

dupe or dupes is not original in Moliere ' s comedies , as 

we have remarked already; but the characters of fhibaut 

and Perrin are something of a novelty in the dramatist's 

repertoire of personae. fheir na!vety is slightly differ­

entiated , for the son (paradoxically, in view of his youth 
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and inexperience) is less optimistic about the milk of 

human kindness than his simple parent: he realises that 

3ganarelle's incomprehension of their case will soon be 

remedied by a modest donation. Moreover, he speaks of 

"qu.eu.qu.e remede" where fhibaut speaks of "qu.eu.qu.e petite 

drOlerieiJ', which implies a greater degree of awareness, 

and possibly education, in Perrin. Be this as it may, 

father and son are equally trusting when it comes to 

accepting blindly the prescription of the "doctor"; and 

not even Sganarelle's grave injunction to .bury the woman 

"du mieux que vous pourrez" (1) in the likely event of 

her death, causes them to question his ability. His 

confidence and fluent tongue suffice to convince them 

utterly, for they are uncritical and superstitious. 

Just as Sganarelle and Lucas represent the two poles, as 

it were, of peasant sensibility, Jacqueline (with her 

common sense and intuitive insight) and Thibaut (with 

his limited comprehension) stand for the poles of peasant 

intelligence. Altogether a very complete picture, part­

realistic, part-traditional, of countryfolk emerges from 

Le M~decin malgr~ lui. 

'K.hereas in the play just considered, the potential cruelty 

inherent in laughter is disguised by the tempo and gaiety 

of the work, the next comedy portraying peasants in the 

opus of Moliere is very different, for it emphasizes irony; 

(1) Act III, sc. ii,ibid., pg. 252. 
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and irony is more often the tool of tragedy than of comedy. 

The play in question is George Dandin, which had its premi~re 

two years after Le M~decin. With realism replacing the 

whimsy of the earlier work, and the main protagonist appear­

ing as a dull, not-particularly-endearing victim of his 

own vanity, the later play is the very antithesis of gaiety. 

Despite the potential robustness of a subject which would 

seem to invite a Rabelaisian treatment, the impression 

which finally emerges from George Dandin is one of sobriety. 

The peasant protagonists (Dandin himself, Claudine, Lubin 

and Colin) do not evince the same joyous, undisciplined 

attitude to life as do Sganarelle, Martine and G~ronte's 

servants in Le M~decin malgr~ lui. It is true that Dandin's 

circumstances do not justify cheerfulness, but the atmosphere 

generated by the work is not explained merely by the situa-

tion of the main protagonist. Its cause lies deeper. 

The characters themselves have a hardness which makes for 

a certain air of pessimism attaching to the play even in 

lighter moments. For example, Lubin's indiscreet account 

to Dandin of Clitandre's successful overtures to ang~lique 

under her husband's nose is highly amusing in terms of 

comic situation, but the speaker's pettiness and materialism 

detract from the heartiness of the laughter his error in 

addressing -himself to Dandin would normally inspire. From 

Lubin's remarks, it is clear that he judges people in 

accordance with their willingness to give him money (of 

Clitandre he says, " ••• c'est le plus honn~te homme que 

vous ayez jamais vu. Il m'a donn~ trois pi~ces d'or ••• ")(l) . 

(1) Act I, sc. ii, op. cit. II, pg. 467. 
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There is, moreover, an element of spite in the enjoyment 

with which he anticipates "the husband's" discomfiture in 

being cuckolded: 

"··· cela sera drole; carle marine se doutera 

point de la manigance, voila ce qui est de bon; et 

il aura un pied de nez avec sa jalousie: est-ce 

pas?" (1) 

Similarly, when we meet Claudine a few scenes later, her 

self-possession in the face of accusation, although it is 

amusing, betokens the same sort of slyness apparent in 

Lubin. A remark like: 

"H~las! que le monde aujourd'hui est rempli de 

m~chancet~, de m'aller soup9onner ainsi, moi qui 

suis l'innocence m~me!" (2) 

is not only a blatant contradiction of fact; it gives 

the impression that the maidservant is thoroughly enjoying 

her advantage over her employer. That Dandin deserves 

this fate through excessive ambition is irrelevant . The 

fact remains that the peasants belonging to the lower 

orders in the play have the hardness of Sganarelle (in 

Le M~decin malgr~ lui) without his joyful zest for life. 

Even their love-making lacks that robust persistence which 

characterizes Sganarelle's pursuit of Jacqueline. Rebuffed 

by Claudine, Lubin resorts to insults and sulks ("Adieu, 

rocher, caillou, pierre de taille, et tout ce qu'il y a 

de plus dur au monde.") Later, despite the girl ' s in-

(1) Act I, so. ii, op. cit.II, pg. 468. 
(2) Act I, ec. vi, ibid., pg. 475. 
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difference, Lubin simply assumes that their marriage will 

take place and congratulates himself (somewhat prematurely) 

on the intelligence of his future wife, whose aplomb in 

dealing with Clitandre is such that the difference in 

their rank is scarcely noticeable. Indeed, Claudine's 

confidence in herself even induces her to dismiss Clitandre's 

offer of remuneration on the grounds that 

"··· je vous rends service parce que vou.s le m~ritez, 

et que je me sens au. coeur de l'inclination pou.r 

VOUS. n ( 1) 

This is a very different reaction from the frankly mercenary 

outlook of Sganarelle. Clau.dine's words have the ring of 

pride, and suggest a degree of equality between herself 

and those who are her betters socially. Even Lu.bin, for 

all his naivety and rusticity, has some illusions concern-

ing his intellectual refinement. He smugly informs 

Clitandre that "si j'avais etudie, j'aurais ete sanger a 
des chases ou on n'a jamais songe." (2) '!'his contention 

is illustrated by a singularly foolish question (he asks 

Clitandre why there is no light at night); then the 

peasant-lad would recommend his native intelligence to 

.angelique's lover by relating his attempt to decipher 

elementary Latin.(3) Again, this is quite unlike the 

bland nonchalance with wnich Sganarelle fabricates his 

own brand of medical jargon in Le Medecin malgre lui. 

