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" Il y a en po~sie, en litt~rature, une classe 

d'hommes hors de ligne, ••• dont le caract~re 

est l'universalit~, l 'humanit~ ~ternelle intimement 

m~l~e a la peinture des moeurs ou des passions 

d 'une ~poque o " 

Sainte-Beuve 

( "Moli~re '' ) 



INTRODUCTION 

It is by no means an easy task to analyse and interpret 

the work of a dramatist s~ch as Moli~re, for an interval 

of three hundred years inevitably bl~s o~ perspective 

of the man and his intentionso We find o~selves un-

consciously reading more into his lines than he possibly 

meant us to. We are tempted to attach significance to 

certain words and disregard others , in an arbitrary 

fashiono We try to reconstruct Moli~re's attitude to-

wards his contemporaries and theirvs to him, from evidence 

that is often flimsy and seldom reliable. 

Moli~re's very identity has been q~estioned 9 to the ex­

tent that the authorship o~ his plays has been variously 

attributed to SQch different personalities as Lo~s XIV 

and the great Corneilleo (1 ) 

To these problems is added a further complication when 

one embarks upon a thesis dealing with the picture of 

society as it emerges from Moli~re's plays. Not only 

are we confronted with the difficulty of interpretation 

already mentioned, but also with the vastly different 

way in which pre-enlightenment man regarded social and 

political institutionse We of the twentieth century 

tend to take for granted the notions of liberty, fra-

ternity, and equality. Had anyone formulated such 

ideas in the seventeenth century, it is doubtful whether 

(1) M. Garqon: Sous le masque de I~oli~re: Moli~re eat 
Louis XIV. 1953o 
H. Poulaille: Corneille sous le masque de Moli~re 
Grasset, 1957. 
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they would have been accepted, since they contradict the 

very concept upon which society was based in the age of 

Louis XIV. This concept, broadly speaking, is that of 

a strict hierarchy in which everyone has his own appointed 

placeo Obviously the notion of a hierarchy pre-supposes 

the Lnferiority of some and the superiority of others in 

the social structure of the day; and post-enlightenment 

thinking does not readily accept that some men should be 

privilegedp and others regarded as belonging naturally 

to the lower orderso 

Prejudiced as we are· by the conviction that all men are 

born equalp we detect irony in what Moli~re was possibly 

saying in all sincerityo . When, therefores Mascarille 

solemnly affirms that 

"Les gens de qualit~ savent tout sans avoir jamais rien 

appris" (1) 

·~he twentieth-century mind all too easily interprets this 

as a barbed comment on the intellectual pretentions that 

people of high birth made at the expense of truly culti­

vated persons not fortunate enough to be born int o the 

best circumstances. 

Apart from the obviously comic effect of such a remark 

coming from a person in Mascarille's position, the"deeper 

implications" (if one is determined to seek them in witty 

(l) Lee Pr~cieuses Ridicules sco IX 
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dialogue) do not necessarily constitute a criticism of 

the social ~lite. One could just as well suppose 

Moli~re is alluding to the commonly-held belief that, 

for the upper strata of society, experience and "back­

ground" replace mere book-learning; the sort of belief 

that reminds us of Montaigne's definition of culture as 

what remains when one has forgotten everything one has 

ever learnt. I do not, of course, maintain that this 

is the way in which one must interpret the line in ques-

tion. I would merely suggest that more than one inter-

pretation is possible, and that, given the ambiance in 

which Moli~re lived ·and wrote, it seems more likely that 

he would respect rather than berate the nobility of his 

times, however conscious he may have been of the latter's 

shortcomings. 

For, good, bad or indifferent, nobles were nobles while 

common folk were common folk, and to the seventeenth­

century mind it was right that they should remain so. 

The issue of birth and station was not at that time 

clouded by the more sentimental, individualistic approach 

of post-Voltairian and Rousseauesque thought. We, for 

example, conceive of society as divided into classes, 

whereas the society of Moli~re's day was divided into 

"orders". It is tempting to equate or at least confuse 

the two, but an examination of the terms shows that they 

in fact refer to greatly differing concepts. Social 

grouping based on class makes use of materialist, 
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financial and economic criteria: people identify accord-

ing to the source and level of their income. In a 

society of orders, however, the stratification is deter­

mineQ by factors such as the honour, dignity and prestige 

attaching to the functions of those within the group, the 

greatest honour in ~he society of seventeenth-century 

France being that associated with protection of the 

State. (1) This division is more archaic and closer 

to the old feudal system than the class-division with 

which we are familiar. It is essential to be aware of 

this radical Ly different view of society and social 

structure wh3n considering these under the reign of 

Louis XIV. 

It is equally important to bear in mind that posterity 

is always eager to attribute certain characteristics to 

certain periods of history, which means that a further 

difficulty to contend with in setting Moli~re•s plays 

in the context of his times, is the myth that has grown 

up about the ugrand si~cle ..• The seventeenth century 

is generally regarded as representing, for France, the 

triumph of absolute monarchy flanked on the one hand by 

the turbulent, disorderly sixteenth century, and by the 

negative, dissolute eighteenth on the other. But to 

think of the society Moli~re knew as a serene, stable, 

well-ordered whole, is to take an incomplete view of a 

(1) This differentiation is admirably set out by R. 
Mousnier, in Etat et Soci~t~ sous ~rangois Ier et pendant 
le fouvernement personnel de ~ouis XIV C.D.U.Paris,l966 
pp. 7-49. 
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time marked by conflicting trends of thought and sensi-

bility. It was a time in which Jansenists, Cartesians, 

Molinists and "libertine" all had differing convictions 

and did not hesitate to voice them. Moreover, the 

classical ideal of moderation and harmony inclines one 

to consider the seventeenth century as a kindly age, 

when in fact, as M. Methivier points out, (1), it was a 

callous, insensitive century in which atrocities seemed 

part of the natural order of things. The truth of this 

judgement may be seen in, for example, the reaction of 

so gentle and cultivated a lady as the Marquise de 

S~vign~, to a brutal child-murder. In a letter dated 

1675, she calmly mentions the fact that a child was 

"mis ala broche par des soldats dans la Bretagne".(2). 

The tone of the letter would not suggest that t.bis was 

particularly shocking, nor even remarkable. IJOUiS XIV Is 

constant wars reduced death and danger to the level of 

everyday occurrences. 

\Vhere is one to turn for reasonably reliable information 

concerning the criteria that determined social grouping 

in seventeenth-century France? Much of our knowledge 

in this regard is derived from the writing of Charles 

Loyseau (3), the great theorist and commentator of 

(l) H.M~thivier, L'Ancien R~gime, Presses univ. de France, 
Paris 1968 p.63. · 
(2) Ibid. 
(3) Author of Traite des ~eifneuries, Discours sur l'abus 
des Justices de Village, Trai ~ des Ordres et Simples 
Dignitez. 
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society in the early sixteen hundreds . His fundamental 

distinction between the orders makes for two main social 

groups: those who command and those who do not. To 

the former category belong the King, his soldiers and his 

magistrates; to the latter, that amorphous and ill­

defined mass collectively known as the "peuple". 

The overall picture of society that emerges from Loyseau.1 s 

Traite des Ordres et Simples Dignitez is one of a severely 

hierarchical world, and the key-word is "ordre". At 

the beginning of the work just mentioned is a painstaking 

definition of that term, concluding as follows: " ••• et 

quant a sa definition: l'ordre peut estre definy, 

'dignite avec aptitude ala puissance publique'"· (1). 

Within the basic divisions of governors and governed 

exist various sub-divisions, so that, "par le moyen de 

ces divisions et sub-divisions multipliees, il se fait 

de plusieurs ordrea un ordre general, de sorte qu'enfin, 

par l'ordre, un nombre innombrable aboutit a l'unite". (2). 

In this we recognise the typically classical taste for 

synthesis, the need to envisage things in their entirety 

rather than in terms of their component parts. But the 

student of seventeenth-century society must beware of 

concludi~g that this tendency mirrors reality. There 

(1) Ch. Loyseau, Les Oeuvres de Maistre Ch. Loyseau, 
Claude Joly, Paris, 1666, ~uboyne, avec privilege du Roy. 
(2) Ibid. 
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is always the element of human nature, "varium et 

mutabile" , to be taken into account; and human nature 

rebels against coercion into a set, pre-arranged system. 

Emphasis upon conformity, a sense of the overriding order 

of things, does not preclude the odd individual eccen­

tricity, nor does it mean that prevailing obedience 

leaves no room for unconventionality. If we confine 

ourselves to documentary literature of the Trait~ des 

Ordres et simples dignitez variety, it is a relatively 

easy task to establish some picture of society in . 

seventeenth-century France. This is because such a 

work, concentrating as it does upon standard practices 

and orthodoxy in an abstract,impersonal way, does not 

complicate matters with the heterogeneity of human beings. 

As soon as one seeks to reconstruct society from the 

writings of a literary or dramatic artist, however, 

this last-mentioned factor has to be considered as well, 

for psychological truth forms an integral part of the 

material contained in great works of literature. 

In analysing Moli~re's plays, therefore, one must remain 

aware of the extent to which individual characters' 

idiosyncrasies (sometimes magnified to monstrous pro­

portions for comic effect) influence the accuracy of 

the author's portrayal of his times. Often one finds 

that the author creates his own universe in which may 

be detected a fusing together of, on the one hand, the 
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reality that surrounds him, and on the other, his ow.n, 

unique vision and interpretation of this reality. 

Moli~re is no exception. 

For this reason it would be a sadly misplaced enterprise 

to attempt to reproduce the society of seventeenth­

century France from a study of Moli~re's dramatic works, 

and it is not my intention to do so . I propose rather 

to examine the way in which Moli~re incorporates the 

social attitudes and values of his day into the plays 

he created, and the implications of his treatment of 

these "criteria••, particularly inasmuch as they reflect 

the dramatist's judgement of his fellow-men. 

In order to achieve this, one must establish, if possible, 

under what conditions the plays were written and produced, 

and to what extent Moli~re's comments, implicit as well 

as explicit, can be regardE)d as expressing his personal 

opinion. Otber factors like possible changes of atti­

tude have to be borne in mind as well, for a man of 

creative genius rarely has a static reaction to experience. 

Seldom, if ever, are his views at the end of his career 

the same as those he held at the beginning; maturity 

and disillusionment are bound to modify the artist's 

vision and judgement. Obviously his family background 

and prejudices, his milieu, colleagues and position in 

the social hierarchy have a direct bearing upon his 
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moral and intellectual development, so that some atten­

tion must be given to these influences in Moli~re's 

life. Once the various spheres of the world in which 

he lived (Paris, Versailles, the provinces) have been 

explored, and his place in that world tentatively fixed, 

some of the ambiguities in his drama that arise from 

the demands of audience-satisfaction have to be resolved, 

as well as the degree of his involvement with the themes 

he treated. A knowledge of any contradictions between 

his life and his works, and of contemporary reaction 

to the latte~ surely helps to explain the evolution of 

the ideas on which his plays repose. 

This, then, is the background necessary before a detailed 

study of social criteria in Moli~re's theatre can be 

undertaken. The next step is to determine the actual 

importance of social attitudes and values in his comedies. 

Satirizing society was not the best of recommendations 

for a man whose living depended on so precarious a 

source as Royal Patronage, so the question inevitably 

arises of whether Moli~re solved the problem by sub­

ordinating social preoccupations to themes of specifically 

psychological interest: for example, love, jealousy, 

vanity or obstinacy. For when one thinks of a play 

like the Bourgeois Gentilhomme, - a work which, by its 

very title, would seem to invite social comment - one 

is less conscious of the significance of~. Jourdain's 

attempt to fraternize with his superiors, than of the 
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monumental stupidity and snobbishness of the parvenu. 

In other words, we are more aware of the individual than 

of the circumstances in which he is placed, social or 

otherwise . Similarly, the vitality and magnificence 

of such "monstres sacres" as Harpagon or Arnolphe are 

what impress us most, so that social considerations have 

little or nothing to do with our understanding of 

L'Avare or 1'Ecole des Femmes. 

But these are among Moli~re's greatest masterpieces, 

and are not by any means the sum total of what he pro­

duced during the span of his career as actor and play­

wr ight, - a period of some twenty years. Of the 

thirty-three works that are attributed to him, more than 

half are little-known; and from these less outstanding 

plays , some interesting observations concerning social 

criteria of the times may be made. This is particularly 

true of the ''pi~ces d 'occasion", those dramatic compo­

sitions hastily written for great occasions or at the 

special request of the King. (Louis' eagerness to 

participate in the costumed dancing that often accom­

panied such spectacles counted, no doubt, as one of the 

Sun King's less "glorious weaknesses". ) For this reason, 

the examination of society as presented in Moli~re's 

theatre vlill be based on all that he wrote, from the 

first farce (La jalousie du Barbouille) to the Malade 

Imaginaire, the last play he staged, and the one in 

which he was acting up to the night of his death. 
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Finally, it is not the purpose of the present thesis to 

show that Moli~re was a social reformer. His famous 

reference to the moralizing force of comedy (1), often 

quoted from the first placet concerning Tartuffe, is 

not necessarily a statement of his own attitude to his 

art. The circumstances surrounding the comment would 

lead one in any case to doubt its sincerity, and even 

if it could be taken literally, it has nothing to do 

with society, only with morality in general. Moli~re 

was primarily a comedian, whose main business was to 

11 faire rire les honn@tes gens". Any convictions 

relative to social criteria that emerge from his plays 

have to be deduced either from the action, or the dia-

logue, or both. They are not obvious, and it is 

doubtful whether Moli~re ever intended them to be, 

or whether, in fact, he was himself fully conscious of 

what they were, since they are not clearly defined. 

The point in trying to define them is to gain a better 

insight into the way in which men and women act and 

react towards one another in the special universe 

Nioli~re created; for human interaction is surely the 

whole essence of the dramatist's art. 

Beverley Brooks, 

Grahamstown, 1973. 

(1) The first of three placets addressed to Louis XIV 
on the matter of permission for the play to be staged 
contains this remark: '1Le devoir de la com~die ~tant 
de corriger les hommes en les divertissant ••• " 



PART ONE 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND TO THE PLAYS 



13 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND TO THE PLAYS. 

Chapter One. 

The Society in whicb M:oli~re lived: 

its composition and values. 

The first point to bear in mind when discussing the 

society in which Moli~re lived, is that this "socj_ety" 

was not a homogeneous agglomeration of people sharing 

the same habits, values and attitudes. Moli~re came 

into contact with three distinctly different sections 

of what we loosely term "society", namely, Paris, the 

Court and the French provinces. For this reason, 

the discussion that follows will deal with these three 

sections separately, in an attempt to establish the 

ambiance surrounding a person living in France between 

1620 and 1675, which is the period roughly coinciding 

with Moliere's lifespan. (1622 - 1673). 
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Paris. 

Since the court of Louis XIV and the aristocratic 

circles connected with it will be discussed in the 

following section of this chapter, the social milieu 

with which we are now concerned is the one associated 

with 11oli~re himself : the bourgeoisie of Paris. 

The term 11 bourgeoisie" is etymologically linked with 

town rather than country (a '1bourg" is a market-town); 

and it applies in any case to town-dwellers, since 

members of this class chiefly made a living from the 

non- agrarian crafts of industry and commerce.(l) 

The greatest concentration of bourgeois in Moli~re's 

day was to be found, naturally enough, in Paris. But 

at that time the bourgeoisie was a recent phenomenon 

in French society , and it is of interest to explore 

its origins briefly. 

When the medieval social system known as feudalism 

disappeared , the division of soci ety into the basic 

hierarchy of king, nobles , clergy and peasants should 

have disappeared with it; but the opposite occurred . 

Fr om the 16th century onward, castes tended to become 

more definitely fixed, and society was still pervaded 

by the spirit of the feudal system, although this 

regime had l ong ceased to function effectively. 

This would not have mattered so much had not a new 

(1) D. Maland, in Culture ,~ Societ~ in Seventeenth­
Centura France, Batsford, Lon on, 1976, pg.158, 
has ma e similar observations on this subject. 
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class intrQded into the old, traditional division 

of society. This new class was the bo~eoisie, and 

its appearance in French history may be dated as far 

back as the time of Francis the First. (Early 16th 

centQry. ) From the early Renaissance to the days of 

Colbert, the administrative reorganization of France 

had made great progress, which was due in part to the 

way in which the financial resoQrces and ability of 

the boQrgeoisie were used.(l) By the mid-17th 

century, "bourgeois" were solidly ensconced in various 

administrative posts, such as those of provosts, 

judges, and revenue officers . These posts could be 

purchased from the Crown, and certainly people who 

had amassed sufficient wealth from their activities 

in trade and commerce did not hesitate to avail 

themselves of an opportunity to assume a social 

position that afforded them greater prestige . 

Administratively and economically , therefore, the 

bourgeoisie was an essential part of 17th-century 

French society, and was completely integrated into 

it; but this does not mean that the bourgeoisie 

enjoyed a degree of respect commensurate with its 

importance in that society. On the contrary, there 

was a tendency to regard it with contempt, and this 

accounts, no doubt, for the lack of self-confidence 

(1) C.f. Robert Mandrou, Classes et Luttes de classes 
en France au d~but dQ XVIIe si~cle, D'Anna, 
Florence, 1965, pp. 26-22. 
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exhibited by its members. Their lack o~ assurance 

is re~lected, ~or example,.in their eagerness to 

imitate the nobility, and in their readiness to retire 

from the world of commerce as soon as possible, to 

occupy positions in what we today would call the 

civil service. In Moli~re's day, the transition of 

"bourgeois" from trade to goverrunent posts was already 

a well-established, not to say commonplace, phenomenon. 

The classical preoccupation with hierarchy, as soon as 

we take it into account when analysing the structure 

of mid-17th century society, leads us to the question 

of where exactly this newly-emerged bureaucracy of 

ffrance, recruited from the bourgeoisie, stood in rela­

tion to society at large. 

In the first place, there existed within the bureaucracy 

itsel~ an inner hierarchy. At the bottom of the scale 

were officers who were little more than clerks and 

bailiffs. ln the middle were notaries and procurators, 

and the topmost ranks included the coveted posts in 

the ''parlE:rr.ent" of Paris. Also at the top of this 

hierarchy were the "~inanciers", the agents of tax 

collection. Men occupying this position, if success­

ful, could expect to acquire wealth, influence and 

social standing, as the case of Nicolas Fouquet confirms: 

his grandfather was a merchant of Nantes, his father 

had a post in the "Parlement de Paris", and he himself 
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was a "financier", rising even to the rank of chief 

minister of Louis XIV, until he committed the indiscre­

tion of living more opulently than the King. 

F~om this~ it can be seen that the bQreaucracy integrated 

into society at different levels, according to the 

status accompanying the particular post that a 

"bourgeois 11 had managed to secu.reo At one end of 

the scale 9 the prestige-value of the post did not 

elevate the holder mQch above the status he had enjoyed 

while still a merchant or trader; at the other extreme, 

there were posts that conferred dignities and pre­

cedence placing the holder among the ranks of the great­

est nobles . 

Ennoblement is the next aspect of bourgeois life in 

17th century France that will be considered. Social 

mobility is hardly what one would expect to find in a 

rigidly-structured society; yet in the 17th century 

this movement of the upper middle classes into the ranks 

of the nobility was a definite trend. Basically, there 

were three ways in which a ''bourgeois" could achieve 

noble status. The least esteemed of the three was the 

"noblesse de cloche", and was a collective ennoblement. 

It was conferred on the mayor and citizens of certain 

towns that had distinguished themselves in times of 

national crisis, and was considered a stage rather than 
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a state of nobility, enabling those who received it to 

enjoy certain rights and privileges, usually in the form 

of tax-exemption.(l) 

This brand of nobility was usually reinforced with 

acquired nobility of another kind: the nobility con-

ferred by letters. This was nobility "in perpetuum", 

and instead of buying an office from the Crown, the 

holder received, from the king, letters giving him 

certain rights and dignities reserved for those of 

noble rank. The "1ettres de noblesse", like the posts 

already mentioned, were only awarded in exchange for 

sizeable sums of money. (The latter were a valuable 

source of income for the royal coffers, which were 

chronically in need of replenishment.) 

Whether a "bourgeois" achieved noble rank by "noblesse 

de cloche", by "lettres de noblesse", or by becoming 

an office-bearer of the king, it remained true that his 

newly-acquired status was only a fact in purely legal 

tenn.s. He was not regarded as a gentleman by the old, 

traditional nobility, but often referred to contemptuously 

as a "gentilhomme de plume et d'encre" (2); in other 

words, his origins go back no further than a legal 

document, for he is not noble by extraction. 

(l) Pontoise, Sens, and Villeneuve-le-Roi are examples 
of such towns. 

(2) See H. Methivier, L'Ancien regime, P.U.F.Paris,l968. 
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The bo~rgeois reaction to this attitude was by no means 

aggressive. The desire to learn to live like the 

nobility far outweighed any feelings of resentment at 

excl~sion, albeit implicit, from the aristocratic milie~. 

The effect of this imitation of the nobility was to 

narrow the gap between the "bourgeois"' traditionally 

b~sy way of life and the noble's traditionally idle 

way of life. Judges, for example, had about half of 

their time taken ~p with work, and the rest was their's 

in which to do what they would. Men who had acquired 

nobility from office (who will henceforth be referred 

to as "robins", i.e. people of the robe of office) -

men like Pascal's father, - co~ld devote themselves to 

the study of mathematics once their official duties 

were completed for the day. Cultural and social pres­

tige tend to overlap, and it must be admitted that the 

participation of the nobility in the prodigious intellec­

tual efforts of the 16th and 17th centuries was, to say 

the least, modest. Apart from patronage, the nobility 

remained on the whole outside the field of cultural en­

deavour. From 1600 to 1640, it is rather the bourgeoisie 

that made France participate in scientific progress. 