(1) Act II, sc. iv, ibid., pg. 484. 
(2) Act III, sc. ii, ibid. pg. 491. 
(3) Ibid 
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The main di fference between the latter and Lubin is that 

Lubin takes himself seriously, whereas 8ganarelle takes 

himself - and life - completely for granted. As for 

Claudine , her cynicism manifests itself in the tongue- in­

cheek utterances relative to ang~lique's chastity and 

Dan.din's villainy, which she is ever willing to contribute 

to conversations in the presence of the de Sotenvilles. 

Altogether she and her indiscreet admirer do not emerge 

as particularly amiable individuals. 

The other lowly prot~gonist, Colin, makes only a brief 

appearance when summoned by Dandin to call the de Sotenvilles, 

and the scene in which we meet him is one characterized by 

horse-play. He enters in an unorthodox fashion, via 

the window, and throughout Dandin's attempts to give him 

instructions, he obstinately avoids his master, so that 

the two of them are constantly at opposite ends of the 

stage. The reason for this physical distance maintained 

between them would appear to be Colin's cowardice: when 

Dandin appeals to him to approach, he answers, "Point: 

vous me voulez battre . 11 (l) His words are few, and his 

characterization very slight. Indeed, if he is remembered 

at all, it is as a fatuous, rather pathetic fie,ure whose 

antics provide some light relief from the prevailing sombre­

ness of the play as a whole . 

From this, it may be seen that there is little to commend 

(l) Act III, sc. iv, pg. 494. 
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the pea santry a s depicted in George Dandin, - that is, if 

we do not t ake i nto accoQnt the main protagonist hi mself . 

However unattractive Daudin's qualities may be, it is t rue 

to say that there is in him something of the eter nal pea­

sant, (for a peasant he certainly is, despite his wealth 

and social ambitions); and the spectacle of an underdog 

bearing up stoically under the weight of misfortune and 

displaying a full awareness of his responsibility for his 

sufferings, is not altogether unworthy of sympathy. As 

each successive act of George Dandin culminates inevitably 

in the husband's abasement before his quick-witted, devious 

wife, it is not al ways . possible to bear in mind the tra­

ditional reaction expected of an audience in Moli~re's 

day to a situation such as that of Dandin. However much 

this dour, hard-working, plain-living peasant may repel 

sympathy; however much his sufferings may be judged as 

logical retribution for excessive ambition, and hie folly 

treated as cause for mirth rather than pity, it remains 

true that his is a predicament that no deus ex machina 

can remedy. The only expedient left to Dandin is that 

of suicide -

"··· le meilleur parti qu'on puiese prendre, c'eet 

de e'aller jeter dane l'eau la t~te la premi~re". ( l) 

Even if this desperate statement is not to be taken seri ousl y, 

it does in fact reflect the truth: the only way in which 

Dandin can find release from hie conjugal problems is to 

t ak·e his life. His is a situation which no royal edict 

(1) Act III, sc. vii i, ibid., pg . 503. 
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can alter, and no ext r aordinary revelation of kinship or 

disguised identity can amend. This inevitably lends a 

sober note to the play, quite apart from the prevailing 

unpleasantness of the other protagonists. It does not, 

however, imply that we are to consider Dandin the most 

amiable of the characters involved in the action, simply 

because he is a victim. 

The resemblance between him and le Barbouille is not 

obvious in early scenes of ~eorge Dandin, but in the third 

act, the reversal of Dandin's position as the innocent and 

outraged spouse reminds us forcibly of the situation 

presented in the farce which is attributed to Moli~re as 

one of his first works. Dandin is merely a more complex, 

interesting version of the coarse stock-figure whose wife 

bears the same name as Dandin's Angelique. Viewed in 

this light, the characterization of George Dandin himself 

may be assessed more accurately. He is cast in the same 

mould as le Barbouille inasmuch as he shows little sympathy 

towards the inclinations of others. Just as the earlier 

character's attitude to his wife suggests egotism and in­

sensitivity, so, too, Dandin's deliberate purchase (for 

that is what it ~nounts to) of Angelique without any 

reference to her feelings on the matter, (2) implies 

a degree of callousness not greatly unlike that of 

Lubin and Claudine. Dandin is victimized, but he is 

only receiving the due reward invited by his own behaviour. 

Once this fundamental fact is born in mind, it may be seen 

(1) C.f. Act II, sc. ii, ibid., pp. 482-483. 
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that Dandin differs from the other protagonists of the pl ay 

only by reason of his position in relation to their's; psy­

chologically he is no better or worse than Angelique, the 

de Sotenvilles, the peasant-domestics, and Clitandre. This 

means that a coherent picture of h~an nature in its petti­

ness, arrogance, wilfulness and cruelty emerges from George 

Dandin; it is especially interesting to note that the 

aristocratic protagonists are not portrayed in a better 

light than their social inferiors, and that at the same 

time, not even the fact of Dandin's sufferings is adequate 

compensation for the man's innate lack of appealing quali­

ties. As in Dom Juan, we are left with the chill impression 

that there is not much to redeem either the higher or the 

lower orders of society. 

Finally, then, what may be said of Moli~re's depiction of 

the peasantry? 

From the plays discussed in this chapter, it would seem 

that representatives of this class offer little cause for 

admiration. Quite apart from their obvious deficiencies 

on aesthetic grounds, (for they are almost all clumsy and 

uncouth, speaking "patois", arguing and blundering their 

way through the situations in which the dramatist portrays 

them), -they are not characterized by moral worth either. 