Descartes, Mersenne, Fermat, Pascal •• • none of these men 

were sprung from the nobility. It would be inaccurate 

to claim that the 11bo~rgeois"' cultural s~periority 

over their aristocratic contemporaries placed the former 

on an equal footing with the nobility; but it did tend 

to lessen the disparity between the two c1asses. 



20 

Material comfort was another factor that contributed to 

the growing affinity between the bourgeois and the noble 

way of living. Despite their natural instincts that 

dictated a frugal mode of existence, "bourgeois" felt 

the desirability of a new and more elaborate style of 

living, especially when they rose to the higher grades 

of their profession. All the apparatus of upper-class 

elegance and luxury was therefore in demand by the 

bourgeoisie: carriages, ornaments, fine porcelain, 

silverware and glassware. (This accounts for the 

increased production of luxury goods in the 17th cen­

tury.) Middle-class households acquired more servants, 

gave receptions, and in general endeavoured to live up 

to the ambition of "vivre noblement". Not only did 

their expenditure rise spectacularly, but their visible 

means of support was disguised as far as possible. 

Noblemen of consequence did not work for a living, so 

it was understandable that those wishing to emulate them 

should feel the need to achieve, or appear to have achieved, 

a state of financial independence. Accordingly, there 

was a tendency to invest in government bonds, the "rentes" 

on the H6tel de Ville, for this was a less conspicuous 

source of income. 

It has already been stated above that the nobility of 

this period contented themselves with patronage of the 

arts as their contribution to cultural life . "Bourgeois" 

who had risen swiftly in their administrative careers 
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were not long in discovering the social value of doing 

likewise. The collection .of works of art not only 

represented to them a means of acquiring extra prestige; 

it also satisfied the tradition of investment and 

avarice inherent in the "bourgeois"' original set of 

values. From 1640 onwards, private collectors began 

to vie with each other, like the bankers Crozat and 

Jaibach and Pointel (the latter was a friend of the 

painter Poussin). Those who could not afford originals 

resorted to collecting prints, and it seems that by 

1673, the year of Moli~re's death, there were at least 

85 sizeable collections of prints in Paris. (l) In 

the sphere of art, it was architecture that appealed 

most to the middle-classes. From 1630 to 1660, in 

other words the thirty years preceding Louis XIV's a scen­

sion to the throne, every commission of importance 

came from the bourgeoisie. The nobles, of course, 

had town-houses, but their accommodation was only 

rented; actual building of houses in fashionable areas 

of Paris, like the Place Royale, was undertaken by men 

from the ranks of the upper middle classes: bankers, 

financiers, wealthy "robins". Favourite sites for 

their elaborate mansions included the right bank of 

the 3eine and the Ile Saint-Louis, and, later on, the 

Marais. 

From the above remarks it can be seen that, provided a 

(1) See D. Maland (op. cit.) pp.l61-162. 
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et boi.U'geoi s" had sufficient wealth, he cotlld approx ..'.la~ te 

satisfactorily to the nobleman's way of life as far as 

material matters went. His wealth could even buy him 

the right to the titles and privileges that accompanied 

noble status; but this was not enough to dispel t he 

built-in prejudice against non-nobles. 

We have seen, then,the place of the "bourgeois" in the 

context of 17th century Parisian society. Neither of 

the people (in the French sense of the word) nor of 

the nobility~ it was closer to the latter by reason 

of ita aspirations; but it tended to remain a class 

aparto Reference has already been made (1) to its 

economic and administrative importance to the State , 

and indeed Louis XIV was conscious of this importance . 

Like his father, he r ecruited his ministers from this 

frugal , thrifty, hard-working and obstinate social 

milieu.. Such a minister was Colbert, whose policy 

of "mercantilisme" was merely the codification of a 

system that the bourgeoisie of France had been prac­

tising for some years, to the greater prosperity of 

France. The system consisted of importing raw materials 

and exporting them as finished articles in such a way 

that the balance of payments was in France's favour , 

and the gold reserve in ~ranee increased annually. 

This helps to explain why the monarchy (in the persons 

( 1) See pg. 15. 



23 

or Louis XIII and, l&ter, his son) gave encouraeeme11t 

t, .. ., t he bourgeoisie and accorded it honours and privi-

l eges i t had not previously enjoyedo That Louis XIV 

Yas fully sensible of t he growing importance of the 

middle- cl asses in the mid- and -late 17th century is 

~.pparent in a somewhat startling remark recorded in 

his "M~moires" for 1666 (1): that "ceux qui auivent 

l e metier des a rmes ne sont ni plus obliges ni plus 

Qtiles au service des souverains, que le reste de ses 

eujets.n Those who followed the "metier des arm.es", 

the military service, were exclusively recruited 

f rom the ar istocracy; and it is notable that such a 

s~atement should come from a king ruling a society in 

\ hich the nobility traditionally held the dominant 

t ·8le and commanded the greatest respect. 

~efore passing on to consider the part played by t he 

ar istocracy in 17th century France, it remains to be 

seen how the "bourgeois" themselves regarded their 

place in the society of their time. We have seen that 

t hey were never fully accepted as equals by the nobility, 

despite their assimilation of 11noble" values and their 

imitation of the "noble" way of life. The normal 

r eacti on to this treatment is, surely, that of frus-

t r ation and resentment. Yet, as R. Mandrou points 

out, the "bourgeois" attitude to the severely limiting 

(l) R. Mousnier, Cours de Sorbonne cit., C.D.U.Paris 
1966 pg. 87. 
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vrder of things that excl~ded non-nobles from the 

l i gher echelons of society and deprived them of the 

r espect they no doubt deserved, was curiously passive; 

it was an attitude of resignation. (!) This is due in 

a lar ge measure to the complexity of the bourgeoisie o 

In thG middle ages, a "bourgeois" was simply a town­

QWeller; by the end of the 16th century, a bourgeois 

could be a merchant , a magistrate, the master of a 

t rade-union 9 a doctor, or a lawyer. The term had come 

to cover a wide spectrum of society. In other words , 

the bourgeoisie was a very heterogeneous class , and 

where there i s heterogeneity, there is seldom unity 01 

pt,IrpoGe or orientation. The incoherence of middle­

r l aso social and political reactions in 17th century 

~·ranee neutralized any endeavours to change, or protest 

against, the status quo, however unfavourable it mi ght 

be to nbourgeois" interests. To this lack of specific 

goal may be added the essential conservatism associat ed 

with the middle classes , heterogeneous or not . Main­

tenance of law and order, and loyalty to the monarchy, 

were the forms that this biding conservatism took among 

the urban bourgeoisie . That is why, despite the occasional 

~esture of impatience, for example when taxation seemed 

r>xcessive, - it is not accurate to speak of any "feel-

.l.ngs of reyolt" or deep indignation among the Parisian 

middle classes of Moli~re 's day. As far as the urban 

proletariat was concerned, it was totally wanting in 

(1 ) Op o cit. pp. 49 - 50o 
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polit~cel awareness 9 being uncritical of the Ki ng bn( 

of ~he Church . Like the bourgeoisi e 9 its slogan might 

well have been: "Vive le Roi sans la gabelle . '' I f 

t her e was any conflict in the hierarchical struct ure oi 

17th century French society, it was the passive, la-tien·c 

one between the nobles of long standing and the newly­

created nobles; in other words, between the "nobles se 

d'~p~e" and the "noblesse de robe". This brings us 9 

naturally, to consider the place, aspirations and value s 

of the nobility in the France of Louis XIV. 

The Court . 

The word 11 court" is synonymous with notions of rank and 

precedence , so it j_s not surprising that these sho~.-tld 

bs m~jor preoccupations in any discussion of the elegan~ ? 

well-di sciplined society that gravitated about the 

omnipot ent person of Louis XIV. Just as the bourgeo :i. ~: .. ·, 

anc:. in particular the commercial bourgeoisie of :?ari -: 

was di vided into its own internal hierarchy of corpor a­

tions (drapers being the most respected, goldsmiths , t h J 

least); just as the clergy was systematically grouped 

in ascending order from monk to cardinal; soi too, t .~~ 

nobility was arranged a ccording to the degree of prest i~e 

attaching to the family and function of the aristocrat 

in questiono At the top of the scale were princes of 

the blood; then came minor branches of their great 

f amilies, followed by the "high" nobility, from dukes 

down to barons. Finally came the "gentilshommes" 
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exercising t he profession of armso These were the 

rarioud sections of the old, traditional nobility~ the 

11noblesse d'ep~e", that derived its name from its 

tims-honoured rOle as protector of King and country. 

The 17th century brought with it, as we have seen, the 

creation of a secondary nobility; and the "noblesse 

d'epee" felt? not unnaturally, insecure and threatened 

by the presence of this second "zone" of nobility, so 

it reacted accordingly. As early as 1604, the "noblesst'l 

de robe" obtained the right of heredity, and the impli­

cations of this could not fail to be felt by the ol der 

nobilityo The latter was still the leading class 9 

but it~ supremacy was less assured than formerly as a 

r e sult of the social mobility that was a feature of 

the .;imes. Not only was the existence of the "new" 

nobles a challenge to the power and importance of the 

old~ ther e was also the growing consciousness among 

t he "noblesse d'ep~e" of a diminution of superiority 

on the social , economic and caltural level. Added 

to this was the physical fact of numerical losses 

resulting f rom the wars of religion of the previous 

cen-tury (1560 - 1598).. Although there are no statis­

tics to confirm this, it was chiefly the nobles who 

partici pat ed in that lengthy conflict between Protes­

tan-t s and Catholics, and there can be little doubt; 

that du~ing'those forty-odd years, a heavy toll was 

taken of. their numbers. 
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Let us examine for a moment the three elements the;.;~ 

together, constitute a yardstick for the supremacy of 

a given class in a given societyo Sociallys a class 

is dominant if its way of living i s such that it is 

reckoned superior to that of other classes in the same 

societyo There are certain activities reserved for 

the eliteo In the twelfth century, for example, 

hunting and jousting would come under this head. In 

the seventeenth century, the noble way of life was 

characterized, paradoxically, by ~ of activity. 

The rest of the nation worked to leave the men- at-arms 

free t o defend the common-weal, if need be : hence 

t~e tradition of the leisured nobility. Economically , 

cl ass-supremacy depends on security of material possessions 

superior t o that of other classes in the same society 

·rraditionally, the bul k of the nobility from the 

middle ages to the 17th century were unrivalled in 

wealth and resources . Culturally speaking , it i ~ 

usually the dominant class that receives and transmit~ 

tho gr eat cultural heritage associated with the society 

of which it forms a part. The noble ideal of "cotl.rt·oi .... .:-" 

was formulated and practised by the aristocratic mil:..c·--~ 

of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, to mention 

bQt one exampleo 

If a section or group of a society manages to achi eve 

a significant degree of superiority in one or more of 

the above-mentioned spheres, a co1nfortable feeling of 
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collective prestige in the face of the rest of thz 

community resultse One could safely assume that 

knights in the thirteenth century, for instance, f~lt 

that they alone were capable of administering a feudal 

society. 

What was the feeling of the "noblesse d'epee" in the 

social context of the 17th century? No doubt its 

members were aware of the lack of lustre in their 

cultural activities from the French Renaissance on­

wards; but their main source of concern was conceiv­

ably the loss of social and economic prestige they 

suffered in the first half of the 17th century. Apart 

from capricious royal grants, the nobles' income was 

from the land, accruing not only from sale of produce~ 

but also from the overlord's right to tithes exacted 

from the peasants and labourers working his landso 

The 16th century was a period of tremendous develop­

ment and expansion in western EQrope. As frequent~y 

happens i n such times, prices rose, and with the in­

crease in the price of cereals and winep the nobles 0 

income increased correspondingly. But their costP 

increased as well. ~ith the recession of the 17th 

centuxy, prices of land-produce dropped, but the noblec t 

expenditure did noto The peasants, feeling the weignT. 

of less prosperous times, gave as little as possible 

to lord, tithe-collector and King. The economic move­

ments of French commerce in the early 17th century, 
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coupl ed v·itb. the wars of religion cf the l ate 16th 

f.entury, made inroads in the wealth of the landed 

llObility. Some nobles were ruined to the extent tha:G 

·they applied to Henry IV for places in religious in­

stitutions (1), an action which gives some idea of 

the extremities to which they were reduced . 

As for social prestige, the growing importance of the 

bourgeoisie and its acquisition of nobility by the 

means discussed in the first section of this chapter, 

represented a threat to the place that the old nobility 

had occupi ed for centuries in the national hierarchyo 

It was not so much that persons of non-noble birth h~d 

acquired respect as well as nobility; it was rather 

t hat nobles of long standing felt their rights and 

privileges cheapened through availability to those of 

less distinguished birtho Accordingly~ when the Stat-; r.;.~ 

General wer e convened i n 1614, a request was put forwara 

by the "noblesse d ' ~p~e", that heredity be abolished 

in the "noblesse de robe" ; that the King exercise 

discretion in conferring letters of nobility on non­

nobles; and that if a non- noble purchased an esta~e 

that carried the privileges and status of nobility 

(which automatically passed on to the new owner), the 

rishts accompanying possession of such an estate be 

denied t o the purchaser, - unless, of course , he was 

(1 ) See R~ Mandrou, op. cito, pg. 38. 
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2.. trt e noole .. These r equest s leave one in no dou~c 

2-.s to the anxiet y felt by the "noblesse d 'epee 11 regard· 

~Db ~ts position in relation to the secondary nobility, 

lmmeaiately prior to the period 1620-1675 . From the 

above it can be seen that to speak of "the nobili tyn or 

nthe aristocracy" in 17th century France is both vagu.b 

end misleading , for this group was by no means a simple 

entityo I n it one must distinguish the two types of 

.nobility~ which, far from fusing together to form a 

whole , tended on the contrary to remain separate and 

hostileo It is all too easy to confuse the recently-

created nobi:iity and the long- established nobilit y , 

3ince there were superficial points of resemblance 

between the two: they both enjoyed a measure of cconomi~ 

gt~bility (despite the decline in prosperity of t he 

older nobility) superior to that of other groups in 

t heir society., Both 9 moreover, owned land on a con-

siderable scale, the newer nobility to an ever-incr~aei~ 

extent. As P . Goubert (l) remarks, the newly ennobled 

'~bourgeois" were landowners just as much as the old 

nobility, the only differences being that they owned 
.. 

less land quantitatively, and managed their estates 

better than their more illustrious contemporarieso 

The place of the privileged classes ( a more accurate 

0eai0nation than the "nobility") in 17th century France 

was undeniably at the top of the social pyramid , and 

( 1 ) Pierre Goubert, Louis XIV et vingt millions de 
!ran9aisp Fayard, Par~s, 1966, pg. 35. 
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tile '· eu.-iions and pr~;; stlu:rea t hat arose amongst 1ih : ...... w ' -

not sQff icient to dislodge them from their dominant 

position . The "noblesse d ' ep~e", it is true , wa s 

sub ject V.o anxieties and frustrations from which it~ 

member s had previously been exempt by virtue of deep~· 

rooted t radition; the "noblesse de robe 11 was engaged 

i n a perpetual struggle to assert itself in the faco of 

prejudice against its bourgeois origins. But in r e-

lation to the rest of society, both the old and the ~'1.<J; 

nobility occupied a privileged position, the former 

commanding the greater respect. 

What of the aspirations of this complex section of th· 

society that was ruled by Louis XIV? The court immJ~ 

diately associat ed with the Sun-King is, of course . 

Versail leso In fact it was only in 1682 that .Lou.-' l 

XIV moved the French Court definitively to Vereaill ~ •. 

leaving a capital that he had never liked. By thd."'i 

time, Moliere had been dead for nearly a decade. In 

the early years of his reign, Louis had no fixed vc.:rf': 

for his cotJ.rt. All the royal residences in turn 

served his purpose: the Louvre, Saint-Germain, tb< 

Tuileries 9 Fontainebleau, Saint-Cloud, Chambordo o o "'-1.:~. 

with the King went the courtiers, the cream of the r, o t~:·.­

i t yp cau.ght u.p in the daily round of duties and plc8.8t... .::' ... G 

seasoned with intrigues both political and sentimentGl 

Even at that early stage of his reign, the young Kim_: 

managed to impose his will on his entourage . As 
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J.eeving aside for the moment tht:: 

:·.0blea ·1ho c.c::..d not fol l mv ·t;h e cour~, we are confrontec 

, ~ th the ques·tion of the hopes, ambi tiona and intenti on::1 

ot those who did. The central figure at court was 9 

of coll.rse p t he F.:i.ng 9 so it was only natural that the 

a·iiten·tio.u of the cou.rt.1.ers was focussed on the Royal 

Person ana ou t heir individual rapport with His 

MaJestyo Althoagh the feudal system had receded far 

i nto the p~st by the mid-17th century, the fundamental 

~oncept ~pon which i t rested was not so easily relinquished 

and forgottmlo It is VJith good reason that Po Varet (2) 

..>b~:H~rves hovr slowly social and political institutions 

eyol v·e 1 and how they are not supplanted wi thou.t dif::t:i-

l,Ul~y. The aspect of feudalism t hat survived into the 

·~e.~.1tu.r~r of Louis XIV was that of patronage, the chain of 

~~p..., nd8nCE.! that engaged the loyalty of one man to o.notn,.::~ , 

binding lord to ki ng , and vassal to lord, - t he system 

of r eciprocally-given promises and commitment s o 

By l·.Iolie:ce '8 day, much of this had become a mere matter 

of form: t he term "fief" signified nothing more than 

an asset conferring a degree of nobility on the posse ~b~~ 

(either an e ~tate or scme office of the King)o BQt 

t he more influential members of the old, military nobil­

i~y had t heir dependants and proteges who swore loyal+y 

to their lord and follow8d him ~ served him, and even 

(1 ) 

\":>) 

~)ee Georges Mongredien, La Vie Quotidier..ne sous Loui -:.· 
J..IV 11 Ha.chette 9 Peris, 1948~ pg .. 14., 
:;: ....... l.J.ret~ Les desthl~es de l 'individu., Sirey, Par:!.'--: 
1933; yg l56o ·--·- --
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fought with him in rebellions of the "Fronde'' variety. 

Similarly, the nobles at court were there to pay homage 

to their King, please him, entertain him, and gratify 

his whims, tastes and vanity. It would be na!ve to 

suppose that loyalty to the King was the sole motiva­

tion for their participating in what must have been 

a costly, tiring and often frustrating mode of exis-

tence. However pleasant a life of dissipation may 

be at the outset, there invariably comes a time when 

disenchantment overtakes the most inveterate enthusi-

ast of self-indulgence. The Marquis de Saint-Maurice 

remarks, with a certain wryness, upon the expenses he 

incurred on the occasion of a dazzling f~te given by 

Louis for Mme. de Montespan in July, 1668: 

"Les dames et les hommes de qualite ont fait 

dans leur particulier des depenses excessives • •• 

pour moi, ma femme, ma fille et mes enfants, 

il m'en coate pr~s de quatre mille livres et, 

a mon gre, je n'ai jamais fait une depense si 

mal a propos; je m'en console parce qu'avec 

lee fous il faut ~tre fol." (1) 

Well might La Rochefoucauld have pointed out, in his 

"Max:imes" of 1665, that the man who lives without folly 

is less prudent than he · supposes; folly, in the sense 

of extravagance and whimsy, was the order of the day in 

(1) Quoted in G. Mongredien's Vie quotidienne sous 
Louis XIV, op. cit. pg. 17. 
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liua 1J'Olillgn court of Louis XIVo The letters of tne 

Prince da Conde and the .J)uc d'Enghien , as well aa those 

of ambassadors visiting the French cou.rt, are full of 

~ccoQnts of lavish royal entertainments. ~he comment 

of the Yarquis de ~aint-Maurice in a letter dated 16th 

January, 1671, sums up the situation in which the court­

nobles found themselves during the first ten years of 

I,ouis XIV' s reign (the years that concern this study 

of a period contemporaneous with the life of Moli~re) : 

"On ne parle ici que de Divertissements et 

chacun se ruine pour y parattre". (1) 

If it was not out of feudal sentiment alone that persons 

of high rank faithfully followed their King in the 

endless and expensive round of pleasures, - f~tes, 

oallets, balls, concerts and hunting - the logical 

conclusion is, that they did so from a desire for 

advancement. The royal favour was a useful adjunct 

to prestige; the fact of being admitted to Court and 

having influence in that exclusive milieu was a goal 

in itself in an age when ambitions were directed mainly 

towards the acquisition of rank and respect. Not 

even the King was indifferent to the latter: by reason 

of his position, he was obviously less concerned with 

winning glory than ~~th maintaining it, and it has 

been remarked (2) how frequently the four words 

(l) Mongredien, op. ci. t, pg . 18. 

(2 ) P. Goubert, op. cit., pg. 45. 
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'1dignite 11
9 "gloire", "gr9...n.deur" ~ a.nd "r~pu:ta:tio.c.f1 

recur in Louis XIV's writings from the very first year 

of his reigno We have seen in the preceding section 

of this chapter that., money- and-investment-conscious 

t hough the urban bourgeoisie might have been, their 

main purpose in acqniring and amassing wealth was to 

achieve a more prestigious way of living - one which 

r esembled the aristocratic mode of existence. It was 

not material comfort per se that was desired, b~t 

r ather the respect that enjoyment of su.ch comfort 

brought with it. 

Similarly, the "chasse aux charges r~.mu.n~ratrices" in 

which the members of the nobility attached to the court 

were engaged, was inspired by an appetite for honours 

and dignities; the material gain incidental to receipt 

of royal grants was of less importance. It was only 

in the latter part of Louis' long reign that royal 

munificence became essential to the court-followers 

for the maintenance of their persons and positions at 

Versailles, for by that stage expenses incurred for 

clothes, gambling-debts and rich living in general 

had ruined most of the nobles living in and around 

the French Court. They were little more than elegant , 

bored parasites dependent on pensions and grants from 

the King's purse; but even at that stage, money was 

a means rather than an end. 
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hVid a s thcJ were for marks of roy~l f avour ~Ld 

nreservation of their position a+ court, there can be 

little room for discassion of the aspirations of uoble s 

who courted the King~ whether at Chambord~ the Lo~vre 

cr FontainebleaQ. Those related to the royal ramily, 

and members of the high nobility of long standing, 

for.med the greater part of the courtiers; b~t that 

does not mean that nobles of more recent date were 

absent from the coart ; their desire for privileges 

and rank was, if anything, greater than that of the 

older nobility. 

In the early years of Louis' reign, the court was 

relatively small, as a letter from the Due d ' Enghien 

·:;o the Queen of Poland (June, 1664) shows: 

"Il n'y a presque point de femmes ici et fort 

peu d'hommes. Jamais la Cour n'a et~ si 

petite et on ne sait quasi a quoi s'occuper." 

This is a very different picture of the French court 

from that of Versailleo towards the end of the century, 

when some 10,000 people were attached to the person 

of the King. Initially, therefore 9 it was a very 

small percentage of the nobility, be it of the sword 

or of the robe, that came into direct contact with the 

monarch. This brings us to another division of the 

privileged classes: that beparating the"nobles de 

cour" and the" nobles de campagne. 11 

Birth sets up barriers between individuals, conferring 
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Oil ~J4'JC7 and m thdrawing !r::m. thC.l!" '1 whu.t .lr..P..:U want~_· 

J·lOSt: dOCial prestige., Jur,t !'l.a t he"noblesse de r o (len 

was soci ally inferior t o the 11nobless e d~ep~e"~ so the 

rural nobility was i n a less en,~ia.ole posi.tion than 

the court- nobili t y., The libretto of a "mascarade11 

of 1665 gives some idea of the lamentable estates 

on which country noblemen resided~ 

"La scene represente une de ces maisons de 

campagne qu'on nommc noblesses oa gentilhommi~rcs, 

composees d'un corps de l ogis decouvert, d'une 

petite tour rainee , dvune gr ange en mauvais 

ordre et d'une cour o~ par aissent quelques 

petites dindes , des levriers maigres et des 

bassets o" (1) 

~s far as assets were concerned, the greatest that 

t he rural nobles could boast were their centuri es-old 

name and the various petty privileges t hat their r~, 

if not their fortune, still ~fforded them. Whereas 

the nobles at court were financially ruined by their 

extravagant way of living , those in the country were 

often in straitened circumstances through costly law­

suits. There, too, the tension between nobles whose 

f amily- tree went as far back as the middle ages, and 

nobles whose claim to ar istocracy was based on a 

"lettre de noblesse" or a post in the King's service, 

was a source of ill-feeling when the ennobled "bourgeois" 

(1) Mongr~dien, op . cit. pg. 203. 
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pw..~chased pr oper ty th~·'- wes tr.:tditi onall y lihe p :t."B c---.:.-v·· 

of t he old nobility. For th& military nobles w~re 

jealous of their pri vileges? deepl y attached to cer~­

mony, and resentful of any encroachment by per sons of 

lesser birth on what they regarded as their rightso 

Drama~ists of the mid-seventeent h century were not 

slow to perceive the comic potential of country noblnc , 

and often made them the butt of their satire . Poisson 's 

"Baron de la Crasse" , Montfleury's "Gentilhomme de 

Beauce", and de la Tessonnerie 9 s "Campagnard" give 

ample evidence of the prevailing attitude of city­

dwellers9 particularly Parisians , towards the provinci~l 

nobility. The latter' s main preoccupation was with 

past glory and the necessi ty of maintaining a sort of 

shabby gentilit y despi te waning fortuneso Occasi on­

ally impoverished nobles went as far as permit ting 

persons of inferior social condition to marry into 

their families for their impecuniousness made them 

regard money as an adequate compensation for lack o~ 

title. (George Dandin's unenviable situation was 

not altogether a figment of Moli~re's imagination) . 

The causes of their penur y were complex: quite apar t 

from negligence in administ ering their estates, and · 

costs of law- suits already mentioned, it was true that 

agricultural techniques of the time were not advanced 

enough to avoid or counteract poor harvests., This 

meant that the income from lands as left over from the 
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f eu.6.ul system was inadeq:J.ate , anti with the price= 

fluct uation and devaluation of the seventeenth centu~y ~ 

the profit s a noble stood to make from his estate w~~~ 

indeed meagre.(l) No~ even the sapplementary income 

he received as lord of the manor from road-tolls, huntir~ 

and fishing permits and land-tax 9 was enough to ensu:ce 

him a comfortable standard of living. Allowing for 

a measure of exaggeration» it was perhaps with some 

justificati on that the indignant author of a cont empor­

ary pamphlet (2) exclaimed, 

"Toute l'ancienne noblesse de France est reduite 

a la mendicite . Il y a des provinces ou l 0on 

ne trouverait pas entre la noblesse cent pistolaLJ • ., . " 

Such financial awareness might lead one to suppose that 

the country-based nobility of seventeenth century 

Fr ance was concerned mainly with moneyo But i n facd:; ~ 

as wi. th the Parisian bourgeoisiE: and the court-nobles, 

money, for the provincial nobles , was not an end in 

itself; it was merely that its acquisition was essen~ 

tial for the preservation of rank and self-re specto 

So far, only the privileged group of the rural popu­

lation of France in Moli~re ' s day has been consideredu 

To make the picture complete~ it is now necessary to 

give some attention to the rest of the French people 

liviag in the provinces at that timeo 

(l) 

(2) 

For further remarks on tbis subject 9 see H.Methivier, 
op . cit. pp . 66- 69 . 
The "Soupirs de la Franco esclave 11

e 
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~he French Provinceso 

Of the population of France i .n the times of Lou.is XIV, 

we have so far discussed only t he upper strata: the 

nobles and the more prestigious members of the bourgeoisie. 

(The clergy have been excluded deli berately, since they 

were something of a group apart, and did not in any 

case come much within the ambit of Moliere's experience.) 

This means that the greater part of the nation, numeri­

cally speaking, - the tens of thousands of urban workers 

and the enormous peasantry - have been omitted from 

the present analysis of seventeenth century French 

society. The urban proletariat, though an interesting 

subject for study, is somewhat out of our field, (1) 

but the peasantry (i . e . the non-privileged country­

dwellers making a living off the land) cannot be ignored, 

since the years spent in the provinces by Moliere and 

his troupe inevitably brought the actors into contact 

with persons other than the provincial townsfolk and 

members of the provincial nobility. 

Like the economy of the day, society rested on the most 

numerous, productive, and dependent mass of society: 

the peasantry. As with the other sections already 

examined, the peasantry was a complex group rather than 

a class as such; however, it derived a certain unity 

from the fact that its members had many things in 

common: a degree of dependence, the same occupation, 

(1) Apart from domestics attached to noble or bourgeois 
households, Moliere does not include this social 
group in his comedies. 
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~u1d the same environmento Moreover , they collectively 

.i! 3-d.e it possible for tht. t hree "states" of the nat ion 

(nobility, clergy, third estate ) to prosper. Rural 

~ociety had evolved a great deal since the middle ages , 

and the old feudal system had given way to a more flex­

i ble organisation. Feudal prejudice persisted, how­

ever, and although a peasant in the France of Louis XIV 

had the right to sell, let, give, exchange, or bequeath 

nis land, he could only do so with the consent of his 

"seigneur", lord of the manor. He was also liable 

to heavy duties and taxes, payable to the overlord, 

in the event of his land changing hands. 

It is a widely-accepted contention that such taxes as 

the peasant paid to the lord had become negligible, 

since they had been instituted in the distant past and 

money had subsequently lost some of its value. But 

asP . Goubert (l) points out, that was only true of one 

t ype of tax (that associated with the recognition of 

'' seigneurie"); for all the others, the amount payable 

had risen correspondingly with the changing value of 

money. Not many studies have been carried out of the 

conditions under which peasants lived in the mid­

seventeenth century, but those that have been made of 

specific provinces, notably Picardy and the Ile-de-France, 

lead to conclusions that are no doubt valid to a greater 

or lesser degree for other provinces. It would seem 

(1) P . Goubert, op. cit., pg. 29. 
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chat few peasants wer e whol l y landless; about one­

tenth of the peasantr y possessed the number of hectares 

(varying from one district to another) that could provi de 

adequately for the needs of themselves and their depen­

dants; the vast majority had only a few barren tracts, 

and had to find supplementary sources of income; and 

some were the chosen few, who enjoyed a measure of 

wealth and influence, and often had connections with 

the overlord. A village of some hundred families 

numbered one or two of the latter-mentioned fortunates; 

a dozen or so labourers who were financially indepen­

dent; an equal number of less favoured peasants who 

owned a wretched cottage, a garden, and perhaps a 

sheep; and the rest were obliged to seek employment 

as hired hands on larger properties, or else earn 

extra money as woodcutters, weavers, vine-trimmers, 

or brewsters. The minute piece of land that was their 's 

to cultivate, could never bring in enough to keep them 

clothed and fed, much less ensure a reasonable standard 

of living. 

As long as the harvest was good, the average peasant 

could exist satisfactorily under this system. But 

the harvest was frequently poor, and famine was a common 

occurrence. Demographically speaking, the rural pop­

ulation of seventeenth century France was very vulner­

able to fluctuations in prices, seasons, and misfortunes. 

Famine usually brought epidemics in its wake: small-pox , 
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typhoid and cholerao The mort ality rate was high, 

and life- expectancy was short . (In 1661, it was 

barely 25 years.) Apart from disease and starvation, 

t here was another factor t hat made the peasant's lot 

a hard one: taxation. The four tax-claimants that 

made demands on the peasant's work and revenue were 

the rural community itself, (i.e. the parish); the 

Church; the overlord; and the King. Tolerance of 

taxation, direct ("taille" and "gabelle") and indirect 

(e.g. duty on drinks) varied from province to province . 

An occasional show of resentment was inevitable, but it 

is interesting to note that the ill-feeling was more 

directed against fiscal levies than against the King, 

or even against the overlord. The most obvious scape-

goats were the "gabeleurs", the tax- collectors them­

selves, agents of the King. The basic cause of peasant 

r evolts was the hypertension of people who were under­

nourished, on the brink of starvation, and faced with 

dispossession of their meagre goods if unable to pay 

their taxes and creditors (for they frequently borrowed 

in order to meet financial commitments). Between 1624 

and 1631, protest against tax-increases manifested 

itself in the towns, - in Dijon, Aix and Lyons. Be­

tween 1630 and 1632, the "Croquants" in P~rigord, and 

the "Nu- pieds" in Normandy, were up in arms against 

unreasonable tax-demands. However, sporadic crises 

of discontent do not mean co- ordinated revolt. Pea­

sants had concern mainly for the short-term, the here­

and-now, the daily struggle for existence. 
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This explains why their revolts were of short duration. 

Calamities, epidemics ~ drought s and famine apart, wbat 

was life like for the seventeenth century peasant in 

normal times? The well-known comment of La Bruy~re (1) 

leaves one in little doubt as t o the suffering of the 

peasantry under Louis XIV, but some allowance must be 

made for sentiment and for the moralist's intention. 

Besides, the picture he gives of peasant-life - assum­

ing it is wholly objective and true - dates from the 

1680's, which puts it in a period some ten years beyond 

that which interests us . Furthermore, no distinction 

i s made between the farm labourer and the smallholder; 

the persons described by La Bruy~re are simply charac­

terized as "attach~s ala terre" . 

A more reliable source of information is that offered 

by inventories and contemporary deeds of sale. From 

these, it can be deduced that the average smallholder 

of the times lived very simply, his cottage being 

adequately, but modestly, furnished. On the decease 

of the head of the family, when an inventory of his 

goods was made, the estate could realise as much as 

2,000 "livres" in the case of the wealthier farmers, 

and, at the other end of the scale, as little as 10 

"livres" in the case of a labourer. As for the 

"manoeu.vriers", who offered their services to anyone 

who had employment for them, their income was just 

(1) Lea Caracteres, 1689. 
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.sufficient to keep them from dying of sta.rvationo 

The accounts and balance- sheets of ba i l i f f s who admin­

i ster ed estates in the absence of t he lord of the 

manor (1) give some idea of salaries paid to those 

working on the estate . In the late '60s, an un-

skilled labourer could expect about 8 sous as daily 

wage, and a skilled labourer, 25 sous . Contemporary 

documents show that these wages (pittances would 

describe them more accurately) were often paid well 

in arrears . As G. Mongr~dien remarks, "s'il n'y 

avait plus de serfs, il y avait encore des vilains." ( 2) 

In the average village of seventeenth- century France, 

apart from the people whose livelihood came from the 

soi l or from their services to wealthier members of 

t he community, there wer e a few persons in a better 

f inancial position: the surgeon, for example, and 

the village priest . They were inferior only to the 

notary and officials of the Crown resident in the 

country. 

Superficial though this survey of life as lived by 

the rural non- privileged in Moli~re's day might be, 

i t is sufficient to enable us to draw a few conclusions 

r elative to the values that dominated their lives. 

Unlike the court- nobles , provincial nobles, upper and 

(1) e . g. t he bail iff managing "Rochers" , Mme. de S~vfgn~'s 
estate . 

( 2) op. cit. pg. 223 . 
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middle bourgeoisie, the peasants were not primarily 

concerned with maintaining t heir place in society, or , 

if possible, bettering ito There may have been excep~ 

tiona, for it is not possible to generalize to t he 

extent of claiming that a whole secti on of a nation's 

population was totally unambitious; but certainly 

such exceptions were rare. At the meanest level, 

the peasant's main aspiration was to keep body and 

soul together, and for those in a slightly better 

position, it was to attain a standard of living where 

some measure of material comfort could be enjoyed. 

Status and rank only interest people once their daily 

bread and the roof over their heads have been ensured; 

in other words, once the basic requirements of human 

existence have been satisfied. 

The conditions prevailing in seventeenth-century France , 

then, obliged the peasantry to devote most of their 

time and energy to eking out a living as best they 

could; and if social status was of less moment for 

them, the same was true of cultural achievement. Any 

leisure-time that was left over after a hard day's 

work was given to relaxation rather than to perusal 

of books. Literacy, in any case, was far from being 

a universal attribute : three- quarters of the male 

population of France, and nearly nine-tenths of the 

female, were altogether illiterate (as is evidenced 

by the small number of spouses who could sign their 

marriage-contract). 
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Financial considerations~ ~1d prGoccupation with t~~ngs 

of a material nature, characterize the peasant's way of 

life in the France of Louis XIVo Thrifty and prudent 

by nature, and not tempted from the path of frugality 

like his bourgeois bretheren in the big cities, the 

peasant usually had some small reserves tucked away 

for the bad years of drought, poor harvest and famine . 

These he was reluctant to display to the tax-collector 

for fear of seeming more opulent than was good for him o 

Above all, he was acutely conscious of the value of 

money and the toil necessary to earn it. The main 

features of his existence were: simplicity, hard work, 

suffering, and uncertainty for the future; fo1·, much 

more than today, those living close to the land were 

prey to adverse climatic and agricultural conditions . 

Conclusions. 

Apart from the urban proletariat, the various milieux 

of French society at the time of Moli~re have been 

individually considered, and before we explore the 

world of the theatre in the seventeenth century, it 

is as well to sum up the social situation then prevail­

i ng. 

In the first place, the social structure of seven­

teenth- centur y France consisted of a graduated series 

of "orders", reminiscent of medieval society by virtue 

of the various honours, duties, and privileges attaching 
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to each order o (1). Within the three traditional 

orders of clergy, nobility and people, were sub= 

divisions . For example, in the order of the people, 

or "tiers ~tat" , was the following hierarchy: at the 

top, doctors and graduates from the faculties of 

theology, jurisprudence , medicine and arts; then 

advocates; then civil servants handling finances; 

then businessmen of the long robe; then business­

men of the short; then merchants; then those prac~ 

tieing manual trades; then labourers , artisans, and 

peasants; then carters ; and finally, beggars. 

Despite the apparent stability of this ordered, hierarchical 

society, there wer e elements of unrest, tension and 

mobility that run count er t o the traditional ,concept 

of the nation that was governed by Louis XIV. Unrest 

took the form of active revolt by t he peasants in t he 

provinces, but as it was unco-or dinated and sporadic , 

this manifestation of popular discontent was never 

lasting; nor did it express any disloyalty to the 

king or protest against the status quo. Tension and 

mobility were confined to the upper orders of society, 

in particular those of the old military nobility and 

the newly emerged nobility that was still bourgeois 

by origin. The former struggled to maintain its proud 

positi on; the latter, to be accepted as an important 

(l) In the seventeenth century, the term t'order" meant, 
as Charles Loyseau - op.cit. pg.6. - states, 11une 
classe et condition certaine de personnes". 
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order in contemporary society.. The "nobles of t he ro·-::-. ..;- ,\ 

did not aspire to the replacement of their rivals , for 

the old nobles' way of life, t hough elegant and idle ~ 

was onerous , expensive , and, f or those at court, un­

comfortable . They merely sought to have their appointed 

place in society raised to join that of the cen·turies u ~old 

nobility. 

The greatest temptation, for the twentieth-century 

student of seventeenth-century French society, is to 

interpret the ambitions of the "robins" as motivation 

for trying to change the society of orders into a society 

of classes . That enterprise was only attempted in the 

eighteenth century; one hundred years earlier, the 

mentality of the nation was not yet ready for such an 

innovat ion, and a society without a King was inconceiv­

able to the French people under Louis XIV. All that 

the "robins" wanted, in the mid- seventeenth century, 

was to have the magistracy recognized as the first 

order of t he state , either instead of, or with, thdt 

of the nobility. 

In the country, where old values and traditions die ha~d 

and conservatism is dominant , traces of feudalism were 

more apparent than elsewhere , although there were no 

longer any medieval "demesnes" in a closed economy found­

ed on the work of serfso Instead there was an economic­

ally-dominated peasantry, members of which were free in 

terms of jurisprudence, and who were permitted to own 
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l ando The power of the lord of the manor was still 

considerable, but i t was less absolute than several 

centuries before. 

As far as the values of this society were concerned, 

they varied from order to order. Among the privileged 

orders, they consisted mainly of prestige, rank, honour, 

status within the social framework . They formed the 

basis of the criteria that "bou.rgeois" used in judging 

nobles, and vice versa; they caused the numerous petty 

wrangles between members of the old and new nobilities 

over precedence. The upper middle-classes, often 

economically superior to the nobility, remained of 

l esser status because their order was inferior; proof 

enough of the attitudes to rank and money held among 

the bulk of the dominant social groups of the time . 

For the dependent and non- privileged classes, or orders, 

values rested on money far more than on prestige, for 

life was reduced, for peasants, to a struggle for exis­

tence in the most fundamental sense of the word. 

The ~ost important fact emerging from the above survey 

of society contemporary with Moli~re is the complexity 

of its composition and values. All too often there 

is a tendency to over-simplify, and treat the age of 

Louis XIV as a period of tranquil discipline in which 

all aspects of life derived their pattern from the 

Court of Versailles, and life itself unfolded with the 
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regularity and predictability of a garden of Le Notre . 

What we have is an age of hidden turbulence with 

occasional er~ptions of violence 9 hastily suppressed; 

an age in which immense loyalty to the Monarch counter~ 

balanced growing discontent with a fiscal system and a 

social structure that were more appropriate to the 

medieval state than to a nation that was already 

"modern" in more ways than one. 
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Chapter Twoo 

Playwright, rheatre and Audience 

in Moli~re's Time . 

The picture of seventeenth-century society contained 

in Chapter One of the present t.hesis is merely a general 

sketch; too general, in fact, to suffice as background 

for a discussion of criteria in Moli~re's plays. It 

is essential to see where and how an actor and play­

wright fitted into the context of such a society. It 

i s equally important to gain some insight into the 

a.tti tudes and expectations of contemporary theatre 

audiences, since these inevitably affect the content 

and presentation of dramatic literatureo 

shall now attempt to do . 

Actors and Playwrights . 

This we 

The social position of those connected with the stage 

in the seventeenth century can best be judged by the 

attitude of society at la.rge to actors and playwrights, 

comic and tragic alike . This attitude changed with 

the evolution of theatre: at the beginning of the 

century, thespian art was more or less equated with 

the buffoonery of the fair ~ while in the 1690's, men 

of the stature of Corneille, Uoli~re and Racine had 

already established the great tradition of French 

classical theatre, so that theatrical folk were accord-
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ingl y more respected. 