Even the boisterous, and not unattractive, Sganarelle 

emerges as a fundamentally dishonest, selfisn individual. 

On the whole, as a collectivity, peasants in Moli~re's 
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plays are signali zed by thei r l ack of gener osityo \~ile 

it is only natural that they should not be refined (in 

view of their circumstances and the limitation s of their 

way of life), there is nothing inher ent in their condition 

to presuppose egotism, malice and avarice. Yet this is 

how they appear in the comedies featuring them. There 

is nothing in Moliere's work to suggest the simplicity 

and spontaneous goodness that a life lived humbly, close 

to the soil, is assumed to generate, - at any rate , in 

the opinion of moralists and thinkers more idealistic , 

perhaps, than Moliere. At the same time, there is no 

attempt on the part of the dramatist to relate the moral 

inferiority of the peasant to his social condition, nor to 

justify and explain its existence . fhe few peasants whom 

we do encounter in Moliere's work a re merely shown playing 

their part in the action, and we accept them as they are ~ 

without necessarily seeing them in terms of their place in 

the social hierarchy. It is reasonable to assume that 

it is ·not Moliere's intention that we should . 
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CONCLUSION .. 

From King to peasant, the whole social hierarchy of 
Moliere's day has been considered in terms of the dramatist's 

depiction of various r epresentatives of the classes making 

up society. It now remains only to draw certain tenta-

tive conclusions relative to the social criteria implicit 

in this port r ayal . 

In view of the vagueness of that convenient generaliza­

tion, "social criteria", it is essential to clarify the 

definition of the term before att empting to assess its 

r elevance to Moliere's work. Thi s task is simplified 

if the criteria are divided int o innate qualities and 

acquired qualities . In the former category may be placed 

such attr ibutes as intelligence, moral integrity and 

physical beauty, while to the latter one may be assi&~ed 

wealth, prestige, sophistication and eruditiono In each 

case , -the possession of the above- mentioned characteris­

tics tends to inspire admiration o~ respect? while the lack 

thereof has the opposite effect upon one 's opinion of the 

individaal involved. To a greater or lesser degreep 

every character in Moliere's plays is subject to judge­

ment according to one (or several) of those criteriao 

This is an obvious statement, and does not invite argument 

or discussion. 'Nhat we are concerned with here is the 

question of whether the individual criteri a enumerated 

are as operative in assessment of people in Moli~re 's 
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time, as the place of those people in society. In other 

words, is the seventeentn-century mind prejudiced to the 

extent that it judges, not in terms of innate or acquireu 

quali ties 9 but in terms of position in the sociL.l hierarchy? 

The answer to this question, based on the preceding study 

of Moliere's works, may well prove useful in understanding 

the dra~atist's own attitude towards both the society in 

which he lived, and the reflection of it mirrored in his 

comedies. 

For the sake of convenience, in the following discussion 

of the issue in question, innate qualities will be con­

sidered separ ately from acquired ones, since they pertain 

to the individual rather than to his social environment, 

while the opposite is true of acquired attributes. Both 

will be examined with reference to the social hierarchy 

and Moli~re's plays, after which it will be possible to 

determine the influence of position in society upon the 

estimation of a given person. 

Of all the intrinsic qualities, that which tends to level 

social inequalities the most is intelligence, since it 

enables the person fortunate enough to be endowed gener ously 

with it, to surmount many of the difficulties attendant 

upon lowly birth and impecuniousness. It is therefore 

logical to give some attention to this factor first. The 

recurrent phenomenon in Moli~re's work of CQUning andre-
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sourceful servants whose quick wits r ender them virtually 

superior to their master or mistress (once the element of 

comic tradition inherited from playwrights of antiquity 

has been r ecogni zed) , inclines one to the beli ef that 

common sense and astuteness are attributes of the lower 

orders of society rather than of the ~lite . (l) Yet this 

contention would presuppose the absence of mental agility 

in more distinguished members of society; and Moli~re•s 

plays are not wanting in lucid, sagacious bourgeois and 

aristocrats . One has only to recall the sensible utter­

ances of ariste in L'~cole des marie, or of B~ralde in 

Le Malade imaginaire, to realize that middle-class pro­

tagonists are just as capable of sound judgement as ple­

beian ones . Similarly, the effective stratagem whereby 

Ariste reveals the turpitude and insincerity of frissotin 

in Les Femmes savantes proves that successful intriguing 

is not the preserve of valets like Jganarelle and maids 

like Toinette. As for the nobility, Philinte's judicious 

compromise between absolute honesty and obsequiousness 

suggests an ability to grasp the problems presented by 

sophisticated soci al intercourse, and - more important -

to find a solution to them. For all his moral deficiencies , 

Dom Juan makes some penetrating comm~nts on the vices of 

his time, which show a shrewd, perceptive mind . 

lea vices k la mode passent pour vertus . ") (2) 

(" ••• tous 

Dorante , 

in La Critique de l'Ecole des femmes, emerges as a person 

(l) See chapters one and two of the fourth section of Part Two . 

(2) Dom Juan, 4Ct V, sc . ii, Op . cit. II, pg . 80 . 
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of intelligence and sensitivity, whose opinions are to be 

respected. Even his namesake in Le Bourgeois gentilhomme 

displays a capacityforwiliness (in exploiting Monsieur 

Jourdain's snobbishness) not unworthy of Scapin and 

Mascarille. It would seem that intelligence, whether it 

is put to admirable or despicable use, is not confined to 

any specific social group in i;IolH~re' s plays . Judging 

by his enlightened intervention at the end of Tartuffe 

and L'Impromptu d~ Versailles, the King himself may be 

regarded as having his share of this desirable ~ttribute, 

and as such the only difference between his wisdom and 

that of a servant such as Covielle is, thdt their differ­

ing stations necessitate dissimilar tactics in the employ­

ment of their respective wits for the benefit of others . 

The most superficial, - and yet in some respects the most 

compelling, - of innate qualities influencing judgement 

of one ' s fellow-beings, is that which appeals to the 

aesthetic sense, namely, beauty. Does this feature 

appear to have the same breadth of application at all 

levels of society as intelligence, according to fuoli~re's 

depiction? Obviously at the top of the hierarchy, it is 

to be found in abundance, and it is no surprise to the 

reader or audience to encounter fair princesses like 
' 

Eriphile (Les ~manta magnifiques), Psych~, and the Prin­

cesse d'Elide, or comely royal youths like Euryale, 

Aristom~ne, rh~ocle (La Princesse d'Elide), Ipnicrate 

and Timocles (Les amants magnifiqu.es). Their physical 
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beauty is little more than a convention, and represents 

to some extent a vis~al reminder of their superior ranko 

Aristocratic young women like C~limene (Le Misanthrope ) 

Done El vire (Dom Juan) Angelique (George Dandi:t_!) c.ad 

Dorimene (Le Bo~rgeoie gentilhomme) are equally pleasing 

t o the eye 9 if we are to judge by the references to their 

perfections by other protagonists; and lower still on 

the social scale is to be found a considerable number of 

middle-class beauties courted by middle-class beaux no whit 

inferi or to them in looks. Even when Nature has not 

favoured the girl in question with obvious comeliness, 

there is in her that which is just as important: charm. 

Such is the case of Monsieur Jourdain's Lucile, of whom 

Cl~onte says, "ses manier es sont engageantes , ont je ne 

sai s quel charme a s'insinuer dans les coeurs11 o(l) One 

would expect the proportion of pretty faces to decrease 

once t he action is transported from the salon to the 

kitchen, in view of the coarsening effect of physical 

toil and harder living conditions. Yet this expectation 

i s beli ed by such appetizing femal es as Jacqueline, 

Geronte's wet- nurse (Le M~decin malgr~_lui), Cldudine~ 

maid-servant to Angelique (George Dandin) and the peasant­

girls Charlotte and Mathurine, who are sufficiently attrac-­

tive to catch the eye of Dom Juan, de spite tne lack of 

personal adornment and hygiene incidental to their position 

and occupationo From this we can deduce thdt in the 

dramatist's view, beauty, like intell igence, knows no 

( 1) Le B<?_~rgeois _gentil.homme, .n..ct III, sc o ix, Op o cit; o II, pg . 750., 
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social barriers, and it can manifest itself in duchess 

and scullery-maid alike. On the other hand, it is true 

t hat there is an understandable enough tendency for physical 

perfection to be emphasized more as a characteristic of 

the gentlefolk than of the lower orders of society; but 

it should be remembered that in the case of the former, 

native gifts are enhanced by the grace of good breeding. 

This distinction is more noticeable where males are con­

cerned. On the whole, masculine representatives of the 

peasantry are portrayed as rustic, clumsy creatures whose 

dismal lack of polish renders them aesthetically unsatis­

factory, regardless of whether or not they are blessed 

with natural good looks. (Pierret and Lubin are examples 

of this type of protagonist.) 

More subtle and complex than either intelligence or a 

prepossessing presence is the criterion of moral· integrityo 

The general pattern of comedy is to unmask hidden motives , 

and in an age which produced a work such as La Rochefoucauld's 

Maximes, and delighted in the exposure of hypocrisy and 

"amour-propre 11
, it is only to be expected that comi c 

dramatists like Moli~re should deal with issues involving 

aspects of man's conscience, strengths and weaknesseso 

Although there is some relevance to ethics in virtually 

every play penned by Moli~re, the matter of hypocrisy is 

specifically featured as the main theme of three of the 

comedies: Tartuffe, Dom Juan and Le Misanthrope o In the 

two first-mentioned, we are presented with actual specimens 
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of the vice in question, - one non-noble, the other, 

aristocratic. In the third, the main protagonist is a 

critic of hypocrisy, and belongs to the same social rank 

as Dom Juan and other members of the elite, whos~ con­

science would not appear to be over-sensitive in matters 

of intellectual honestyo Accordingly, it cannot be 

claimed that any one class of society emerges as particu­

larly reprehensible where hypocrisy is concerned . On 

a more materialistic level, there is the questlon of 

charlatanism, - one of the most obvious themes of comedy, 

which so frequently portrays the confrontation between 

rogue and dupe. In t~oliere' s numerous "medical" comedies 

and farces, the impostors of science are in most cases 

servants who, despite their willingness to further their 

masters' cause, are not averse to extracting what remunere -

tion they can from their panic-stricken "client"o Even. 

Diafoirus, Purgon and Fleurant, whose determinat ion to 

milk Argan of as much money as they can borders on cynic~sm , 

are not of the higher orders of society, - although , ob­

viously, they are not as plebeian as the Sganarelles and 

Mascarilles who so competently don the robes of Medicine 

to dupe credulous bourgeois. Cast in the same mould as 

Purgon are Monsieur Jourdain's music and dancing masters 9 

whose conversation at the beginning of Le Bourgeois gentil­

homme leaves one in little doubt of their intentions regard-

ing their patron.(l) Philaminte's mercenary protege, 

Trissotin, is yet another representative of the parasite 

(l) Le Bourgeois gentilhomme, Act I, sc. i, Op . citoii, 
pg. 712. 
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out to get the maximum findncial benefit from his asso­