Compared with the English or Italian theatre , French 

theatre was in a dismal s t ate at the time of Henri TV, 

mainly in consequence of the monopoly exercised by 

the "Confreres de la Passion" (l) since 1402 - a mono­

poly that only ceased officially in 1677. The 

"Confreres" were based in the only permanent theatre 

in Paris: the Hotel de Bourgogne. This was a shabby, 

dark, narrow room designed for mystery-plays initially9 

but when visiting troupes of Italian players came to 

entertain Parisian audiences at the beginning of the 

seventeenth century, the "Confreres" hired out their 

theatre to the newcomers. This was a wise move, sincE: 

the Italians' performance was vastly superior to that 

of tl!e indigenous playei·s. But whether they permit ted 

others to use the HOtel de BoQrgogne, or whether they 

staged their own productions there, the "Confreres" 

had the authority to interfere actively with perfor-

mances of rival troupes, and even prevent them from 

~aking place, on occasion. 

During the first decade of the seventeenth century , 

the only area of theatrical activity i n Paris not asso­

ciated with the Hotel de Bourgogne was that of impromp~u 

comic entertainment at the big commercial fairs like 

(l) Originally a medi eval btind of players who inter­
preted religious dramatic works, i.e . mystery plays . 
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t he .i!··o:.1 e Sant Germain and the Foire Saint Laurent .. 

At this early stage of its development, the French 

theatre was essentially non-literary - it merely 

offered amusement. The status of persons practising 

theatre-craft or acting on the stage was of the lowesto 

Even the director of the troupe did not enjoy a pres­

tigious reputation, as is suggested by the fact that 

it was he himself who took money at the door and 

argued with those reluctant to pay. The public opinion 

of actresses and actors' wives was extremely unfavour­

ableo In his Historiettes of 1657, Tallemant des 

Reaux passes harsh judgement on the morality of females 

associated with the theatre, remarking that one change~ 

room was co~~on to both sexes, and that, at a time 

when the "metier thea.tral" was less disreputable than 

formerly. 

At firstt royal patronage of troupes was not a common 

practice . Henri IV gave no gratuities or pensions 

to actors, and it little availed Valleron Lec~>mte 

(director of a troupe) to append to his company's 

name the title, "Comediens du Roy". Despite appeals 

to Parliament, he still had to pay the 11 Confr~res'' 

rent for their theatre. 

In the year that Moli~re was born (1622) a rift devel­

oped between the "Comediens du Roy" and their landlords, 

ru1d they left the Hotel de Bourgogne, trying their luck 
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outside Paris. For over a year, the Parisians had no 

one to entertain them . It was only in 1625 that a 

new troupe, the "Com~diens du. Prince d'Orange", directed 

by Lenoir and Mondory, played at the HOtel de Bourgogne~ 

Their star performer was Jodelet, who, with his dis­

t inctive nasal diction and type-cast rOles as an 

idiotic valet, became very popular. The next few 

years were characterized, in the theatrical world of 

Paris, by the intense rivalry of Mondory's troupe with 

that of the "Com~diens du Roy", who returned to the 

capital and played once more at the HOtel de Bourgognea 

Mondory's players, after an outstanding success in 1629 

with a new Corneille play (ill~lite) established them­

selves in the Salle du Jeu. de Pau.me du Marais, which 

meant that Paris boasted two permanent theatres by 1634 9 

the year in which the King (Louis XIII) gave financial 

assistance to the company of the HOtel de Bourgogne. 

At that stage, the principal actor of the "Com~diens 

du Roy" was Bellerose, a handsome, elegant, but some­

what effeminate person adored by some, and detested 

by others . (One lady remarked that she did not care 

for La Rochefou.cauld "because he looked like Bellerose 11
, 

and Tallemant des R~au.x nastily remarked on the care 

with which Bellerose examined the feathers on his hat 

in the midst of an i mpassioned speech; an act which 

rendered his sincerity suspect.) 

Already, in the mid-l630s, patronage of actors was 
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becoming an important feature of the theatre-world~ 

The two main rival troupes of Paris each had t heir 

respective patrons ; Richelieu gave his support to 

Mondory's company, and Louis XIII, who liked to assert 

his power over the Cardinal in trivial matters, encour­

aged the players of the HOtel de Bourgogne, orde~ing 

six of Mondory's best actors to be transferred to the 

rival troupe. This did not daunt Richelieu•s prot~g~s~ 

who simply recruited new performers and, with the 

excellent material that Corneille produced for them 

(The Illusion Comique was a brilliant success in 1636) 

outshone the Royal Company until a stroke forced 

Mondory to retire. Thereafter, the troupe at the 

HOtel de Bourgogne became the dominant company, for the 

best actors at the Marais deserted to the more success­

ful side, and Corneille, too, gave his plays to the 

King's players. The HOtel de Bourgogne now special­

ised in tragedy. Whatever some spectators thought of 

Bellerose, he must take the credit for the great im­

provement in acting techniques at the HOtel de Bourgogne; 

for there was an appreciable difference between the 

half- rehearsed productions first staged there, and the 

polished performances of the 1630s. Also responsible 

in part for this higher standard of acting were the 

fruity-voiced provincial, Montfleury, and the lisping 

Beauch~teau. 

Impressive though its tragedies might have been, the 
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Hotel de Bourgogne was no match for the Marais when it 

came to comedy. Jodele~ still performed at the rival 

theatre, and was extremely popular. Scarron and 

Thomas Corneille wrote plays for him, and, as Tallemant 

des R~aux remarked, (1) farce only existed at the 

Marais, in the person of Jodelet . 

What emerges from the above history of early French 

theatre is, that in a span of some forty years, great 

progress had been made in the standard of entertainment 

offered to the public of Paris. From being a casual 9 

disreputable affair, theatre had become something worthy 

of the royal notice; and those participating in it , 

from unknown clowns in fairground farce, or anonymous 

members of a c~mpany with a limited repertoire dating 

back to the fifteenth century, had become personalities 

that basked in public favour, and were noted for their 

talent in interpreting great r6les in works by master 

playwrights like Corneille. 

With the improvement in the performance itself came 

improvements and refinements in the theatre. Seating 

accommodation was adapted to the needs of the fashion­

able society that now began to frequent the theatre , 

and the admission fee went up correspondinglyo In­

stead of the director of the troupe, officers were 

(1) Quoted in Karl Mantzius' Moli~re: les th~~tres , 
le ~ublic0 et lee com~diens de son temps . Colin, 
Par1s, 19 8. pg. 35. 
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pai d to take money at the dooro The r ou.gh.er elemtll1"'-<J ·~ 

in the audience, however, still made this a hazardous 

and ungrateful task. By 1641, the status and impcrt~ 

ance of theatre was such that State subvention t o the 

HOtel de Bourgogne was fixed at 12,000 francs annuallJ o 

As for the Italian performers, they had become such 

favourites at Court that, far from having to pay the 

aconfr~res" rent for a theatre, they were given a room 

in a wing of the Louvre, and a grant of 15,000 francs 

annually. The theatre known as the "Marais" received 

no financial aid from the King, but the players there 

were given permission to use the title, "Com~diens 

entretenus par sa Majest~" - an inaccurate claim and 

a doubtful privilege; but their consolation lay in 

the personal interest shown in their work by Richelieu v 

It is perhaps significant that the Cardinal did not 

feel it beneath his dignity to indulge in play-writin~ 

himself, and d0corated a room in the HOtel de Richelieu 

for the d~but of a play that he had written in part 

(Mirame)o The audience of this distinguished piece 

were specially invited, and their polite applause 

failed to convince the Cardinal that he had the makings 

of a great dramatist. The following year Richelieu 

died, leaving Louis XIII his palace, theatre, and all 

within it. So, by the early 1640s, (when Moli~re 

was in his late adolescence,) dramatic composition 

was an occupation that tempted men of the great 

Richelieu ' s importance, and actors themselves could, 
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if t sJ.en ... lied eno11gh 9 at-tract -i·ho C:L t cent ion and sym.pa:t h} 

of ~oyalty. This was a £ar cry from the place assign&L 

t o playwrights and players some thirty years earlier o 

In the mid- seventeenth century, the position of comedie~l~ 

(and , in fact~ of anyone associated with the stage) was 

somewhat ambiguous . On the one hand, it was true that 

actors exercis~:;d a certain attraction for the public, 

partly because of the glamour of their profession and 

partly beca11se of their skill in interpreting challeng-

ing r 5les .. On the other, they came up against the 

moral prejudice instituted and maintained by the Church, 

which ext ended its condemnation to all who were con­

taminated by contact with the theatrical world.. l<.:x­

cornmunicat ion was the penalty suffered even by musicianD 

and backstage assistants o .:hat is more, death it self 

did not mitigate the severity of the Church in this 

regard, as is confirmed by the di£fict.t.lty experienced 

in obtaining a Christian burial for Moli~re as late 

as 1673 o By the end of the century, matters had im­

proved9 for when La Grunge, one of the leading members 

of Moli~re ' s troupe, died in 1692, permission was given 

for him to be decently buried at Saint Sulpice. 

The effect of this ambiguity surrounding actors and 

theatrical personalities was to create a vague aura of 

scandal about all who followed .their profession; and 

thi s , in turn , ar oused great curiosity among the publ ic 
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of the time o The private life of actor s and actrt3e~."r - ~· 

was a subject fraught with interesto An anu.taing 

passage from Tralage 0 s Recueil of 1695 (1) gives a 

sort of catalogue of "honnGtes", clean-living artislie 

as opposed to the more disreputable exponents of dra-

matic art. Of the different spheres of entertainmentv 

that of the opera was regarded as producing the most 

morally reprehensible women; the amorality of femal e 

performers at the opera was notorious. Although con-

temporary gossip was mainly concerned with the private 

life of stage celebrities, the professional aspect 

was not without interest for the public, as is shown 

by the readiness of gazetteers and social commentators 

of the time, to remark upon changes in a troupe, t he 

d~but of a new actor, the retirement or come-back of 

a veteran. ( 2) 

Towards the end of the century, there was a falling­

off of i nterest in the theatre, and dramatic activity 

declined. This was due to several factors: the 

absence of brilliant dramatists (Moli~re and Corneille 

were dead, and Racine had renounced playwriting); 

Louis XIV's rejection of frivolity and entertainment 

at court 9 with the onset of old age, illness and peni­

tence; and the revival of Church-influence with the 

reign of Mme. de Maintenon at Versailles. The waning 

(1) 

(2) 

Quoted in Pierre M~l~se's Th~!tre et le Public a 
Paris sous Louis XIV, 1659-1715. Droz, Paris; 1 934o 
Pg.172. 
eog. Donneau de Vis~' s Nouvelles nouvelles, or T~L' .. emant 
des R~aux's Historiettes. 
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•.::.: .. Gent ~ t o the fact that fewer patrons were ·Ii llin~~ ·to 

subsidize companies of actors; for without financ:L~l 

aid, it was far from easy for a trou.pe to surviYe o 

Patronage was essential, and more will be said about 

i ·t l a t er i n this ::rtlldy o 

T~1e thea·i.;re in sevent eenth-century France ha.d a var ied 

.:or t un ·;, and if graphically represented, it •1 ould be 

seen t o follow a curve reaching its peak in the middle 9 

after an unpromising start, and ending in a decline. 

The careers of actors and playwrights were closely 

"ound. up wi th the fortt.mes of the theatre , and its 

history i s t heir' s 

Little has been said so far of the financial a spect 

of l i fe for people whose income depended on the theatl c~ 

Admission- fees were, of course, the most obvious 

source of incomeo Both in Pari s and in the provinces? 

the tendency was for the charges to increase with the 

age of the century, partly due to the depreci ation of 

JdO~ey, and part ly due to the growing demand f or en­

·tertainment o However, the entrance fee by no means 

nufficed to pay for the hire of the theatre ; costume~~ 

otage-props; music; and , if necessary , hir e of children 

for minor r8les and singers to amuse the auditnce be­

t ween actso Moreover , troupes were sometimes obli ged 

'to engage in lit~gation (a source of f urthe r expense) 
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and were out of pocket when t heatres wer e closed f or 

about a f ortni ght at Easter, and on other r el igious 

f estival s as well as on days of royal mourning o 

Revenue for a troupe was supplemented by performances 

in the homes of nobles and wealthy "bourgeois". 

Occasionally during the off-season in Paris, provinci al 

tours might be undertaken, and, depending on the calibre 

of the troupe, there was the possibility of performing 

at Court, in which case expenses would be defrayed by 

the government. The most desirable position in which 

a company could find itself was that of benefitting 

from a royal grant, or from the protection of a great 

patron. Louis XIV, and his father and Richelieu 

before him, were the main patrons of the theatre in 

the seventeenth century, and several nobles like t he 

Prince de Conti were also willing to play the role 

of Maecenas where actors were concerned. 

Such patronage brought troupes substantial r evenues, 

and was of assistance when they were attacked , (which 

was frequently, for rivalry between troupes was strong o) 

However, as H.C. Lancaster points out, (1) pr otect i on , 

especially royal protection, may have seemed a blesoing~ 

but it was not unmixed; for there were times when Kine 

(1) Henry c. Lancaster, Histor{ of French Dramat i c 
Literature in the 17th Cen ur~, Part V. Jonns 
Hopkins Press, Baltimore, 194 • pg.5. 
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and authorities took upon themselves decisions that 

might better have been left to actors . Despite 

occasional interference in the production of pla.yd m~ 

in the organization of a troupe, protection was dooir~ 

able rather than not. This does not mean that drnm3~ 

tists of the time wrote, and players acted , only for 

an ~lite in the hopes of obtaining patronage . As 

we have seen already, (l) early theatre was largely 

frequented by the unrefined; but the coarser members 

of the audience did not stop going to the t heatre when» 

later in the century, more respectable persons began 

attending performances. 

Fulsome though the praises of patrons might appear 

to modern readers as found in dedicatory prefaces t o 

plays of the 1660s, this was simply a polite convention ,, 

and did not express any slavish subservience on the 

part of the dramatist regarding the patron. Drama-

tists wrote for a wide and very mixed audience, the 

size and composition of which we shall consider shortl yo 

Before passing on to that subject, however , it is as 

well to examine briefly the sort of life led by a typi­

cal dramatist of the 1650s, to gain an insight into 

the existence and circumstances of such a person. The 

dramatist in question is Paul Scarron. (2) 

Scarron's ancestors came from Italy and settled in Lyon-

See pp . 52 - 54. 
For a full biography, see the work by Emile Magne 9 
Scarron et son milieu, Emile Paul, Paris, 1924o 
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they were of magisterial stock, and had become w~ll· 

to-do through a series of judicious alliances. ?rutl 7 

born into this upper middle-class milieu in 1610~ wat 

the only surviving male child of the first marriage 

of his father (an austere and fanatical person kno~! 

as "the Apostle" because of his mania for the writint;n 

of St . Paul. ) ·vVhen the Apostle's first wife died, 

Paul's father remarried, and was much chastened by the 

shrewish, domineering female who became his second 

wife. The child was somewhat in the way, and was 

sent off to college until it became apparent that he 

was not of the stuff of which magistrates are made ; 

whereupon it was decided he should enter the Churcho 

He went to Paris at the age of 19, with the status of 

an abbe and a highly irresponsible attitude to life o 

I.n the Capital, where theatre was beginning to como 

into its own, Scarron was not long in discovering the 

theatrical world, and imbibed fully its exciting atmos~ 

phere while awaiting an ecclesiastical position. This 

went on until his parents managed to secure him a place 

with the Bishop of Mans. At twenty- three, with memorlc ::J 

of many a glorious debauch behind him and the prospect 

of quiet and dutiful days before him, the young abb~ 

left Paris for the provinces. Life at Le Mans was 

not as objectionable as he might have expected, howeve~~ 

for the Bishop, Charles II of Beaumanoir, was rich, 

liberal, and quick to appreciate Scarron's happy dis-
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fotlud ample opporttmi 1iy for amu8ement in st:udyil'}f; yn:"r·~ 

vincial dr~ss and manners, and th1s exer~iee was ~o 

furnish him ~ater with the material for his ~~man 

Qomigue, a novel about an itinerant group of actors 

t ouring the provinceao A visit to Rome in 1635~ a 

gay round of social activities, excellent food (the 

capons of Maine having a particu.larly good reputation) 

and the occasional opportunity to consor t with visiting 

troupes of actors, all helped to while away the time 

until 1638, when Scarron's luck turned and he left 

Le Mans for Pariso 

His kindly B~shop had died , most of his friends had 

left the provincial town, and he himself had contrao"'6 3,y~· 

rheumatic feve r after an exceptionally vi olent bout ot 

pleasure at a Carnival~ On his return to Paris~ he 

found his father in disgrace and exiled to Amboise a a 

a result of imprudent criticism of Richelieu's ruleo 

The next few years passed wretchedly in j ourneys between 

Paris and thermal baths at Bourbon-l'Archambault; in 

attempts to obtain a pardon for his erring father; ~,d~ 

on the death of the latter, in lengthy and unsatis­

factory litigation concerning the l egacy of Scarron 

the elder, whose wife fiercely disputed the inheritance 

with her step-childreno 

At last, in 1644, ~ith nothing but a small annuity 
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f rom a patron (1 ) , Sca.L'ron mo7e·i i .i.l v.<i th t.iF t· .. c e.- ,. .,.., .... ~ . 

and tri ed his hru1d at wri tin.g pla~rs to aue;m.ent .h" .. , 

pi tifully small income, Jodelet, ou le ma:It;-~~7~ ·-:~§·_ 

made him a celebrityo Jodelet soufflet~ f ol l owetl 9 

and a great popular success was the Bou~~~_pa~i~ · 

Hata"'l.or e o Writing :.t'or the theat r e was not ao p.r'1fi : · · 

~ble as he had hoped , despit e hi s popul axit7, and 

Scarron gave up theatre for a while ~ visiting Ma.j 1 ,-, 

and endeavouring repeatedly to find a patro ... 1 t o en :.~;~: . 

him a reasonable income. Finally, Mlle. de Mont:pen. : ~ .•. 

the daughter o:f Gaston d'Orl~ans, gave him some sat it:J= 

faction in that regardo His poetry was becoming mol.' 

and more appreciated, and he was continually addin~ r. , 

it ~ incr eas i ng the r eputation he had alr eady ac r1n ·. i:"''- ~i. 

as a dramatist in the fields of comedy and burle s'Jnc· 

The "Fr onde " was gathering momentum by this time f m1u 

Scarron, dauntless as his father, was not slow i n 

penning the Mazarinade, a scathing attack on the 

Cardinal Mazarino 

In 1652 , Scarr on rescued a young girl of sevent ee·1 f:-c~ 'l 

a hated st ep- mother and the threat of a convent ~ by 

marrying her; she was to look after him :for t h e :;·e s~.. 

of his life - some eight yearso For a while he ·~·c. tL. 

to the provinces with his wife, but the lure of Pari~ 

was too str ong to resist for longo On his return t c 

the Capital, he was immediately badgered by dire ctor. 

(1) The Commander of 0ouvr~o 
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of troupes for n,;;v plt~ys~ hctt ha "VJUG no :Lon:: I"!_, : .u:\, ... ·~ ···.., 

in playwri tingo In 1651» the :first part of hie, B.0t..?··.: 

9omigue had been published 9 and the second f ollv· (ect -: .-. 

1657 o In this remarkable work he was bre~..kin_e ne.,r 

ground, trying to acclimatise in France the type ot 

novel which offered a. life-like pictu.:re c:~ con'tempo'l ~~ry 

manners as well as an abu.n~:a~lcc 01.' i 11Cid.:-.nt . Such a 

novel was the antithesis of the idealistic works of 

Honor~ d'Urfe and Mlle . de Scud~ry, emphasising as il:i 

did the comic elements of low life and presenting a 

satirical view of societyo 

The last years of his life saw Scurron settle down 

definitively in Paris; accounts of the disastrous 

attempt to found a colony in the "New Worldrt deterre0 

him from any plans he once entertained of emigl~atin;~ 

and with his own reputation for witty conversation an· 

his wife's for beautyv there was no danger of loneli~ 

ness in Paris. Many interesting people, some of thclm 

celebrities, came to visit the Scarrons, among them 

the comedian Boisrobert and the sceptic La Mathe le 

Vayer .. 

Love of food and vdne, and extravagance in general~ 

were responsible for Scarron's being wretched, penn~l€ ·; · 

and heavily in debt at the end of his lifeo His in­

terest in literature waned and his hopes fastened 

instead upon the post of hiutorio~:rapher t o the Ki11.:;~ 
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but in 1660 he died before t he ae d.Ulbi·liiona cou.lct ~-.: 

realisedo His widow was later to bEJcome Umo" ~I 

second wife of no less a person than LoQis XIV 

It might be argued that Scarro.n' s biography is nt C!'.i 1-<. -

tionable value in showing how a playwright lived s.t 

the time when Moli~re was firs t f eelinb his way into 

drama, both as an actor and as a writer. There eee J , 

after all~ to be little that is typical in such ~ turb_ 

lent, exceptional sort of existence, an accoQnt o~ 

which reads l ike an incident-fraught comedyo 

Yet there are aspects of it which~ typicalg it j~ 

characterized by great mobility; by a perpetual ne~·1 

for money and protection; by an impressive vari~"G.Y 

of experience and contact with widely differing s oci.-.: .: 

milieux. Above all, it suggests the curiously amb . ~ 

valent attitude of mid- seventeenth century society 

towards men (and women) involved with the theatri cel 

world; a mixture of reserve and respect , the latter 

inspired by the talent and personality of such peop:-. : ' 

the former, by the sligh·tly di sreputable , preca.riOl- ·; 

nature of their exietenceo 

The actor and playwright have now been placed in the 

society with which we are concerned. Let us now c:l'( ._ ~ 

over the footlights and see what sort of people 1i!Jt.!'<:: 

to be found among the audienceu thQt filled the H~te . 

de Bourgogne, the Marais, and ·the recreation roo1J1 S c "~: 
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e·ca:'Ge l y h omes and r oyal palace~ , :1 JGh v .... :!.6.~ ~ ~~ 7T;:ev .. 