ciation with a wealthy, middle - class householdo Neither 

servant nor noble, he is to be placed somewhere in t he rBx~~ 

of the lower middle classes. Higher up the ciCalc of ill··· 

triguers and fortune-hunters (for rogues like Jbrigani i n 

Le Sicili en and "femmes d 'intrigue " like Nerine in Monsi eur 

de Pourceaugnac , and Frosine in L ' Avare may be assigned 

to the same category as Trissotin) we find Dorante, who 

courts his lady with MonsieQr Jourdain ' s money, and the 

de Sotenvilles, who cold-bloodedly marry off their daughter 

to a person for whom she has no affinityp in order to 

restore the fami ly fortuneo As for Dom Juan , - hypocrisy 

apart 9 - he stoops to commercial dishonesty in his d ealJ_fl--{;8 

with Monsieur Dimanche 9 thereby betraying all the idea}_s 

for which hep as a nobleman 9 is supposed to stand o At 

the top of the scale is Jupiter in Amphitryonp - a figure 

of ambiguous identity who 9 despite his divine powers. is 

reduced to subterfuge and deceit to get his own wayo I n 

other words ? :fr om the highest to the lowest orders of soc:t ety , 

human weakness is discernible in Molier e 's protagonists~ 

when these are judged :from a negative point of viewo In. 

more positive terms can we detect uncompromising virtue 

as the char act eristic of a given class of society? Set­

ting apart the "sympathetic" personae who~ while they dj.s­

play symptoms of rectitude 9 are not signalized by a passion 

for following regardless the dictates of Conscience, (~,nd 

these, it should be noted, are to be found at all levels 

of the social hierarchy) there are only two of Moli~re's 
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characters who exhibit exceptional moral integrity: 

Francisque the beggar in Dom Juan, and Alceste the noble-

man in Le Misanthrope .. Whether the former's ability tc 

resist temptation is merely a pretext to emphasize the 

Dom's depravity, and the latter's obsession with honesty 

a comic device to illustrate a potential attitude towards 

social intercourse, is irrelevant . The point is, that 

the individuals in question are from totally different 

sections of society, - a fact which would seem to suggest 

the universality of virtuous principles courageously 

applied .. 

Intr insic qualities, then, - an important basis for cri­

teria, - are not apparently regarded by Moli~re as divisible 

according to social rank. Human nature is the same for 

a King as for a serf, if we may j~dge by the dramatist's 

depiction of innate attributes in his characters. What 

of acquired attributes? 

Few possessions inspire more respect than that of wealth, 

and the spectacle of persons wanting that commodity, and 

endeavouring to obtain it at the expense of others more 

afflaent and less intelligent than themselves, is one of 

the common-places of comedy. Moli~re's works offer 

abllndant matter for comment in this respect. J:'he most 

predictably impecunious class of society is that of the 

plebs, and it is therefore only natural that a high pro-
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portion of Moli~re's plays should feature the attempts of 

peasants, servants, and lower middle-class individuals to 

better themselves financiallyo The methods used by thelW 

fortune-seekers are ~eldom conventional (Scapin ru1d Mascarille 

resort to the most extravagant fictions to extort money 

from their masters ' fathers, while Bganarelle the ''doctor" 

puts ap an outrageous performance before his carefully­

camouf:aged demand for paymento) The vital question of 

our attitude towards them is easily answered if we consider 

for a moment the victims of their exploitation. It is 

true that these enterprising, acquisitive persons are of 

questionable honesty 9 and this aspect has just been dis­

cussed ; but on the other hand , the naivety, egotism9 

gullibility and lack of perspicacity characterizing those 

off whom they prey, tend to mitigate the harshness wit h 

which we are tempted to judge them. rhis is just as 

valid a statement for minor characters as for principal 

ones , from the tailor's apprentice in Le Bourgeois gentil­

homme to L~andre's valet in Les Fourberi es de Scapin. 

The traditionally middle-class penchant for economy 9 and 

the bourgeois lack of initiative , make for a less com­

pelling depicti on of attitudes to wealth in t hose orders 

of society between the proletariate and the aristocracyo 

With the exception of Harpagon, all the stolid , comfortably­

off burgesses in Moliere's comedies have acquired their 

fortunes through long years of conscientious toil (~onsieur 

Jourdain's affluence, for example, is due to his successful 
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trading as a mercere) Collectively, they present a 

picture of honesty without glamour in their acqQieition 

of prosperity, and in most of them frugality degenerates 

into parsimony: even the liberal Jourdain rece.J.ls to 

the last f arthing the amoWlt Dorante owes him, while 

Harpagon carries to its ultimate extreme the caution in 

expenditure a·ssociated with the middle classes. On the 

whole, they are not a particularly attractive group of 

individuals, although many of them are unforgettable by 

virtue of their aberrations. Not even their money (des-

pite Jourdain ' s music master's contention) is adequate 

compensation for their intellectual and aesthetic limita-

tions, and they inspire little respect . The characters 

of Harpagon and argan are especially devoid of traits 

likely to appeal to an audience~ since both are monument­

ally selfish, and inhuman to their children although they 

are capable of mawkish sentimentality. Both prize money 9 

and both possess it in appreciable quantities; yet they 

are regarded as fair game for rogues rather than as men 

to be respected for their financial soundness . 

The most interesting feature of the bourgeois acquisition 

of wealth is the narrowing of social distances between the 

upper middle-classes and the lower echelons of the nobility; 

particularly when the latter are not as opulent as tneir 

rank would normally lead one to suppose. fhe de ~otenville/ 

Dandin situation, like the Dorante;Jourdain one , present s 

highly relevant mQterial for discussion of social mobilit y. 

The reaction to the respective characters is not necessarily 
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the one we might anticipate. Victims though they are, 

Dandin and Jourdain do not emerge from their exploitation 

at the hands of impecunious aristocrats as persons worthy 

of sympathy~ fhey are in fact no more likeable ~han the 

unscrupulous parasites attracted to them by their wealth. 