C8llttn•y o 

4-tLdienq~o 

It i s a diffi cult task to establish with any de~z~~ 

certainty t he com:posi t i oa oi a Paris au.die.i.tc9 ~.n .. :.;. 

age when :records and reliable s cu.rces ot infor.·t.3.'·;ion 

are rar e; but a significant indication of the breaf'. ·: 

of cross- s ection in such an audience is the ra~f ~ ~~ 

the price of theatre-tickets as given by HoCo Lancau 

"When the Malade Imaginaire was giveno • e t he 

8doubled' charges were: parterre~ 30 sous. 

boxes of the third tier, 2 francs , boxes of t~ 

ser.ond tier , 3 francs, amphitheatr e , stage an'' 

l ower boxes, half a louiso 11 

(It was customary to double prices for new pl a yq 2 .. 1.C 

"machine" pl ays, i. e . ones involving elaborate n.e'~h . . .:. 

devices and visual effects.) There is a conside:r"c .. .'t.: ... 

di fference between 30 sous and half a louis, an<' eJ.r' 

a. difference in purse an.d 9 presumably, rank , presuppv8 

a very mixed audience. 

As f or numbers , we are on slightly firmer ground L 1 

supposing what these might have beeno The H8tel de 

Bour gogne appears to have housed between f i ve and ~~~ 

hundred people. At the Palais Royal, ther e "'•er F. t·.M~ 

halls~ one holding six hundred spectators ; the ot.he .~ 

-------------------------------------------------·-----~ ~ 

-·.: 
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consi d·e rabl.f largs:;,' 9 a ccoi!liiicdati!i ,_; t e ·.; ·.·.>e.<:. 

f our thousando (The l atter was the Ot1· 

used ~ but his aud.ience - capa ci t y waa re ~ -~ ~~~- · r. a:.~ ·:- · 
tions . ) ( l) ~"rom t h i s it can be seen ~hf' ~ ..,:;:,0-&·c:.. .. ·-

attendance i n seventeenth-century Paris ~ :>s :::·c- ~. '=' nr. .: .. : 

good, a.nd thR.i; theatre was f requent ed ·o)y ,' ~::::-; -·~.:::a;:. 

clas s of yersrus~ It rema ins to determi~e whi~~ 

cla sAee dj d patronize the theatre P and in -.,h:::,i; p~: . <. 

porti onso 

A remark of Corneille in 1676 in a poem t0 Loui3 1~~ 1 

on the revival of one of his plays at Yersc::.iJ.l~s c c ... 

tains the remark: 

"Le peupl e , je 1 ' avoue, et l a cou:r l .... r; O.egr~,Q. 

1.Che word "peuple " i n the time of Moli~rc '1:'.~ a c;i sQ· 

tressing tendency to be confused wit h ~·1e 

It included s everal strata of the mi dd Le c.~Cb'=: ..: •• =-! -

well as the plebs p and in fdct embraced a cor...'-~ .f.e.: .. 

section of the population, - all those, .0r.t12n ::, · · -. 

had no connect ions vli th the court, as Co:::·ncilJ.f' 1 ::· --~ z •. : 

would suggest o Interpretations of the t e:r ~ : 1 .c:~~" L\..p ~ 

vary considerably from author to authoro Bcilt=;av . . 

for example 9 uses i t i n a highly pe jorative sens e :­

while D ' Aubignac ( 3) regarcls the "peuple 11 a.s a gr::m .. ,. 

who8e natural tast e should be respecto&c As f -;:..r a· 

( 3) 

See HoCo Lancaster , opo cit .~ PPo li" ~-;- Ger:_ 
Quoted by John Lou.,;h , Paris Theatr·: AlJ.<.:. j_~nc··H. ·· .:1. · 
17th End 18th Centuri es, Oxford u~wreTs~.-T·::.. )- ~-.-­
Iondon, l~go 62 o 
Author of Pratiaue du Th~~tr~o 

-. 
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th&i r plec e in aeventeeni;h -c ..;r.: · .J.'Y t i;;..El" ~ -. ·• ' '! . • 

is concerned, the main diffietll-~·.,· l i e s t.n - :l .. :~.. · 

the sub-divisions within the l~.rge, atJh.: :"J.:>i'- ',~1..,.~..; · ~ , 

to which they belongedo 

At the extreme bottom of the aoc1.al s cai e J~~:n. ..\: _: ~. · 

those who had neither rank nor breeding~ t hoLe ~~­

Georges de Scud~ry terms 19i gnorants du parterre·~ i ..I: 

his Apologia du Th~!tre of 1639~ 

these persons severely for their conduct d~in6 p d l · 

formancest and terminates with the blun·c sugge s r: :J..or 

that they should have "une pierre au. bee g_u.i 1'3· ~jn. 

au silence." (l) Their cond~ct was no doubt ~v. 

of that of very early aQdiences at the R6te~ 

in the days of Henri IV 1 when people we.nt t o d:t..: 1·:. · 

gamble and brawl in the theatre before ·the pl~v . · . 

and sometimes continued these exhilaratin:"' &.o :i~\. ~·" 

during the performancep since their only i n teret J 

the play itself was for its value as spectacle. 

audience and theatre had changed considerably by t! 

late 1630s, however, and Scud~ry makes it clear ~· ..1= 

he regarded cer~ain elements in the part er-r e as .... ; . 

of the most humble extracti on and the dimm.e s t intd: 

gence. 

Although the audiences with whi ch we a r e a t preF'. ·· 

concerned were more mixed than one might a t fir~t- ~r -

(l) Pgo 98 . 
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of t a ste i n drama in e-.:· 'IJentt;)entl::.--centu.ry P F-l"ifJ WO t':_ 

not seem to have count ed f c,r mu.ch., \/hen contl:.!m_p c. · . .., ,, 

crit ic8 or playwrights mention their presence 9 it ~~ 

with impatience and contemnt . It would be incorr~c , 

to suppose that because the most inferior membero 0 1 

the audience were to be found in the pit (seeing t ha-+: 

it was the most inexpensive part of the auditorium)y 

the parterre accommodated only plebeian groundlingso 

Solid bourgeoisp and even a few noblemen, also v~eweu 

the play from the pito When, for example, disorderH 

broke out in the "Th~a.tre I tali en 11 towards the end o: 

the century, t he Lieutenant of Police, D'Argenson , 

speaks of the greater number of spectators in the nc.:rt: ·:r c 

as being "gens de coll~ge, de palais, ou de comm.erce.., 1· l __ i 

Hardly a description of the popular rabble which ~1 

often, and incorrectly~ associated with the pito ., 
~. -

fact there was nothing degrading about frequenting 

that part of the theatre, as is shown by the l et ·tiers 

of hi ghly respectable foreign visitors to Paris in th0 

1660so Such people as Philip Skippon (a Cambridge 

graduate , soon to become an M.Pe and a kni~ht) and 

Edward Browne (the son of Sir Thomas Browne , author 

of Reli~io Medici) felt no embarrassment about payin~ 

their 15 sous and standing in the pit c(2) 

In tb.e parterre , then, was a mixture of the "menu. pm ... p'~ ,.'· 'i 

----------------------------------------------------·---
See J. Lough, opo cito pg~ 87o 
Ibido pg., 93 . 
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and noblemeno The nobles we:re ':\.d..mittedly .1n th~ 

minority 9 but when they were not. accompan.ieu. ·oy ~!.~·-l _, . , 

it was quite common for them to prefer the pit to ~~~ -· 

more elegant parts of the theatreo Their preseilce 

the parterre is attested by the trouble they cauec~ 

at performances of Moli~re's Pslch~ and also the 

Comtesse d'Escarbagnas and l'Amour M~decino The 

younger 19gens d 'epee" were a truculent breed, and rr".E '''. 

a disorder in the pit could be laid at their dooro 

AsP. Mel~se remarks, (1) an audi ence in the aevente•J:JH 

century was easier to arouse than an audience today ~ 

the public tended to be less inhibited about expre.,:_: ..... 

ing approval or disapproval of the performance b e::-o1: 

it.. The disapproving whistle ("sifflet") was par~ 

ticularly common, and since not everyone was incJ.in~ ~..a 

to have recourse to it at the same time~ the protcs, 

at the "sifflet" was often more disrupting for t he 

performance than the original "oifflet" itself., 

Apart from conflicting reactions to the play , troubl~ 

in the theatre also arose from t.a.e reluctance of pa.t.~.c 

especially members of the King's troops (usually for' ._, 

in the parterre) to pay the entrance feeo Even e::dc ' 

from the royal hand did not succeed in quelling the~~ 

delinquent members of the royal household. Althoue l.; 

(l) Theatre et public ~ Paris sous Louis XIVJ l6?9~?.:l~:. 
pgo 216, 
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we cannot be certain of -~b.ei.r ... ·::.nl:: &.;l~ • . .-~.~~th ~ it 

fact that a high propor tion of tLe K:t.ng Q u !1alc.ce 1 r . _. , 

were r ecruited from the nobilityu 

We have now seen what elements of the pu.bli c com-por:, .... . 

the parterre~ in it coul d be found people from v.t J. 

walks of life, from lackeys to noblemen. The oruy 

feature they had in common was that they were a ll o :i' 

the male sexp for women never entered the pit o Nt .. ::; . :. , 

cally, the spectators in the parterre were the mos·t 

important section of the audience; that isp when a 

play was being presented under ordinary conditions o 

At premi~res, prices were doubled , and the popula;t:.,Jla 

of the pit fell by 40io on such occasions o (1) 

Before we consider the more distinguished social gr 

that attended theatre in seventeenth-¥century Pari~ 9 

remains to determine what attitude playwrights and 

actors had towards the pit-spectatorso It is inte:n ... &. · . 

ing to note that 9 as the century advanced, a change 

was discernible in the attitude t o that part of the 

audience which was of more modest social origin~o 

have already observed (2) that the parterre was mer 

with contempt by critics like Scud~ry. Before the 

. " ~ .-..... • ..... 

1660sp there are no flattering remarks whatever to ~­

found concerning the parterre; the first favou.ra.bl•.· 

---------------------------------------------------=~-~ . 
c.f. P. M~l~se, op. cit. PP o 209o 
See pg o 71 
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Moli~re Q s Qri t i9.}~ _de _l_ · ~~'"':!. r; ~ t: : .. ~:?Jili;!.c 

as J o Lough points out, (1} 1'fr. .• J.:5~·.rc Fr.fi 

manager 

~ .. - · 
- -- r. -

~ ': . . • 1_.' .. 

"who knew on which side h i.s "':>:r.es .:J. '::: :-: l ".1· · ~~:- ·,_ 

and was very conscious of the i's ,t -::;:, .1. ;;.1 . 

spectators who bought tickets f or thJ paxte~­

generally represented mor8 than :1alf hi~ ;tu.~-

dienceo 11 

But as years went by , more respect :for 1.:nG -;~ ~;; s t ::. Y ' 

the lower orders , and more reliance on t.hc:Li ~,:-f ~ --

ment p became apparent. 

before anyone would have suggeste ci. -~h9.+ J_ .,., ,:: ., -;_ • 

be the final judge of actors 8"2.{ nle.~~s . -: .~'J.~ • ~ 

o~ the other sections of a P.r.risJ.~ .... ~ CT~ ~- : -~ ·.e ·. ·· · 

1600s? 

Given the social stru.ctu.re of c.e-·ent~ev t h· .... c1 '·;2."!." 

France, wherein a barrier contin~.!Jd -':~ s'J 1·.:. !) • 

noble from the non-noble despit~ possib! ;: :: 0C)It'··-~-~.-':: ..:_._ 

of a title through office, it y•as ineYi 'ta.')~L~ ·'-.h-..-·; 

outlook and ideals of the pri v:..leged o::ce' ~~~z l . · - ' 
L .•.1.Gll . 

exercise an appreciable influence on th.e G?7 T :? .. - , 

the ageo It would be wrong to S'lppo"'~ +,hq f. '"'':.- ~-·- ~ ~· 

cratic persons of great standi ng on).;,r 

Louvre or at Versailleso 

c ,..... . , 
... < 

-------------------~ -------·-~ ~-- -~---

(1) Opo cit . pgo l03o 
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parterre of Parisian theatre a b,~ing of l '::lss :~..lla.s ':i:t~.,!_ ._ . 

status than the dukes , counts» marquis and barons , · _. 

gravitated about the King at OOil:rii o) On the con·c.,'\ ·~ : , 

the higher ~chelons of the nobility were strongly ~e· ~ 

resented in the different theatres of Paris in the 

second half of the seventeenth century. 

The numerical preponderance of the band of male specu• 

tators in the parterre did not match their contribut:· ~ 

to the box-office receipts. The representatives of 

the nobility who sat in the first row of boxes had, f er 

the performers, an importance from the financial uoino 

of view which far outweighed their relatively small 

numberso As if this were not cogent enough reason 

for actors and playwrights of the time to bestow 

r espect upon their ari stocratic patrons, the prevsi~ . 

ing social outlook demanded sllch respect as the bj.rt:: -

r ight of the llpper classes. It i s not surprising, 

therefore ~ that the best seats in the theatre were 

reserved for the socially superior sections of the 

population. 

The most stylish members of society took their place 

in the f irst "loges"; the second were occupied by ., 

slightly more mixed public including priests 9 younr~ ~ 

elegant adventurers and showy social beauties who wc:: e 

more interested in attracting admiring glances than ~~ 

obtaining a good view of the performanceo An extrw.~ 
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century was to penni t nobles to nit upon "t'h<- u+ .. :. ·:c., 

i tsel f; and this constituted un int ruE.._on t:.po.wj 

interference wi th9 the performi..Ulce tha1.- could c . t...;...) 

annoy those in the parterre . The stage was cl_·,::t . ~ . . · .. ~ 

with wicker chairs along each s~de, and t his c~a-~~~ 

wau very popular with the more extrovertial memuc~ J 

of the fashionable ~lite. The boxes were expensi '!C . 

and the pit was beneath their dignity, so for hal f 

louis they had an excellent view of the stage, an 

excellent opportunity to show off their fine att~~~~ 

and the chance to create what Tallemant dea Rea~ 

describes as "une incommodit~ ~pouvantableno (1) 

Not even the Op~rag de spit e its elaborate sets ~ n ... "; 

immune from this invasiono Lulli doubled t he p.:.. ~r ... 

of s tage- seats from half a louis to one louie de er. 

but this did not deter male spectators from goi .t.£, r .. · 

stage to be admired in their el aborate clothes C!:d t,; -~ 

have a close view of the :female participants o Tht... 

stage was an excellent place for making assignation,:, 

and while there were. certainly some aristocratic ap :.\;~ ­

tators who took a ge~uine, intelligent interest ~ v~t 

performance 9 the majority relied on ready-made op:..:.L.'-·-· .. 

for their judgement of the drama, since they se :...c.. .::;c 
. 

paid enough attention to the play to have ideas cf .. h:. , . 

ovvn about it • Donne au de Vise ( 2) tells the amu3i' ·' 

---~ ~-----

Historiettes 9 1657 
Nouvelles nouvelles, III, pg_. 185o 
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anecdote OJ. a y ow1g fop Yl'lo ':<'C".i ~t..:.At to him on t.ne , I . 

sa id that t h8 play was dev-oiO. o 1: wit and merit ; r.:\.'3 ·. :_ .. 

r e!'l ied that i t wa s stran~e he sh;uld f ind i t so v a s 

the pj_ece was by CornP.ille : wher eupon the young ma.r1 

went red and admitted part ~, of j t were good , and c ou r< 

only have come from Cor neille,. De Vis~ then acknow-· 

ledged that in fact Corne ille had bad no part in it ~ 

and his int e rlocutort unabashed , attriouted the " 600"' · 

parts to superlative actD1bo Even i f we make allow~ 

o.nces for embellishment by th'3 raconteur 9 the above 

sto-ry illu~ t rateo very v-rel_l ·~:he Lick of critical ,i ud•,.t:: ­

h~~t in s ome member s of the theatre- going ~lite in 

... I0li0re & ~ time . 

T r -P ... (' 1.i? al tho11.t3h th'3 opj.nin11 , { the l ower orderf: 1.!' 

t h e pg_rtr~ rre; was not "i)(:S.T.'ded as t he touchstone b y 

\Vili_('h drama should be j udged 1 the attitude of the me , \ . 

pr estj gious elements in the audience was not much 

respected either9 a.s two l i nes from Boileau's ~..Pt.~!~ 

a M., Racine_, in 1677 ~ f\.how~ 

"L' i.::;norance et 1' er reu.r , a ses na:i.ssantes _rne~>''~p 

En. habit de ma!'q_Ui8; e~ r obe de comtesseo oot1 

Conteqpor ary descriptio~1s of Moli~re 9 s audiences in 

Paris do not give an altogether flatterine account. o .. : 

t h _, aristocratic section of it. As Donne au de Yist~' , 

tule would suggest? tb'l -:aste of the elite was guid\.. ~~ 

by others, c-•. nd the modish.ness of being seen a t the 



79 

spectacle v1a.s more important to t<hem than D.ny irH.\:L ..... :~ •. 

tual stimulus they might derive ~rom the pe r formctr ... 0 \::; 

i tselfo 

So much for the nobles to be foQnd in Paris theatres 

in Moliere ' s day. The audiences at court presentat .... ):1 

of plays only differed from those at, for example, t he 

He> tel dP. Bourgogne, in the matter of their composi ti0,! 11 

for the mixed parterre was absent from such audience~ 

It seems, as J. Lough observes, (l) that the general 

level of taste in court-circles was much the same as 

that of the more mixed theatre-audiences of the timfo 

Tt is tempting to take at their face-value the eulogi'~" 

lavished upon the taste of "la cour" as the "centre dr-: 

bon goftt"o Certain representatives of aristocratjc 

circle s in the mid-seventeenth century - people like 

. meo de S~viene, La Rochefoucauldj Mme. de Lafayette , 

and Bussy- Rabutin - assuredly had a great measure of 

eeneral culture and intelligence~ and were in a posit~\! 

to a1ypreciate drama. But these people were in the 

minority , and there were many court-nobles whose taste 

and intellectual development left much to be desired ; 

it was not for nothing that Georges de Scud~ry mentio ... ! ~ ,.._ 

the "ignorants des galeries" as well as the "ignorantc 

du parterre. " ( 2) 

Attempts by contemporary writers to exalt the judgement 

op. cito pg. l30o 
Op . cit. pg. 30. 
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of the court and deprecate that of the 11pe,~ple 11 arB 

not a lways convincing.. To sho\•' that there exist e2. 

some lucid observers who were not under any illusions 

about the so-called gulf between the taste of the Uour1 

and t hat of the people, let us consider for a moment 

one of La Bruy'~re ' s pronouncements concerning "les 

Grands" (l ): 

"Qui di t le peuple di t plus d 'une cho.se; c 'est 

une vaste expression, et l'on s'etonnerait de 

voir ce qu'elle embrasse, et jusques OQ elle 

s'etend. Il y a le peuple qui est oppose 

aux grands: c'est la populace et la multitude; 

il y a le peupl e qui est oppose aux sages, 

aux habiles et aux vertueux ; ce sont les grands 

comme les petits . " 

Al t hough the Caract~res were published well after 

~!Ioli~re 's death, and any evidence of seventeenth­

century social attitudes they contain might be reject~d 

as belonging to an age not strictly contemporary with 

the dramatist ' s lifetime, La Bruy~re was already a 

young man in his twenties when Moli~re's dramatic 

career was at its height. Besides which, f- •cial pre­

judice and social attitudes do not change as rapidly 

as fashions, so what was true in the 1680s was also 

true, to a greater or lesser degree, in the 1660s. 