·.rhis tends to neutralize the degree of censure that the 

behaviour of the de Sotenvilles and Dorante would normally 

invite. As for wealth in the ranks of the aristocracy 

proper and of court-circles, it is a matter which does 

not appear to trouble for a moment the elegant heads of 

C~limene, Urania, and those of their social milieu. The 

careless liberality with which Eraste (Les Fdcheux) gives 

f i nancial assistance to Ormin further illustrates the 

typically "noble" attitude towards ·money: it is simply 

taken for granted. It is more in bourgeois circles that 

wealth is important, - a fact attested by the middle-class 

father's concern with the financial ·status of ~is prospPctive 

son-in-law. (Such are , for example, Oronte in Monsieur 

de Pourceaugnac and G~ronte, in Le M~decin malgr~ luio) 

The higher an individual's rank, the more money is regarded 

as a commodity unworthy of serious consideration, however 

much its loss might prove inconvenient in practical termso 

Significantly, the possession of an abundant fortune does 

not inspire sincere r espect for the owner thereof ; it 

merely encourages irpnical flattery (the case of Monsieur 

Jourdain and Argan) or grudging tolerance of shortcomings 

(the case of Dandin). 

Allied to the acquisition of wealth is the acquisition of 
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prestige and powero These latter attributes, however, 

are not much featured in Moliere's plays, and are only 

alluded to obliquely by minor characters. 'fhey are en-

tirely absent from works centring around plebeian protago­

nists, and from the evidence of comedies like Le Misanthrope, 

in which Oronte and acaste speak complacently of their 

influence at Court, and Le Bourgeois gentilhomme, in which 

Dorante dazzles Monsieur Jourdain with a casual reference 

to conversation in the King ' s ante-chamber, it would seem 

that power is considered the preserve of court-aristocrats . 

The upper ranks of the bourgeoisie apparently approximate 

to some degree of influence through service to the royal 

person, - Orgon, for instance, deserves well of His Majest~r 

through his efforts for the King's cause on the battleground,(l) 

while Cl~onte can boast six years of military service as 

a recommendation to compensate for the deficiencies of his 

birth. ( 2) Monsieur Tibaudier and Monsieur Harp·in, by 

virtue of the offices they hold, can qualify as admirers 

of a lady of noble birth, even though they remain socially 

inferior to her.(J) Despite these symptoms of social 

mobility, however, the general impression gained from 

Moliere's plays is, that prestige is reserved for those 

whose lineage warrants a place at Court and respect in 

society . A small, but telling, comment on the pretentions 

(1) Tartuffe, Act I, sc. ii, Op. cit. I, pg. 902. 
(2) Le Bourgeois gentilhomme, Act III, sc. xii, Op. cit.II , 

pg. 754. 
(J) La Comtesse d'Escarbagnas, see list of personae.Op.cit.II, 

pg. 953. 
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of upper middle- class individuals behaving above their 

station comes from G~ronimo in Le Mariage force» when 

he SP.eaka of Alcidas 11qui se m~ne de porter l'epee", (1) 

implying that the young man has no business to devote 

himself to aristocratic pursuits. Similarly Harpagon is 

critical of his son's dress as being too elaborate and too 

costly to suit one of his rank ( 11vous donnez furieusement 

dana le marquis") ( 2} » while Madame Pernelle ' s censure of 

Elmire is based on the fact that she dresses too richly 

and indulges in the activities of a great lady . (3) In 

other words, middle- class folk should live according to 

their means and their station; and power and prestige are 

not necessarily a part of the bourgeois condition. as 

for the peasantry, vandin's plight is ample enough comment 

on the folly of those of humble birth whose social ambitions 

tempt them too far. 

If wealth and power are essential , but not manifest, 

attributes of the nobility and certain of the higher 

echelons of the middle-classes, the same is not true of 

sophistication in manners and fashion. This index of 

social superiority is perhaps the most striking feature 

which differentiates the Parisian from the provincial, 

and the noble from the bourgeois. At the bottom of the 

hierarchy, it is almost wholly lacking, except in the form 

(l) Le Mariage fore~ , Sc. i, Op. cit. I, pg. 719. 
(2) L'Avare , act I, sc. iv, Op. cit. II, pg. 525. 
(3) Tartuffe, Act I, sc. i, Op . cit . I, pg . 897. 
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of burlesque, -when Mascarille and Jodelet parody the 

airs and graces of their superiors, for example, in~ 

Pr~cieuses r~dicules. Despite the ludicrous exaggerat~on 

of their dress, speech, and gestu.res·, some picture of a 

life-style which could only be that of the leisured nobility 

emerges from the performance of these two servants as they 

call forth all their resources to impress their gullible 

female audience. In Le Bourgeois gentilhommep a less 

caricatural image of the aristocratic way of life is pro­

jected through ~he mai n protagonist's aspirations to repro­

ducing the habits of the elite, and his endeavours to 

achieve gentility. In no other play of .'.1oli~re ' s does 

the refinement of the higher orders of society appear sucn 

an ideal worth striving for; and the ineptitude of the 

bourgeois to attain it (despite great expenditure of money 

and enthusiasm) implies that it is the preserve of t hose 

born and bred to it. Not much better than Jourdain in 

her attempts to imitate Parisian elegance is the Oomtesse 

d'Escarbagnas, whose rustic salon, pseudo-knowledge of the 

'.'smart" way of doing things, and self-felicitating conviction 

that she is the arbitrix elegantiarum of her milieu, evoke 

both the antics of Mascarille and the earnestness of 

Monsieur Jourdain. Once we come to the plays featuring 
' exclusively aristocratic characters, it is easier to 

discern the dramatist's conception of that good breeding 

and sophistication inherent in the nobility. The sa.J..ons 

of Gelimene and Uranic, the dealings of Eraste with his 

peers in Lea F~cheux, and the nonchalance with which vom 

Juan lounges through his extraordinary adventures, all 
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suggest that happy savoir-faire so difficult to achieve 

and aLmost impossible to imitate. Even Clitandre (George 

Dandin) and Dorante (Le Bourgeois gentilhomme) are stylish, 

despite their moral shortcomings. On the negative side , 

there is the danger that excessive elegance may degenerate 

into foppishness, and refined manners, into affectation; 

and Moli~re discreetly implies this in his characterization 

of minor protagonists like the Marquis in La Critique de 

l'Ecole des femmes, and Acaste and Clitandre in Le Misanthrope, 

as well as referring more explicitly to the matter in 

L'Impromptu de Versailles. (1) This should not, however, 

lead one to suppose that the dramatist is contemptuous of 

aristocratic behaviour; he is merely aware of the poten-

tial aberrations it might occasion, and as a comic play­

wright he profits occasionally from the absurdity inherent 

therein. It is quite possible to admire the ideal form 

of a given phenomenon while censuring its extremes, or 

parodying them. Unlike wealth, which can be acquired by 

anyone at any level of the social hierarchy, it would seem 

from Moli~re's comedies that poise and polish, at their 

best, are found among the higher rather than the lower orders 

of society. 

Not far removed from knowledge of etiquette and prevailing 

fashion is knowledge per se. This is, of course, related 

to the innate quality of intelligence, but differs from it 

(1) L'Imptromptu de Versailles, So. i, Op. cit . I, pg. 681. 
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inasmuch as knowledge may be acquired from books, and is 

accessible to all, whereas intelligence can only be developed; 

it cannot be increased. at the top of the social scale, 

knowledge, like wealth, seems to be taken very much for 

granted , Mascarille's witticism at the expense of the 

nobility, - ( ''Les gens de qualit~ savent tout sans avoir 

jamais rien appris") (1) despite its flippancy, nas some 

relevance to fact. The absence of obvious boo~-learning, 

and the horror of pedantry among cultivated habitu~s of 

aristocratic salons, does not mean that these flowers of 

upper-class society are ignorant or incapable of showing 

interest in literature. As we have seen in the present 

thesis, (2) there is among them a considerable concern 

for both poet~ (mainly of their own composition) . and 

plays. Uranie's friends spend a whole evening discussing 

the merits and demerits of L'Ecole des femmes, and also 

the di££iculties with which the comic dramatist· has to 

contend. Similarly Eraste, at the beginning of Les Fdcheux , 

alludes to his visit to the theatre, where he was importaned 

by a person of the same social rank as himself, - in other 

words, a marquis. Cl~ante, in La Comtesse d'Escarbagnas, 

commissions a comedy for the Countess's entertainment. As 

patrons of the arts, aristocrats do not confine their atten-

tion to drama. Monsieur Jourdain's "s~r~nade" for Dorim~ne 

is ordered because such is the practice of the nobility; 

(1) Les Pr~cieuses ridicules, sc. ix, Op. cit.II, pg. 277 • 
(2) See chapter one, second section of Part Two. 
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and Lysandre, Eraste's friend in Les F~cheux, prides 

himself on the "courante" he has composed himself, complete 

with choreography, while his reference to "Baptiste'' (l ) 

implies a degree of familiarity with the great Lu.lli , which 

is apparently a source of satisfaction to the young noble­

man. In the matter of direct participation in artistic 

activities, it has already been pointed out (2) to what 

extent court-no-bles contributed to the spectacular enter­

tainments conceived or commissioned by the King. A 

superficial competency at turning verses is another sign 

of aristocratic breeding, ~nd the reaction of Oronte to 

Alceste's criticism of his sonnet is some indication of 

the seriousness with which dilettante poets were capable 

of regarding their efforts (despite careless protestations 

of the speed and ease with which the poetry is tossed off) . 

Mascarille's travesty of an "impromptu", and Trissotin ' s 

laboured sonnet on the fever of the Princesse Uranie, as 

well as Monsieur Tibaudier's stanzas of reproachful affec­

tion to his Countess, are all inspired by aristocratic 

practice. So long as literary or musical talentis not 

over-emphasized, it would seem to be considered a most 

respectable adjunct to the "noble" way of life. As one 

descends into the ranks of the bourgeoisie, knowledge 

adopts a different, more utilitarian form. Except for 

the masters engaged in the cultural edification of Monsie_ur 

Jourdain, and the professional scholars Trissotin and 

(1) Les FAcheux, sc, iii, Op. cit. I, pg. 496. 
( 2) See chapter two, first section of Part ·rwo . 



625 

Vadius in Philaminte's middle-class salon, bourgeois 

exponents of specialized fields of knowledge are nearly 

all doctors, notaries or tutors . Moliere's presentat i on 

of them betokens a curiously ambivalent attitude , s i nce 

they are evidently respected by those having r ecourse to 

their services, while in themselves they are depicted as 

narrow, unintelligent, and pedantic . In the case of the 

doctors, (always a target for the dramatist's satire , 

occasioned by personal resentment), dishonesty and arro­

gance are added to the other anattractive ~ualities charac­

terizing this group of individuals. ('rhe obvious exampl e s 

of this type of protagonist are Purgon, Diafoirus senior 

and j unior, and Fleurant in Le Malade imaginaire . ) As 

for. the legal gentlemen who appear in the final scenes of 

domestic dramas to draw up the marriage-contract for 

starry-eyed couples, they are on the whole a dry, im­

passive, hidebound species whose dreary meticulousnes s 

contra:sts amusingly with the atmosphere of joyful fe stivi ty 

surrounding them. They are a neces sary, but not partic­

ularly admirable, instrument in the realization of young 

dreams. As for tutors, neither the "philosophe" employed 

by Monsieur Jourdain, nor Monsieur Bobinet (tutor to t ne 

son of the Comtesse d'Escarbagnas) are distinguished by 

native wit or sensitivity to the intellectual level of 

their pupils: they are pompous and pedantic . 