La Bruy~re's comment certainly indicates that, in 

(1) Les Caract~res, "Des Grar:ds", ch. ix, no. 53. 
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mat ters of t a ste, wisdom and im:;0lligence , (;he t: e:;.l'cl 

wer e no diff erent f r om the "petits 11
o 

It is wor th pointing OQt that Moli~re' s f irst s ucce s& 

at t he Court of Louis was as an actor and writer of 

f arce D In October, 1658 , Moli ere's troupe perf ormed 

Nicomede, a serious piece , before the King (1), and 

afterwards gave a r endering of a farce that had had 

great popular appeal i n t he provinces: Le Docteur 

amoureux. The latter entertainment was the one that 

drew Louis ' benevolent attention t o the actors under 

Moliere's directi on, and if farce were regarded as 

t he genre associated exclusively with the plebs of 

t he f ai r gr ound , such popularity of the little pl ay a~ 

court would indeed be hard to explain and justi f y o 

f act , despite the delicate vapourings of preci ous 

young women like Climene in the Critique de l ' Ecole 

des Femmes (2) and cries of alarm from people like 

T ..-..::.. . ._. 

the Boulanger de Chalussay (2) ("Aux farces pour jamait~ 

l e th~~tre est r~duit"), -the Court was no less attract-

ed to farce than were more pedestrian social mili eux 

i n Paris and the provinces . As E. Lintilhac (3) 

r emarks , 

(1 ) 

(2) 

( 3) 

" • • • ~ l a cour comme ~ la ville, on voulait rire~ 

See Gri marest's Vie de Mol iere of 1705 , i n the 
Edition du Seuil , Paris , 1962, pg. 15. 
Critigue, sc . iii ; Boulanger de Chalussay , author 
of Elomire H!*ochondre . 
Eugene Linti ac, Histoire g~n~rale du the~tre en 
France, iii Flammarion, s . d . pg. 218. -
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a la bonne franq uette, sui \'-.:mt l a t radi t j O.u 

gauloise toujours vivace . .. g ' ' 

The emphasis on order, discipline and so·or iety th",.;; 

accompanies most accounts of seventeenth- cent ury lil.t;J 

in France , tends to eclipse the fact that the aver~e 

Frenchman of the time was , after all 9 a human being 

with the human need for laughter and a fair capaci~y 

for entertainment that was not always of the most 

elevated kind o The point isp that farce was not 

merely intended to amuse the lower orders ; the uppe~ 

classes of French society also enjoyed the antics of 

"farceurs ", whatever their pretentions to superior 

t ast e might have beeno 

A reliable index of what plays appealed most to cou1~-

audiences is the number of timee certain pieces were 

performed at court 9 s i nce this suggests the measure 

of demand for them .. It must be confessed t hat the 

resulting r eflection of court-tastes is not of the 

most flattering., The Princesse d 'Elide had nine show-

i ngs , the F~cheux, ten; the Misanthrone and the Malade 

Imaginaire were not even staged there. The greates·t; 

demand was for works like the F~cheux and the Cocu 

Imaginaire, which would confirm that the criterion 

for a play at court was entertainment- value rather 

than intellectual contento 

·.ihat, then, did a playwright of Moli~re' s time seek to 



gratify in his public "! I~atl.y p1 3.ys were per :rormt.. ... 

both at Court and in a Paris the -~.tre whi('h :rl<::~.C. ,• 1 or 

complexity of audience- expectationo Granted . t ho 

taste of the Court did not differ materially fr~~ ~ - · 

taste of the general public , but the tone of a nla~ · 

had to avoid giving offence to the squeamish, whil e 

amusing the less cultivated elements in any given 

audience . Often a pls.y would open in one of thf~ t ov.L·-· 

theatres, and then be performed l ater before the Crn .. "-.. . • 

it was rare for a premi~re to take place at Court o 

Scudery, we have seen, alludes to the "ignorants deA 

galerie s 11 as well as to the "ignorants du parterre " ~ 

but he also speaks of the "savants". Could a dr~ m -tt i.~· (; 

satisfy t he more •~nlightened spectators attendi ng h~. ·~ 

pl ays without boring the people who had gone to the 

theatre merely to be entertained? I n the very nr.'tt' _ \.} 

of t hings, pl&ywrights are more interested in drawi_. .. t :. 

large audiences t han in stimul at i ng a small , intell K vH! -1.:!. 

elite 0 Dramatists of Moli~re Is day were no cxceyt .;. ~n 

t o thP. r ule. However much they paid tribute to the 

small handful of "savants" i n their audiences s the 

real qualities dear to t hem i n their spectators wer P 

good sense and a reasonable degr ee of discernment . 

Members of polite society in Paris, like court nobl e R 

were seldom "savants" o As far as book-learni ng was 

concerned ~ they were not much better equipped than 

their bretheren in the pit o Cl itandre's ~ttack on 
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11le savoi1 .. obscur de la pedant(;.ri.e " in t;h c Fe~~ _; 

Savantes ( 1) gives a fair idee~ o.f t he att j t ude of 

seventeenth-century society to er udition, and it; \VG.:~·· ,-. 

hav e been labour lost for a dramatist t o a im a t _plv 8 -

ing the minority that the "savants 11 constit uted 5n (n 

audience . 

So f"ar, we have considered audience/dramatist rela.tl.c ~:.-

ships without specifying the genre practised by the 

playwright . As it is with comedy that we are partie-

ularly concerned, let us now see whether, to please 

their audiences , comedians of the seventeenth centu~v 

(in the French sense of the word} conformed to t he 

tradi tional rule of choosing non- noble sub j ect-mat+,·_ 

for their plays . 

HoC. Lancaster is perhaps over- cimplifying the .;11.;..~,; ... ···-· 

when he cl aims that "French tragedy is eminently m·_: 

tocratiC eo oComedy, on the other hand, is usually a 

middle-class affair." (2) He bases these remarks u.pon. 

the contention that the stratification of seventeE-n,): -

century society affected French drama to the extent 0 • 

separating the genres according to the class of aor·"' . . ,:: 

about which each was writteno This rigidity of ~c.t .. _-.e--

division was only true in theory: in practice , come~ 

dians did not limit their plays to non-noble subject._),, 

act I, sc . iiL 
Op. cit. pg .. 4 
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i..lrBe..C..y, in Lo:n h1pllet d 1 
.. :trm~ni? \1653) Sca:r·ron hac. 

~illoricd the precious 9 hyper~refined lang;u&~P and. 

J"'l.a.u.ners of the aristocracy. As P o Volt~ says, (l) 
11Don Japhet a beau ~tre espagnol, i l ressemble 

a certains petits marq_uis de chez nousott 

In the .Improm_Qtu. de Versaillesp Moli~re declares t hat 

"Le marquis d ' aujourd'hui est le plaisant de 

la com~die" (2). 

Certainly he and his contemporaries took the broadc:r. 

view of society, - in Moli~re's plays alone, one find~ 

a wide r ange of social types, from the peasants in 

Dom J uan and le Medicin malgre lu! to the ele~ant 

~~istocrats in Celim~ne ' s salono ( Le Misan thr2J2.~ ) 

·/.Ih.at then, are the conclusions to be drawn from the 

._>r ecc,ding examination of the t heatre-going _pllblic o~ 

t~e aid-seventeenth- century? 

gonclusions: In the time of Moli~re, theatre-audienc .-. 

were s everel y restricted numerically speaking, given 

the size of Paris and the s i ze of the Court (the two 

main centres of audience)o The short runs of most 

plays 9 even very successful ones, are proof of this . 

SociaJ..ly . the Parisian audiences were more mi xed the.r~. 

is general ly supposed from the distance of the tweniiL: ~!'--

century The middle classes were well represented i.!~ 

an average audience of the time, with elements of t he 

(1) P. Voltz, La Com~die , Armand Colin, Paris~ 1964o Y~-63 
( 2) 3c io 
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plebs also presentv Aristocrats were in t ·t.;:: r(1i .tLo __ : 

i n Paris theat res , but t heir inf luence , and finan..-; :_ ~ · 

contr ibution to the box- office takings , compens~.A.tic~d 

t he i r numerical i nferiori tyo At Court, of cour8e t · . 

audience was exclusively noble o 

Playwrights of the seventeenth century paid lip- ser vi c, 

to the intelligence of the ''savants", but the prevail~ 

ing horror of pedantry, as well as the desire to a t +.1· c . 

large audiences, deterred dramatists from pandering te o 

much to the taste of a cultivated eliteo 

';,'hat audiences - both mixed and court - really expect t:-G. 

of a Dlay 9 was that it should be diverting, and t his 

~ccounts for the popularity of comedies in whi ch w~~l 

pre sent t races of the farce-tradition that had d E:l - l ~t .. 

rou0her spectators at t he fairground in the days oJ 

Henri IV. (E.g . the burlesque comedies of Scarron 

in the ' fifties , and some of tho farcica l comedi e s of 

Moliere in the ' sixtieso) 

Such documentation as we have from contemporary sourc~.- . .­

seems to indicate that the atmosphere in a Paris t.Cea:.:.. ·. 

of the seventeenth century was more turbulent than -+j .... :.'\i 

of a present- day theatre . Disorders were common i n 

t he parterre , and on the stage itself were a number of 

spectators whose befeathered ~ beribboneds chatterir~ 

presence could only have det ract ed from the perforrra.tle~ -
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L.idi.L.g the pla.ye>l"'e f:i."Om ·tLe a•.:t.cli ... .:lce 1n i;he p.'. t atJr._ 

i nterfering with the a.ctors themselve so The onl · 

plays _rom which these noisyp ostentatious viewer~ w. · .. 

of necessity excluded were pl ays involving elaborat~ 

d~cor and machinery; but on the whole , not even ill(; 

ed pr ices kept them from seats among the actors on ·(;he' 

s tageo 

Life f or the dr amatist in the mid-seventeenth century 

was not easy. It was essential to secure some form o-f 

pat2onage~ as revenue from performances was not normally 

sufficient to cover expenses incurred . Moreover~ a~! 

... ' i>ra.lry VIas great and competition f ierce between trou.p1_s_ 

s.n influential person kindly- disposed t o the direc·t;o.!' 

of a theatrical company could often prove useful j n ~~ 

1n ;-G ~;er of permission for a controversial pl ay to be 

~taged , or of premises for a particular perfoxmance 

f inancial consi derat i ons apart. 

l::iocially? actors and playwrights were of dubious statr.l ~, 

f or whatever their origins, the fact of taking up the 

t heatre was damning enough to incur the censure of tb 

Church 9 added to which was t he precarious and somet~~ 

~uestionable means by which they earned their livingo 

On the other hand, by the 1640s drama had developed so 

much froLt the l im.i ted P prim.i ti ve affair it had been i r­

the f irst decade of the century, that the dignity o:f E •• 

individual was not compromised if he turned his a t t ·:!r.r:.tCJ"_ 
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t o playwriting, so long as it was , .. ot his livelihoo~ ~ 

( Such was the case of Richeli euo) 

These 1 then, are the answers to some of the questiond 

posed at the beginni ng of this chaptero Given t he 

general social context and the specific theatrical cor> 

t ext, it is now possible to discuss the situati on of 

Moli~re in the society of his day. 
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Chapter Thr eeo 

Moli~re ~.s Plac~ 

in Seventeenth-centu;y French Socie~o 

The purpose of this chapter is to define Moli~re 0 b 

place in the social hierarchy of his time 9 and to 

determine to what extent his way of life conformed 

to that of most of the dramatists who were his con= 

temporarieso Inevitably, such an undertaking in-

volves some discussion of his private life - a most 

unsatisfactory exercise 9 partly because of the count ­

less biographies that have already been penned abou · 

him, with varying degrees of accuracy, from Grimar e c · ~ -) 

to the present day; partly because so much that ha~ 

been written of Moli~re is coloured by myth 9 legt:Jno. 

and imaginative reconstruction of the trutho 

documentation concerning his life is lamentably sea~.::-_ 

The present work places less emphasis on biography 

per_se, since it is only the social aspects of the 

history of Moli~re's life which interest uso In 

discussing the dramatist's parentage and family ~ fo· 

example, it is merely to establish the sort of mili.\~ :·· 

into which he was born; not to resolve any of the 

questions that have perplexed "Moli~ristes" since 

the eighteenth century. 

--------------------------"·-
(1) Jean-L~onor Le Gallois, Jieur de Grimar est 9 nu .~o~' 

of Vie de M. de Moli~re, 1705o 



. ·f,r.~·: .. 
v .. ·'-~ ~ mu.c~1 o.: I. ul1l :. 

life is P and no doubt 'Nill r em.1.i ·:1;, i n t he :,:•ea. :Jr. 0:f 

conjectureo This does not mea.n , fo::- tunat,·ly ~ ·G~}. ;·· 

the i:>roaG. outlines of his exist ."nc..:e are all.og~;::·r;hel.' 

uncer tain, and some basis of fa~t is provided by J~( 

excellent work of M o Jurgens ant.. 1~ . Ma.xfi eld-MilJ.. 1.", 

Cent P~s de Recherches sur Moli~reo(lJ 

First , it is widely accepted that Moliere's name wen 

not Moli~reo He was christened Jean- Baptiste Poqu.~.;.·: ir_ ~ 

the son of Jean Poquelin~ upholst~rer9 and Marie cr~~86 o 

.unbiguity clouds the origins of the Poquelins, but i r 

is more than possible that their · s was a famil~· ci 

very long standingo There was a rich family of up-

bolsterers of that name in Beauva 1.s, whose genealoe,l. ~!.. 

tree goes back to the mid-sixteenth century i) SbV~.; -~; . 

mGmbers of this branch of Poquelins came to Pari~ in 

the days of Louis XIII, and the fact that their n· •. nt 

and trade were identical with t hose of Molierev s 

father seems to be more than mere coincidenceo As 

for the vres~::e family, their ancestors may be traced 

as far back as 1528, at which stage of their existen ~, 

t hey were goldsmithso (The least respected of th~ 

trades i ncluded in the s i x corporations of Paris . ) 

By t he time Jean married ;~Iarie , i:l.owever 9 both the 

Poquelins and th~ Cresses were practising the same 

( 1) Published by the Imprirnari"' ~Tationalc ~ Paris, 1903 v 
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trade 9 namely upholstery. 

cer t ainly regarded by contemporaries as an event ,J::.." 

some impor tance in the worl d of Paris~an commerc~ 

s i nce it represent ed t he merger of two Ghriv~ng 

business-houseso 

~t the time of their marriage 9 Moliere ' s future par~1t. (. 

enjoyed a privilege which, in the seventeenth centur;y 9 

was normally the preserve of the great : their r cst'c ·· .. 
' 

tive families had been resident in the same premise~ 

for over twenty years. Such stability of address wa. 

u..nusu·-il for people other than those owning fixed pro-~ 

perty, and as we have seen (l) in the early 16COs 1, 

pro9er ty-owners were either nobles or very wealthy 

bourgeoiso .Moli~re ' s forbears were not i n e i th.er 

category. Such documents as exist sugges t that tl.~, 

residential stability was achieved through t hrift ~·!1 

a responsible attitude towards obligations rather 

than throQgh wealth or social status . Whatever the 

explanation, it is an established fact that for the 

span of a whole generation, the Poquelins had plie~ 

their trade in the :Rue de la Lingerie, and the Or e . ::-6 s 

in the March~ aux Poir~eso 

.. ·hy so much ado about an address? one might wel l 

a sk o The point is that the families from which 

r,:oliere was sprung appear to have been highly respee~~ 

---------------------------------------------------------
(1) 3ee Ghapter One of the p~esent work e 
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a.h3..c: ; so ~uch so, that ~~sy . '"' ' '1. ( . . ,.,..: .. .... ~ 

The nex t q_uest.i on ~o resolve is " -;ha t Wl ~ t heJ.r clc:.\, ~ ·. 

A brief bttldy of the rj_gi d ~ocj.aJ. h1erarchv of th( 

time shows thot peoplP er ~ageu in manufacture anu 
sale of t~xtiles (uphol s t ery !illd leather-goods com~ 

under thi~ ~eading) were pldced in the top ranks of 

the commercial bourgeoiaie , a 90sition t hat s e t s a 

rrw.ster--upholsterer somewhere between ·tihe lower clase 

of "marchands" and the ll9per class of tradesmen. A~\ 

Ro Mousnier remarks~ (1) Mer chPnts were the last m~:;r:.. -· 

bers of ~ociety to qu~lify for the titles of "honora~l 

and "honnete 11
o After therJ. carne the trades: drew.;;:_. 

apothecary, -soldsmith. o then peasants and labour·'. _ 

and finally, beggars and those living a·c the oxpe! ~ :· _ 

of otherso These las t na!Iled ..,,ere the despised ') f 

society, and even tradesmen di d not have a partic•ll _ . ly 

good replltation. 

Ill.!oliere 9 s family 9 then , rna~- be c-onsidered as belon{"·~ 

in.g fairly and squarely to t~1e ranks of the midd 1 e 

bourgeoisieo To lend fu.rthAr c:tibstance to thi R c."''··· 

tention, it may be noted that all the gu.ests who a ,. ,. 
- ·' 

ed a wedding that took place in 1661 between annA 

~rot in and Claude Bourbier (both children of u:9hol~­

t e r ers) ere qualified by the tit le, "Bourgeois d~ 

.. ~-
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Paris" o ( l) Among those guests were the bride's 

uncles, Louis Crease and Jean Poquelin. 

There can be little room for doubt that when discussing 

Moli~re's circumstances, we are dealing with a milieu 

that is definitely bourgeois. Like so many of this 

class , the dramatist's maternal ancestors were not 

above indulging in the little vanity of their own 

coat-of-arms o (The bourgeois tendency to ape the 

nobility has been abundantly demonstrated.) From 

1570 onwards, the Cresses boasted heraldry that is 

described as being "d'azur, ~ trois massacres (2) de 

"::oeufs d 'or". Moli~re's maternal grandfather nor-

mally signed himself Louis de Cress~, which suggests, 

again, a certain penchant for social climbing, or at 

any rate some dissatisfaction with bourgeois origins. 

But in that we see nothing unusual, given the social 

mobility of the timeso The Poquelins, too, had 

their own armorial blazonry, which was "d'argent ~ 

cinq arbres de sinople, dont trois de haut tige et 

deux plus petits" o ( 3) 

That the Poquelin family had a proud tradition of work­

manship to commend it, may be deduced from the fact 

that it had secured the title of "tapissier ordinaire 

See Appendix I, in the work by M. Jurgens & E. 
Maxfield-Miller, pg. 620. 
skulls. 
Quoted in G. Bordenave's Moli~re G~nial et Familiar, 
Laffont, Paris, 1967. pg. 23. 
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du roi" for the head of the concern. 1lhen Jean-

Baptiste was nine years old, his father bought this 

title from his elder brother, Nicolas, who in turn 

had received it from their father. With the honour 

went an annual income of some 337 livres. The 

following_ year, Moli~re's mother died (the life­

expectation in those times was barely 25 years) and 

after waiting a decent interval, Jean Poquelin re-

married . His second choice was one Catherine Fleurette 

who was the daughter of an iron-monger; like the first 

Mme. Poquelin, she was of solid bourgeois origins, 

although perhaps a little inferior to her predecessor 

by reason of the trade her father practised. Ambitious 

or not 9 Moliere ' s father certainly did not marry out 

of the commercial bourgeoisie to which he belonged. 

Dubious though the authenticity of the Grimarest 

biography of Moliere may be (Boileau severely remarked 

that it is "fait par Wl homme qui ne savait rien de la 

vie de Moliere et qui se trompe dans tout 11
) there is 

little reason to quarrel with the statement by Grimarest 

that 

"les parents de Moli~re l'~leverent pour ~tre 

tapissier" o ( l) 

It was common enough practice to prepare the son and 

heir to take over management of a flourishing business 

(l) Vie de M. de Moliere, ~d. du Seuil, 1963, pg . 13. 
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with a view to the day when the head of the family 

would retire. After all, Jean-Baptiste was the first­

born of Jean Poquelin. Whether the future Moli~re 

submitted gracefully to the plans that had already 

been made for him, and at what stage the fascination 

he felt for the theatre made him refractory with re­

gard to his father's wishes, does not concern us here. 

~Yhat is relevant to a discussion of criteria is an 

analysis of the sort of dilemma in which the son of 

a well-to-do, respectable, middle-class family in the 

seventeenth century found himself when his own ambitions 

clashed with those of his father. 

On the one hand was the promise of financial security, 

a predictable existence, harmonious family relation­

ships and a measure of social prestige. The latter 

was not perhaps of the greatest, but it was adequate 

for the class of person to whom it attached. On 

the other hand was the excitement and uncertainty of 

a profession that was only just becoming respectable, 

and offered - apart from the sheer romance of adven­

ture - little financial security, prestige of a 

questionable variety, a hand-to-mouth existence, 

and inevitable ill-feeling in the Poquelin family. 

Before any choice between these alternatives could be 

made , however, there was the matter of whether or 

not the individual within the family group was free 

to choose. 
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Paternal authority in the time of Moli~re vat ieC :r..c0u 

province to province , but on the whole one c~ Sdy 

that the seventeenth-century family resembled the 

family of classical antiquity inasmuch as it was a 

patriarchal group. 

Edme R~tif said, 

It was not for nothing that 

"J'ob~is • mon Dieu visible, l mon p~re." 

As late as the eighteenth century, paternal authority 

was absolute over a son, even if he were married and 

had children of his owno P. Varet exaggerates a 

little, perhaps, in claiming that French society up 

to 1789 was a sort of "community of families rather 

t han of individuals" and that, as Bodin put it 9 the 

division of the state "se fait par lign~es et non 

par t~tes." (l ) 

At any rate, Moli~re 's situation in the early 16408 \' 

certainly complicated by the social conservatism thai: 

dictated total obedience to paternal authority. Al­

r eady, in mid-December of 1637, Jean-Baptiste had 

pledged himself to assume the office of upholsterer 

to the King after his father sho~ld relinquish it; 

but given that he was then only a lad of 15 9 it is 

hardly reasonable to speak of a "choice"o 

only becomes clearer in 1642, when the young ~i1oli~ro P 

well-educated, trained and conditioned to the station 

(1) Les .Jestin~es de l'Individu, Sircy, Paris)' l93d~~\:~ - l.59o 

' \ 
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in life that his father intended him to occupy, was 

sent from Paris to furnish the needs of Louis XIII 

on a journey to Narbonne. The 20-year-old uphols-

terer came into contact, during this absence from 

the Capital, with Madeleine B~jart, actress and 

prot~g~e of the Duke of Modena. Hers was the 

decisive influence in winning Jean-Baptiste from 

the regularity of a quiet, industrious, well-ordered 

bourgeois existence to· the glamour of theatrical 

life. 

What sort of person was Madeleine? Socially her 

position was somewhat delicate , since she was "pro­

tected" by a duke, and given her age (in 1642 she 

was twenty-four) and sex, there is little doubt what 

sort of relationship existed between herself and her 

patron. Her parents were constantly moving house, 

but despite their instability, they appear to have 

been conscientious regarding their children's up-

bringing.(!) Joseph, one of Madeleine 's brothers, 

was studying theology at University in 1634, and the 

verses attributed to Madeleine herself in 1636 (on 

Rotrou's tragedy, Hercule Mourant, and published 

with the tragedy as a fore-word) suggest an extra­

ordinarily good education for a woman of that time. 

That she was intelligent, that she was resourceful 

and energetic, that she was courageous, is amply 

(1) See M. Jurgens and E. Maxfield-Miller, op. cit . 
pg. 79 on this subject. 
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demon .Jt.rated by the initiative she took in o:t·ganiZLlb 

e. t r oupe of a ctors - a task that 11as normnll .r u.t1d< ·r.···­

taken onl y by men - and in managing it wit h all t b :. 

success that could be expected under the circumst?n~c~ 

It is a fruitless enterprise to try and reconstruct 

the relationship that existed between her and lii1oli~re o 

If we limit ourselves to t~e facts as they stand~ we 

f ind that after the visit to the south of France 9 

and the encounter with ~.Iadeleine Bejart~ the heir 

to Jean Poquelin's upholstery business took the bold 

step of surrendering his place in the family concern 

to his younger brother? Jean, on January 6th~ l 643o 

He did so in order to seek his fortune as an actor in 

the new company then being formed by "la Bejart", a s 

she was called . A document signed in June of 1643 

. ..:,ttests the inclusion of ~,foli~re among the other 

~ersons in I.1adeleine ' s troupe, the "Illustre-Thefttre " o 

October that same year saw the company performing at 

Rollen~ at a fair, while a theatre was being prepared 

for them in Paris (the "Jeu de Paume des Metayerson) 

rhis was fairly common among acting troupes of the 

time; a tour of the provinces or an engagement out~ 

side Paris frequently tided companies over until 

premises were available for their performances in 

t he Capi tal 9 or until a new season opened to guarante·_ 

them large enough audiences . The first six months 

of 1644 were di sastrous for the new troupe , and in 
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June, I':!oli~re ·took over its direction fro n1 :·.~e:dt ;~'- ~·- .. 

Bejart; but the change of leadership did not c . .~:L.l0.1.~ 

with a change of fortune. By 1645 , the actors 0~ 

the "Illustre-Thedtre" followed the example of so 

many unsuccessful players, and left the City for t he 

provinces. Behind them were bitter memori es of 

debts, sojourns in prison, and betrayal by fellow­

actorA who had left them, favouring more prospero~s 

troupes like that of the Maraiso Their early ex:pe.r.Q 

iences of theatrical life had brought nothing but 

humiliation, both prestige-wise and finance-wise . 

··~That of the thirteen years of provincial touring? 

There is a very understandable tendency to consider 

the period 1645 - 1658 as one in which Moli~re and 

his friends led the kind of existence described i n 

Scarron's Roman Comique (1657). In fact, it was 

suggested that the ''Illustre Thea.tre" formed the mole~ 

for the company described by Scarron, and that Moli~r~ 

himself was the original of Le Destin, director of 

t l' e troupe in the Roman Comigue. (l) It is often 

dangerous to try and identify specific character~ 

with persons in real life, and in fact there is 

little to suggest that Scarron's intention was to 

write a novel about the Bejart company in particular1 

especially as there were so many similar troupes in 

exactly the same situation at the time. Besides, 

( l) ·.rheory of the 19th century scholar Paul Lacroix o 
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Scarron had a rich fund of personal exper i ence tpC~ 

which to draw, from his own sojoarn in the French 

provinces, notably Maine G 

The existence led by Moli~re and his friends was con~ 

ceivably far from easy, particularly in the beginniflbu 

As L. Thoorens observes, (1) it is more than lik~ly 

that the '' sieur Morlierre" mentioned in the ReE;.ister 

of Municipal Administration of Nantes (23rd April, 

1648) who most humbly begged "messieurs de permettre 

a ses comediens de manter sur le the~tre pour rep~senter 

leurs comedies", was a poor, shabby wretch. A whol e 

picture of stereotyped poverty is easily conjured up. 

difficulties incidental to travelling, hitches in 

accommodation, lack of facilities, supperless night s cc , 

i n some respects, the provinces were not much better 

than the Capital. Village magistrates and clergy 

took a dim view of itinerant players who had come 

from the city to extract money from the local populace ~ 

Accordingly, they often made conditions as difficult 

as possible for the theatrical companies who came 

their way. ·.vhen a fair was held at a village, an 

i nterdict would frequently be served on the actors 

attracted to tbe pleasure-ground, forbidding them to 

perform until the local authorities had decided wheth8r 

i t was in order for them to do eo. If they obtained 

the necessary permission before the fair was over, 

(1) Leon Thoorens, Le Dossier Moli~re, Gerard et cie, 
Verviers, 1964 pp. 66-67. 



101 

they were just as likely to b6 . ..:-n.ered to give th~ 

first (and largest) takine;s to a convent or charl. t~ 

Occasionally, t oo 9 there was n~ 

room suitable f or use as a theatre other than the 

town hall and local "jeu de paum.e11 
o When these wel"qj 

not available, troupes had to resort t o barns. 

Apart from the above-mentioned difficulties, which 

were of a purely administrative and practical natt'UC'~ " 

there was fierce competition among theatrical companieev 

even in the provinceeo Moli~re was not the only one 

t o have had ~~e hap~y idea of trying his luck thereo 

Poetsp students, and young noblemen bored with the 

routine of .their existence ~ followed troupes in the 

cou.ntryo (Ko .Mantzius suggests that it was the 

presence of ·such noblemen that tempted actors to 

add "de" to their name; a temptation Moli~re . him= 

self did not resist . ) (1) It was difficult to tel l 

the gen~ine nobility from the usurped nobility in 

such circumstances~ 

It is ·not likely that Moli~re and his friends suffe~ci 

indefinitely from financial insecurity, however. ~a~ 

only did success .with provincial audiences (comedy= 

farces being. very well-received) cause the tro~pe 0 a 

standard of living to· improve, but their circumst&n@~L 

took a turn for the better after the Prince de Conti 

(1) Moli~re: les th~~tres , le public~ et lee com~~i~~~ 
de son tempso Colin, Paris;J:9o , pp. 65 at s~~(1 ·· 
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From 1655 onm:trds 9 wh~n tne;:,r a,s...:. .c .n had. fJ.nd.t~c,. .:..<: .. '. 

support and were steadi ly ga J.1<..itJ.g poptl.i.W:'l. ~J ~ ... .., " 

more a matter of tours t han 0 1. tt.;agabon .... 86es •P 

not str1.ctly accurate to regarG. the Moli~r'd-bojb.,.· ~ 

company as a band of wandering performers driftiLJe,) 

aimlessly from town to town wi th no intenti on o1;' c . 

than that o:f "singing :for theii: supper'0 o 

Some idea of the way they. l iveC ~n the latter ~eri~~ 

of their provincial tour in3 is ~~ined frohl t h0 

~.r~moires of Charles Coypeau d ul..swoney (1605-7:) 1 

The last-named was an old f r iend of Moli~rti a.rlC. 

Beja r t s 9 fallen on bad ~imes He join{.d up wi ~·. 

the t:roupe in Lyons and traveL.ed with them :t(Jr 

His remarks on the sort of life they led belonc 

period dating from 16:>7o 

"Jam.ais gueu.x ne fut plus gras 11
9 

. '· 

0 

he says of himself .after he had joined his fort~-~ 

to theirs ~ .. He mentiono rich repasts and expen a1. .. · 

wines ( "muscat" and "hypo crus n) . Allowing for ·;.u 

pleasant blur of remini3cence slightly distorti~ 

reality 9 it seems that· ~Jloliere 8.IJ.d the t:rou.pe :nu.~ 

a ·btained a very comfortable st~ndard of li ~'ine; b::, 

the time they were ready to dire ct their way to~t.i.:.:' 

Paris once moreo 
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.,hurch • s condem.nat.1.on of ·~t. e .1.r mc.::J.i..LS c·:- support ~ ~o-' o:-_:l, 

t ionul middle-clg,ss c:-.n0. uprer-m.i 'if' J.~-class fG!.ni=-.:. tt .... 

to be scandalised at the t;hought of "Ghe::r sons ·te:.~ Li'1· 

~- o the stage . 

'lcto:..~ ] b: L.;t< r'-"1 . .; r:1 • . ,..,v 9 ...... (_;_.,. 'J • • 

bBt 'leen t he Poque:::..ins and J ~<.>,n-::: .'ti :· te wert· c o.3l_'_.._ 

'\.; _,._d .. ied to Jean Poq_Jl e.l. ·i.n (I'Toli t:r -. c y;u.n~er o ... "o :;1 

.:.nd head of the con<..:e::::..") fo1 ;;h(... :...u.rni shing of t h_ · ... 

homes . Jean Poqu.eli.r aske(t ..J 8'' l~·Baptiute to tJ(: , ,. 

i s.ther to his child bor.l :..!1 ·<-he snrillG of 16'9 o ~J-· .~ 

following yec.;.r Jean d~ ed , c.nd. his aged fC:~.ther t eo~: 

cve1.· the btlsiness a.c·aj ::'i 'Jntil lG(1S , wi'an f.Iolic. ::.-e 

be~a"Tle rr--&pissier dfl. !'Oi' on h~s i o:ther ' u d"'<.....tn. .. 

. 2efore conciderine Moli~ l e :'.n -+.:L:- c.,onte4t of Pel L.-' 
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as well to sa.y a few .m :-de j,ro· ·-: ·uh c prc-v: c.!.R~. . ' .•' 

in Which he f OI.ll1d nimcelf for P,O:. 0 than a d.CCHCh ;; r1 • 

his life~ and. a formative e.ecs.<i<; llt thali . TJte n: .r . 

ture of provincial society that emerges from s~~- ~ 

Roman Comig~ is by no means flat teringo 

we are invited to take of the provinces is one tha "' 

patronising Pari~ian of the mid~seventeenth centtlf'V' 

woul d cer t ainly have adoptod o ~carron VJU!:l not i ... ,:. 

in presenting provincials as i'ila plus incommode n a-.;:i n. 

du monde " • ( 1 ) Fureti~re ' s Dict j onnaire of 1~90 
~- - ~ 

defines the word "provir..cial" a s a strictly pejol ~~F ·· 

t8rm~ implying a total lack of :iinesse and polis~ 

This inferiority of the provinceJ as compared wir' 

town and court was a natural conbequence of t hP. ~ J 

tralisation of intellectual lif0 f rom the time o~ 

Richelieu onwards. As ·,i rDo Howd.rth points out . •. · ~ .· 

"in Louis XIV' s reign~ o ~ o the nobility werE", 

irresistibly attracted by the powerful mag.u::c 

of Versaillesp while writer s and artists s a\'lt 

possibilities of patronage in Parisp at 

Versailles, or at other princely courts ir1 

the Ile- de-France 11 o 

fhe provincials with whom Molier~ and his fellow= 

actors came into contact must ha'.f·e exhibi t~d all ~h~ 

--------------------------- ----------- -··-~ ~- . -
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tivity t o criticism.~ and ine.l.·a~ 1,. . .o~.bl~ a-iitaca.Ih~iH· t.u 

ideas and customs l ong since ou· ·ruoded . 

they were r egarded wi t;i..1. con:~emp·~ 11 mainly becaUti~ 

their mruu,er s and habi~b wer e so f ar out of stup 

with those of the courto It was not that ·they t.-·~ ' · .. 

morally or financially inferiors or, indeed , tb~t 

their place in the social hier al: chy of the ceventt t:J.~ ·J .. 

century was a lowly onee 

on aesthetic gro~~dso 

CenBure of them was ma..ttLL 

'.'lhen Moli~re r eturned to Pari s with his player~;S :Ht 

1658 after the Prince de Conti had withdrawn h i.d 

patronage fro.m. the troupe in MuJ the ~rbvlous ye -. , 

t;hrec different social mil ieux had left their im:r, r . ~ . ..~.: 

upon him: the commer cial bourgeoisie of Par~s iu 

which he had grown up; the t hectrical circles in 

which he had moved for fifteen y~ars; and provinci •. .'. 

society, which he had observed ru~d entertained fo) 

over a decadeo To these diverse infl uences was ~or:. 

to be adcled that of ·bhe court o 

As we have s een 9 his s t a t us was 1L1 ghe"~ .on h i s :ret1....· , 

from the pr ovinces than i t had b~en in the mid-16 .. ;-~.,M 1 

when bad debt s and two spells of i mprisonment had ~ ,-~:.-

duced him to the level of a "guetrx" o Still P i t wa.:, 
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October~ 1658~ that Montd eu.r, t ho King' s b· .. oGi.'En . 

gpve th~ troup~ his protectiono The account of' 

how Moli~re 8.nd his players entertained Lo11is XI \f 

and his b~other on the 24th October, 1658, in tho 

guard-room of the Louvre, and the royal reaction ,. 

the programme~ is well-known. 

that particular performance was, that . it was no lc.· .. 

necessary for the "Troupe de Monsieur", as i '!; wa.:1 z: 

called, to· hire a theatre or stage their pr.oductior· :· 

in a converted "jell de pawne 11 • They were given 

pennission to share the "salle da Petit-Bourbon" w""· l:l. 

the Italian company under the direction· of Scaramo··tr 

who had long been a favourite at court. Despite ~.~. 

privilege thus conferred upon his troupe, Moli~r' ~ . 

still less favoured than his Italian rival, . for 

Scaram.ouche 9 ~ company performed on the pop11lar ii._•r 

of the week (ioe. Su.nday, Tuesday and Friday) . whi~'-

Moli~re 1 s could only do so on off-days. Qualifl.t( 

though the mark of royal favour was, it did a~·fo14d -·· 

foothold for the players newly returned. from thP. ,. ">. 

vinces, and s11ch a foothold was precious in a- citi.; 

where competition ran high among theatrical'" .compa;n • 

. ... ,. 
•• • • .. - ... .J - , . 

In July the following year, the Italians retu.rnec ' .... 

their own country, leaving I~oli~re in· sole · posse!:!o:!.~ r 

and enjoyment of. the Petit-Bourbon theatre ;~ an · C ·.I.'Y'1 ~ ".. ·.' • 

position vmence his rivals soon contrived to oue~ 

When the Petit-Bourbon was demolished unexp'3et:.:;,.!:. 
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October~ 1660, to make way for alterations to the 

Louvre, the best facilities Moli~re COQld manage to 

obtain from the King for his prodQctions were such 

as the Palais-Royal afforded, and they left much to 

be desiredo 

Good~ bad or indifferent, the conditions under which 

Moli~re and his actors had to perform are of less 

interest for the present study, than the new social 

environment in which the dramatist was beginning to 

make his reputation • 

.. e have already seen, in a very general way, what 

life was like for nobles at court (1); we have also 

seen the sort of audiences that filled the court-

theatre o ( 2 ) Now comes the matter of Moli~re's 

place in the sphere of royal entertainment, which was 

qQite different from entertainment of provincia1so 

The first point to bear in mind is that, for the 

generation that succeeded Richelieu's rQle, amusement 

was extremely important. Those attached to the 

Court in the early 1660s were determined to enjoy 

themselves to the fQll; much of the emphasis on 

pleasures was reaction against the enforced austerity 

of earlier days, when, during the first Fronde, Paris 

was blockaded and the QQeen Mother was stranded at 

(1) See Chapter One , part two. 
(2) See Chapter Two. 



108 

suuptuvus I.dpa sts of t he early 1 ~.1.xties ti!O:.O ·.J ·.a~· 

madE; up f or the days when "love-making w!1.S uccom.n~""..J 

by bre ad instead of sonne"'Gs" (1 ), so scarce wtts tt.: ··~ 

Molier e ' s arrival on the court-scene coinci c..ed w .... -, 

a period when there was always s ome gree.1, pers on p •.:: •. 

ing host t o ever-willing guestsp for gastronomi c 

pleasures were certainly no.t accounted inferior dE-<i ,. 

( 2 ). Ma squerades were fashionabl e, too , and ball-~' 

in wh ich the young King did not disdain to particl.o;' ~ . . 

although the high-mi-nded d:espised this form o:f en"to).. -~ 

tainment most heartily, .. deeming it frivolouso 

exercise was popular at court, and ladies were evt! 

allowed to watch, to maintain good tone and l end so · 

refinement to the proceedings . During Lentp bal 

and ball e li c. were forbidden , but sport was no"G ! ...ul ' . 

.hun·ting went o.n throughout the yea r: in winter , t:U ... 

Queen herself, and her ladies, would sometimes ace: : .; 

pany the men in pursuit of the stag. 

Such an ambiance was extremely propitious for a 

drama t i st , and especially a comedian. There wa~ ... 

constant demand for concerts, ballets and pl aysp ~!J 

as audiences were relatively small , the number o~ ~- ~ ­

play s r equired to divert them was correspondingly 

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

(2) 

!1" lJagen di e , La Foli t esse Mondai n e ~ ( 1600-J....-:~· , 1 . 
P oUoF o Paris, 1925, pg. 543. 
E.g . a venison-banquet for 1.664 persons , co:::,. .. _ 
5 o 000 livre s, and Mme. de Chaune 0 s Moorish b.:· ., : 
for Anne of A.llstria, with s tatues and ora.ng6··~ _ .1. .• • .' 

specially i mportede 
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SL'I.Cr~ ('. short runo Apa"!"t f~ 01.11 Ci:\e play ;:-, .. ~(~ea. 

rooms of palaces in Paris ( t he .cr.alia.n :~i-U ... -:.~.l , ~ 

example, used the Peti t-Bourbol1, ano. Mo.Liel.lt.# c .;;~ ~ ...... 11 

the Palais-Royal at a later date) 11 it wo.s <..v.tn...tt:J ,.. 

players to be summoned to entertain -che courli \ h"' ...... 

it \Vas assembled, - not necessarily in the Cap"' \1 __ : . • 

On such occasions, the theatrical company was SuA -

to pay a "visi te", the length of which varj.ed a ce... .. 

ing to the importance of the event being celei;,rw. ... t:•. ~ 

it could last for anything up to three weeks., .:..4>­

the case of a supper-wi th-entez11ainment, the u iY ... 11:. ·-· 

would be of short duration - a few hours o Not v.l • -

were "visites" desirable from the financial po~.Lit 

view, but they also enhanced the prestige of c:...l 

troupe considerably. Nor were "visiteb11 c:obt::. _ ~ · 

to court- audiences. It was equally common :fc, __ .......... 

eminent figure of the aristocracy to call on i..lo~. t.. 

services of a troupe, even if the patron of th-.. 

troupe were the King or» as in the case of Moll. e.~.. + t· 

company, Monsieur. La Grange 0 s Register mentiu.u•. 

almost a hundred performances "en visite", ov0r !:..0( 

above those that took place before the ~ and 

courte Among the illustrious names that appe~ 

the list are those of the Great Cond~; Mazu..in.? 

Fouquet and Colbert; the Dukes of Guise and Bee:~1.. .... \ 

and Mmeo de Rambouillet. But Moli~re gave more. 

performances for the King than for all the noble, 
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put togethel;"': he played at Vint:cnnes, ~o.a:~aL.-.: .J~...: ........ ~ 

Sej.nt-Germain 11 Versailles" and Ghambord nn~ t:o , .... .., 

tio~ the Lo~vre and Tuileri es Palaces~ 

\"Vhat of the sort of existence Moli~re led durin~ ;: __ .. 

most pr oductive, demanding and tnteresting per:J.od (! _ 

his career? 

Obviously a.s his reputation grew$ so did the de.u:.n.,'lr: 

for his comedies, which meant that in addition t o tl ~­

administr ative burden of troupe-director, he had to 

find the time to compose plays of a sufficiently 

high standard to maintain his popularity and t hat o, 

his playerso Not all his great plays belo~~inrr TO 

the period 1658-1673 were written hastily and tmn._ · 

pressure, but Ren~ Bray is right in observing tbk t 

"il reate plu.s de vingt pi~ces qui f urent COJL0 

~ Paris par un com~dien surmen~, oblig~ de 

compter avec les mois , lea aemaines, et m~m& 

lee jours •• • " (l) 

The fact of having Monsieur as his patron did not 

exempt Moli~re from anxiety regarding rival trou~s c 

in Paris, nor did he have the monopoly of court-E>1.;~ .- -.. _ 

tainmento The players of the HOtel de Bourgogn~ , 

the Italian-farceurs , and the actors from the Mara-;: ..... 

theatre were also invited to exhibit thei r t~lents 

----------------------------------------------·~-~ -~ 
(l) Ro Bray, Moli~re, Homme de th~Atrep Merc~re J~ 

France , 1968 -Pari so Pg. _175e 

\ 

\ 

: 
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be for;.; ~.1.1c. court. 

ner:f.ormers were the favouri t ee oi .~he Kir '~ r.n;.ce • . 