Finally, hovering on the dividing-line between reality 

and fantasy, and of doubtful social origin, are t ho se dbsur d, 
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wordy, and utterly incompetent "pnilosophers 11 whose opinion 

is earnestly sought by credulous bourgeois of uncertain 

mind: such is the "Docteur11 in La Jalousie du Barbouille, 

and such, too, are Caritides (Les FAcheux), Pancrace and 

iviarphurius (Le Mariage force), and, - although described 

as doctors of medicine, - ·l'omes, des ~,onandres, .filacroton, 

Bahys, and Filerin (L'Amour medecin), whose contradictory 

jargon is closer to the abstractions of philosophy than 

to the recommendations of medical science. In this 

category may be placed, too, the agile charlatans from 

the bottom of the social hierarchy: the pseudo-doctors 

and apothecaries whose fluent imitations of medical Latin 

and specialized terms are so little different from the 

speech of real practitioners that they are indistinguish­

able from their original models. The accuracy of the 

untrained impostors' reproduction is in itself a comment 

on the gratuitousness of the sort of information peddled 

by so-called men of learning. 

In conclusion, it may be said that, like the other ac­

quired qualities forming a basis for criteria, learning 

is theoretically open to all, and in itself is an admirable 

thing; yet it is liable to be travestied in inept and 

clumsy hands, and may be debased into meaningle ss or absurd 

trivia which invite censure and ridicule. .r:ae lower orders 

of society are less likely than their betters to assimilate 

gracefully and successfully the positive elements that 
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justify the prestige attacning naturally to knowledge . 

Following this review of the various qualities , both 

intrinsic and extrinsic, upon which criteria are foQllded , 

it is possible to assess tne extent to which position in 

the social hierarchy of !/.toli~re' s time appears to have 

affected the opinion formed of an individual . Two alter­

native theories immediately suggest themselves: either 

rank is the supreme criterion, to the exclusion of every 

other attribute; or else it is merely a secondary cri­

terion which, when it reinforces the judgement already 

invited by other qualities in a ~iven person, only does 

so fortuitously. 

So long as we confine ourselves to innate qualities, the 

latter theory holds good. Throughout Moli~re's works 

there are to be found people from all walks of life, from 

aristocrat to peasant, who are dull-witted, evil-minded, 

gauche and unsightly; just as there are those who are 

brilliant, upright, or aesthetically pleasing. In other 

words, social rank does not guarantee the perfection of 

those favoured with the privileges attendant on hi5h 

birth, nor does it presuppose imperfection in those witn­

out such advantages. 

As soon as ac~uired attributes are taken into account , 

however, the whole question assumes greater complexity. 

'ithether i.v1oli~re does so consciously or not, the impression 
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gained from a comprehensive survey of his characterizations 

is, that people belonging to the elite are on the whole 

more capable of turning to good account such things as 

wealth, influence, and learning, than are non-noble per-

sons. .Vhen a middle-class protagonist has a fortune not 

commensurate with his station, he is shown squandering 

it on an unworthy protege or a treacherous wife, or else 

refusing to do anything with it at all except hoard it.(l) 

Hourgeois attempts at social climbing to achieve greater 

prestige are far from happy, and are dictated by nothil:.....:.. 

more than ill-founded vanity.(2) AS for the acquisition 

of knowledge and culture, the contrast between the salons 

of great ladies and those of middle-class matrons or pro­

vincial bourgeoises is in itself sufficient indication 

of the dramatist's view of debasement suffered by intellec­

tual pursuits when these are embraced by persons ill-suited 

to them. (3) However great the shortcomings associated 

with the upper classes may be, - and Moli~re is as aware 

as anyone of the laziness, affectation, and complacency 

which often characterize the high-born, the fact remains 

that there is more respect and admiration apparent r·or 

those well-placed in the hierarchy than for those of 

humble circumstances. 

In the final analysis, then, it will be seen that ir:. the 

(l) ·rhe case of Organ, ..A.rgan and Harpagon respect1.vely. 
(2) E.g. Arnolphe and I.lonsieur Jourdain. George Do.ndin 

fares no better. 
( 3) b .g. Celimene 's salon as compared with tha.t vf Philarninte , 

or Uranie 's contrasted with th.at of !Jagdelon a.nd 
Cathos. 
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question of the importance of social rank as a criterion 

in Moliere's drama, it is necessary to acknowledge a 

certain dichotomy in the dramatist himself. As a man 

of reason and perspicacity, he inevitably observ-es and 

records weaknesses in privileged individuals, and admirdble 

qualities in those not so privileged socially. Hence 

the presence of innate characteristics at all levels of 

the hierarchy as he knew and depicted it. On the other 

hand, as a man living in an age when social prejudice 

was such that a person's place in society counted ~or 

more than the sum of his or her intrinsic and extrinsic 

qualities, Moliere cannot help but exhibit some symptoms 

of prejudice himself, however contrary to reason, - and 

these are discernible in his treatment of acquired attri­

butes. The notion of hierarchy is so deeply ingrained 

in the seventeenth-century conception of man in a social 

collectivity, that M.oli~re would not be of his time were 

there no indications of this view in his work; and like 

every truly great artist, he is both a representative of 

his times and a universal genius • 

. . . . . . . . FINIS . ...... . 
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