Italians had departed in 1660o 

summer of .1662 ~ the H8tel de Bourgogne troup(:> 1, je· .:·_ )1 

of the privileges accorded to that of the PaiaiH~ 

Royel, took .the step of seeking the Queen Mother s 

intercession for ·entertaining the court, would sugg~, l 

the measure of Moli~re 1 s success with His Maj eatyo 

Such was his standing at cooxtP t~at when Fouquet 

was disgraced and arrested a matter of weeks after 

commissioning a play from Moli~re (Lea . FA<:~~' 1661) v 

i nstead of being involved in the minister's diagrarv . 

t he playwright was received, wi t,h his work, at Gou .. t--r 

How reliable the tradition that Louis suggested a..~.~n · ·­

ments to ~Fltcheux might be 9 i .s uncertaino B.l:l.x 

i s significant, and no doubt an ir1dication of the; ··-; 

ctate of affairs, that the play in question was <it·.c·' .. 

cated to the .King when it was published early in ~~ 

Three months after this tri umph, the Palais-Royal 

troupe was summoned to Saint-Germain for a fairly 

protracted "visite" at Court, performing before th'c.: 

King for a week, and again a litt le later in the yen· 

for an even longer spell, - nearl y three weekso . ,. 
-L 

seems clear that by this time, Moli~re was becomi14~ 

f irmly established as the favolll'ite enterta.;.ner at 

court. In 1663, His Majesty confirmed this by co .. _~. 

ferring on the comedian the title of "bel esprit" ; 

cmd _::.ranting him a pension of loOOO livreso The-r:-· 
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the Ki.n; v s "leve:r" ( l ) in 1663 ~ s. ._'..i from :-h - ""' r, ~ 

had once held s - ''valet de chambr e'3 du Hoi !I .. 

But the high&st proof of royal e s·iieem was ye-t to cc :. ~ 

In February, 1664, Louis XIV was god-father to Noli· ~~ ~ ­

son, Louis , first-born child of his union with Arnu:-n-:i : 

Bejart, (a y oung woman some twenty years the dr.~ ..... ~- ~ · 

j uni or, and related to Madeleine .. ) In it self, th~~ 

gesture was not specially remarkable. Other "valvt~ 

de chambre" ~ad been similarly honoured , and later 

~ht:· court-entertainer Lulli was to receive the sam . 

'!la:r-k of favour. The King's action was only signii ~ -· 

cant i nasmuch as i t came at a time when Moliere w·; ~ 

•mder heavy attack as a result of the con"trovereJ. 

~~o~sed by the Ecole des Femmeso Such a publ:i.c '.J?...:.J.--

f estation of the I1:onarch' s sympathy with Moli~re 'a 

cause could hardly pass without comment. There wL;' 

little in the play itself to give legitimate offen co.. 

(unless one accepts the .humollr of the "tarte C. l a 

creme" variety as being too earthy 2.lld gaulol.J f or 

sensit ive souls); it was the out standing eucces <.:> c 

the piece that awakened the hostility of rivals 

j calotls of their own reputation, b.Jld sparked oii r.r. .. r 

s~orm of criticism that dominated conversation ~n ~~~ 

salons at that time .. Not even the "~artuffen crl. ~>~-:~. 

---------------------------------------------------~- -----
(l) If we can go by the famous lE.tter written b;r 

~acine in rovembe~ , 166). 
I 
I 
! 
! 
' 
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t he '·par ti devot 11 at the court a.nu obli ged L.m:.:. ·~· .: 

ban further performances of Moli~re ~ s n ew play, -

diminished the privileged position that the comer! ;.~ ' 

enjoyed a t court. On the contrary 9 in 1665 , a:f~~er· 

many perfor mances before His Maj ssty (Fontuineblca D. 

Versailles, and Saint-Germain), the Palai s-Royal 

troupe was transferred from the service of tJions~eu:c 

to that of the King himself, to ba known the.nce:fcr',.~- , 

as the "Troupe du Roi au Palais-Royal"o Not only 

did this mean a greater measure of dignity and preet:· :\ 

(criteria of the utmost importance i n seventeenth­

century French society), but also an increase in 

f inancial assistanceo (A pension of 6 . 000 livree 

a ccompanied t he troupe 1 s new status c ) 

'.::he libertine aspects of a new play wri tten anc. s-.; :.. .;( .. 

that year by :~1oli~re (Dom Juan) did little to appe :...· 

his fanatically religious enemies, however~ and lihC'~ 

interdict on Tartuffe remained ic force. The rest 

of 1665 and the whole of 1666 saw :~Ioli~re continue / ' 

fulfil his obligations as chief court-entertainer~ 

2:t V ;rsailles he presented L 1 A.mo~:t:. IIMdeci,n, and et"G 

Saint-Germain he spent nearly three mont hs towards ~/. 

end of 1666, helping to organi se the great Balle~ .. ': .. -·. 

r~uses, to which his own contribution was i n the : orr., 

of three comedies (Melicerte , Pastorale Comiaue i:in,· 

Le Sicilieno) Apart f r om these activitiesp :.1oliG"'n 
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lifted~ but such was the :lnflue.rK.~ of hiL ~.;r.wm.:..~s 

~hat ::. t was not until Februa:cy ~ ..L 69 t an.;tr .. cepe- .. v c; l 

pleaa and appeals to the King, tha1i royal pernn.B ... ._ n 

~as finally given for the controversial play t o ~t 

performed publicly. 

Between 1668 and 1670, Moli~re did not spare himsb:. :' 

"to maintain a steady su.r;>ply of new works for Kin.[~ .: ..~. • . 

public. In 1~·68~ after a lull in creative a.cti'Vi·:,: 

(explained partly by ill health, partly by preoccu­

pation with the "Tartuf fe " crisis) 1V1oliere staged. 

his Amphitryon in the Palais-Royal theatre, and a 

little later at courto That year , the Grand D:....v,,: - -......oo . .. _ _ ____ . 

R9y_al took place at Versailles, in the sumraerp c. ... u L . .. 

1..nclL1ded Moliere's comedy, ~eorg_~- Dandino ..!...!1 16C: 

a t Cham.bord, it was M. de Po_~aug~.§iC; at 3L:l_iTt .. 

Germain , Les Amante Magnifiques, as part of anot1L .. 

pivertisse!Ilent Royal, for which the Ki ng had an ir_. 

satiable appetiteo This time it was 111oli~re alon.: 

who· was responsible for arranging the proceedings ' 

before he had merely seen to the comic entertainne11~ 

while the master of ceremonies wa::~ Benserade . .rt: · 

year 1670 was saddened by the untimely death of 

Monsieur's vivacious, 26-year-old wife 9 Henrietvd 

d 'Angle terre 9 and for four months there were no r c ,,· 

revels or entertainments at court. But in Octobe ~ 

ttlat year, the interest in the Micidle :Bast awakenc··~ 

' . _.:~_ 
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by tr.~ vioi"t of one .t1.rv-iou. t0 ~~-~ Fr&ucll Cv~A.c-t ~ ...t.._J. 

t h6 d t= sire for vengeance after :?l ~light tc, i· ·1"' n ~ 

digni·liy when a Turkish gardener Wd3 sent to Pari •_, u, 

the First Ambassador of Turkey, caused a "tu.rquer'l~" 

(play about Turks) to be commissioned.. According v 

Moliere staged the Bourge2~s Genti~~~' with th~ 

collaboration of Luili (music) and Beauchamp (chorec-

graphy). Collaboration characterised the next pro-

duction as well- Psy~h~- which was performed hcfv · 

King and court in the Tuileries Palace in January, 

1671. It was a most extravagant and costly piece 

of entertainment, lasting some five hours and invoJ. "· 

~he use of elaborate machines and stage-effects. 

Pressure of work obliged Moli~re to enlist the air, 

of Corneille, then aged sixty-five, in the compo ~ -: ... 

tion of the play. Moli~re himself wrote the pro~· , 

Act I and the first scenes of .Acts II and III o ' ... •l , 

rest is executed by the author of Le C~d, - about 

eleven hundred lines. 

'rhe other play that Moli~re put on for the Court i r. 

1671 was La Comte sse -d ' ~scurbagna_!! (at Saint-Gerrua.i .. i. 

on December 2nd. ) This was the last performance o.~ 

the Troupe du Roi before their royal patron. Alre 

Lulli's growing popularity at cottrt was estrangin~ 

the King and his once-favoured comedian: the moncr~. 

pleasure was increasingly gratified by the talent ~ 

of the Florentine musician, as ls shown by the pri·ri -· 
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~rhe aC' i ncluded the monopol y , at l'1'"' 1l.2't, 0 1. .:.:~nJ ... :+, .:..i:: . 

ment involving music and da~c1ng 

to present his last play? the &~8:..~~e Im~l::l'l8:~l?~F 

before the King, but shortly before Christmas, 16/~ ~ 

he realized the futility of this ambition, and the 

comedy was staged instead at the Palais-Royal thea·t r e, 

where~ after four performances, the famous comedia~ .. 

appearqd for the last time. 

of February 17th, 1673 . 

He died on the eveni.:~ 

The delicate social position of t h 0 se connected wi ·0~ -. 

the ·Gheatre, and the attitude of ·Ghe Church t owa.rdi3 

uCtl)rs, caused inevitable difficulties when th~ mcJ.c';~.i· 

of t:lC dramatist ' s sepulture aroue. As it was 7 

v.ililE; ne was still on his death-.'oed, ·two prie~rts :.n 

the vicinity of his house had rc f usea to come ar1d 

admini ster the final sacraments~(l) The formal 

appeal addressed to the _e\.rch.bishop of Paris by 

:.-oli~re' E widow in ~ebruary, 167 3, confirms the lLYJ.­

compromisin,g sta..11.d taken by the priest of the parL-.r·. 

11 
•• • comme ledict sieur :.1oli~re est deced~ sa.r:e. 

avoir re9u le sacrernent de confession dans Qn 

temps ou il venait de representer la comedie , 

monsieur le cure de 3ainct-Eustache lui refu~e 

la sepulture ••• ,, ( 2) 

( 1) i'/.lessieurs Lenfant and JJechat. 
(2) C.f. ~dition du Seuil, ?aris , 1964, pg . Jl . 
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The :o:e-.1.sons 'for the .b.rchbib:i:l :_) c ;:, :.,.!~dul.bt:n(;.· ; .~· ~ ..:.~~H 

0b scu:r.P ~ t.tere may or ma:r !'10..- n: v : been ki!J-::;l. r 

~ntervention; but Whether i t wa., t hrOU.t?;h ~tar OJ. a 

public scandal , or whether i t wao oecause of th~ 

position Moli~re had held at Collrt records show 

that Mme~ Moliere's supplicati on met with a favour~ 

able response.. In a document dated 20th Februar~ 

1673 , the Archbishop replied: 

" .... . nous avons permis au siC'ur cure de ·sair.c+ . 

Eustache de donner la s~pulture ecclesiastique 

au corps dl1 defunct Moli~rc dans le cimeti~re 

de la pal~oisse , ~ conditi on neantmoins qu.& (, fo; 

s era sans aucune pompe? e t avecq deux prestr~u 

seullement, et hors des houres du jour • •• '' 

He was careful to add t hat 

11nostre pr6sente permimJion s era oa.ns preJ Ltu5 :. 

aUX ·regles dU ri ttJ.el de nostre eglize a II (:" .. J 

Alt ogether a rather grudging and qualified stateme1 i.: 

of permission granted ~ which sllggests the intensit2 

of prejudice that existed regarding thespians of the 

t ime. On the other hand, it al so implies the exce~­

t ional nature of Moliere's case ~ and as such invites 

f~pe~mlation on the latter's ulace in society at the 

t ime of h i s death. 

Apart f r om t he fact that he was a controversial cele~ 

brity in hi s own right as the result of the many 

( 1) Ibido 
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successful plays he had staged for Parisian audiences 

at the Palais-Royal theatre, his position at Louis' 

court had lent him considerable prestige. From 

Les ~~.chei.lX in 1661 to La Comtesse d 'Escarbagnas 

in 1671, - a period of ten years ·- Moliere and his 

trou.pe ha<l established themselves as royal entertainers 

of t he first degreeo As Ren~ Bray points out, (l) 

if one adds together all the periods spent "en visite" 

by the Troupe du Roi, one finds that they amount 

quantitatively to a whole year, - a year in direct ser-

vice t o the King! This was a privilege that did 

not come to many, especially taking into account 

the capriciousness of roya~ taste and the ficklene s s 

of royal favour. Although he embraced a theatrical 

career ~ ~.~.oliere did not, apparently, break completely 

with t he bourgeois tradition that shaped his early 

days~ we have seen that on his return to Paris from 

the provinces, his reconciliation with his family 

was swift and completeo When he mar~.ed Armande 

B6jart, it was by religious ceremony 1 in the church 

of Saint-G·ermain-1 'Auxerrois 9 and his conduct in 

his private life (the little of it that can be gleaned 

from reliable sources) seems to have bee~ entirely 

conventional .. Such anomalies as have come down to 

posterity concerning Moliere ' s life - for example, 

the cuggestion that Armande B~jart was the illegitimate 

daughter of Madeleine 9 sired by Moliere himself when 

he first met the interesting com~dienne - are of 

(l) Op. cit. pg. 138. 
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suspect origin, most of them insinuated by the drama­

tist's enemies at court or by his rivals at the H6tel 

dn Bnurgogneo Had Moliere indulged in outrageous 

T)rc.~tices or overtly flotlted the "bienseances" (code 

of se'3mly bP.hav:i.ou!'), it is h i ghly doubtful whether 

Louis XIV would have protected him as he did . The 

Sun-King may have been autocratic , but not even he 

could afford "to cross the powerful 11parti devot " 

at his court 9 as his pol~cy concerning Tartuffe 

indicates. The remarks of such persons as Donneau 

de Vise and the Boul an8er de Chalus3ay, author of 

the venomous Elomire Hypocondre j should be treated 

with tlle caution they deserve in view of their 

SOU:i. .. Ce o 

'.t'hat of the attitude to :Mol~erR among society at 

lar3e i n his day? To the nobles and the Aing, he 

was a supremely talent ed ~ntcrtainer upon whom they 

could rely to provide hilarity at special functions 

of a commemorative nature , or simply a troupe-director 

whose ability to amuse was valuable i n a.r:t existence 

so dependent on divertissement ~o ~ake it liveable. 

To the actors at the H6tel de Bourgogne he was a 

dangerous rival whose brilliance and reputation were 

a thr eat to their security~ to their place in the 

theatrical life of Pariso To the very mixed audiences 

that filled the theatre of the Palais-Royal he was a 

comedian whose plays admirably answered to the classi-
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cal ideal of "plaire et instruire", inasmuch as they 

provoked mirth and thought at the same time. Occasion-

ally there were objections when the subject treated 

in a play offended the taste of the "pr~cieu.x", or 

when t he relevance of one of the lessons he pointed 

was felt to be uncomfortably obvious~(l) Religious 

d~vots of the period hated Moli~re, partly because 

he was regarded as something of a libertine (in the 

sense of "a man of independent convictions"), and 

partly because their fanaticism and hypocrisy were 

attacked in Tartuffe. In general, the ultimate test 

of public opinion about Moli~re is the popularity he 

enjoyed as an exponent of comic art. His social 

position. like that of most dramatists of his time, 

was dubious, more because of the sort of milieu he 

frequented than because of any oddities in his per­

sonal life or any idiosyncrasies characterizing his 

behaviour in general . 

For a dramatist and actor, he enjoyed, if anything, 

higher status than was customary for one of his sta-

tion .. For example, it was unusual for plays to have 

their premi~re at Court; under normal circumstances 

Parisian audiences served as the guinea-pig for new 

,wrks , and only if these were well-received by the 

Town did a troupe risk performing them before more 

august gatherings& A study of Moli~re's premi~res 

(1) Like the gentleman who protested that ~Ioli~re 
was mocking him as a c~ckold in L'Ecole des ~aris; 
whereupon someone retorted that he should be 
grateful it was only in fiction, not in fact ~ 

" 
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account .. 

the author had intended it to have i t ( f i.r-s t ~· '~r It) 

ance at Courto Such familiarity with thn cv~n:·T ~ 

the calibre of Moli~re 9 s work and presen-vation 9 .. :ia-.J 

the. respect that was accorded hl.IIl during his liJ.c't.:', : . . 

For the rest» his career differs l ittle frow th,; 

careers of dramatists and actor·, mor _ or l es"".. .JC> · ', 

porary with h i m .. One has only to bear in mind. ·c.h.e 

hand-to-mouth existence of the early days; th.s p1"'~.:.~ ­

vincial wanderings; t he fortUll0-se.Jking and .:t.ih~::. l .• :-:t 

for patronage and popul arity . oooo 

Rc fe:-ence ·lio the content of !..loJ..iere: s -~)la:>·& ll .s •. <·'" 

car efulJ..y avoided in t ni s cha1 .;r·r .. 

the famous comedian 1 s life from l1i 3 wor k s L 3 t Gr ' .;,' 1, 

and has been done with cons iderable ~kill by moi'.; t. _ ~ 

one scholar of note o(l) Eowevers i n a s t udy bll ..... ~ -~.: 

the present one . i~ is not appropriate to adopt t rr 

subjective approacho We o.re only conceri!.ed wi ·G.:-l 

f acts at this stage, and social interpretat ion of ~ .­

plays belongs to a later section of this work. 

---------------------------------------~~-----~ ·~ 

(1) !S.g. Pierre Brisson, Moli~re 2 3a vie dane s "-:s ceu'!rr..::s 
Gallimard, Paris, l94~o · - · ~~~~~' 
Ramon Fernandezp Moli~~he Man _SeenJJI:.£91;;'-:_ . .::l~~--p~~~ 
tr Wil son FollE::t~l >'~ W3.ng ~ Ne~V!or~ ... 1.jr- '· 



122 

Chapto.r l?OUl'o 

§2_~al q-!1 teria 

and the 

Seventeenth-Cent~jDram~!is~o 

The values of Moli~re's society have been reviewed ; 

the place in that society of the dramatist in generul 

and of Moli~re in particular, has been establiahed v 

It remains now to discuss the importance of social 

values in the work of such a man, endeavouring to 

entertain such a society. 

For a person whose livelihood depends, as Moli~re " !1 r"~i-c' 

upon pleasing his aQdience, the key-word is surely 

"entertaino" Few people are amused by spectacl~J 

in which sermonizing about the criteria dear to th~hl 9 

is emphasized at the expense of humour or aesthetic 

satisfaction. Besides, obvious moralizing was con~ 

sidered unsubtle and offensive to good taste in the 

classical age. We have only to read a fable or ·t\'11 ... , 

of La Fontaine ( l) - the sort of literature that p:c\. -­

supposes moralizing - to see the lightness of touch 

where moral lessons are concerned o Even the mor-

dant La Rochefoucauld (2) and the disillusioned La 

Bruy~re (3) never for a moment permitted themselve~ 

----------------------------------·--------------- e 

Jean de La Fontaine, moralist ~ author of Fable~ (1621-1695 ) 
Le du.c de La Rochefoucallld , author of Ma.ximes 9 ( J.Sl.3 -1680 ) 
Jean de La Bruybre, au.thor of Lea Carac~~reep ( 1S45~1696 ) 



123 

r: o become d ogma. tic or itlp::Jli·t;;c o 

How much less , then, woulu a. p· .E..ywrigh" o:t tt.i.C J" . .&: . ..__ 

allow hiEJ views on the conduct of his contemyor 1.l.' .'-: 

to obtrude into his work , t o t he extent of makli~ 

him forget his duty as an entertainer! 

as exist in seventeenth-century French drama are ;u .. . 

pli ci t, and it is up to the spectator or reader 9 a~~ 

~he case may be , to detect and assess t hem, 

are not the less real for being veiled; it is simp~ 

that we are dealing with the sort of literature vv.t .. :u .. ~Ll; 

i f it intended to criticise the status ouo p did ~ 0 

discreetly, and wit h caution. Moreover, it sel~o~ 

criticised to change the order of things? but r r• .. : ..... 

to preserve it, f or seventeent h-centlll'y l i terP..tl, · · 

not t he literature of revolt ana revolutiono 

Another point to be borne in mind when disc~ssil~ 

dramatic lit erature of this age i s that t he <iram.:.~ c.;..:. ,t 

wa s not a social pariah in the sense that he felt 

frustrated and excluded by the society into whicl~ it-=.: 

was born. Post-Romantic l iterature - cramatic ~l 

otherwi se - has seen a strange paradox , in tha~ ~h 

the attitude of society itself has changed toward~ 

t he writer (e.g. the Church ceased to condnmn p1e::-r­

wrights a...'ld actors) , t he wr:Lter ' s att itude towaro s 

societ y became one of' resentment and hostility. F~'- ... 
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t he 1;: C~""E:mteenth-century vvTi t er f e ::..1 h.unsei f i1. t~u: .. 

with the society of his day? and :Y~erien~}ed no.u.~; C'!. 

t he ang~ish of non-communication "that has bese t .wo~ '"-

modern authors and "angry young men. " 

Moli~re's age was an age Ln which men were more con­

scious of the collective well-being 9 the common weal 9 

than of the rights of the individ11al ~Fithin that 

collecti vity" Proof of this is the fact that even 

Descartes, who stood for the universality of human 

intelligence and therefore the intellectual eq_uali·ty 

of men, does not advocate human autonomy as :forcibl:! 

as he might 1 nor does he insist ~pou the i nalienab:i.·.:... 

r ights of the individualo (1) 

Learing this in mind, it is easier f or ~s to 

why the works of the classi cal age of French lite:-...... .- ;i... . 

are so much in harmony with their social backgrouna 

s ·oliere ' s plays were no exception., 

So much for the author' s attitude towards the t one ~i 

',/hat was expected of the comic genre 9 

content-wise, other than that it should amuse? On~ 

of the surest authorities on this subject is Jean 

Chapelain~ whose Opuscul es Critigu~ of the 1630s 

(1) For further remarks in this re5ard, oee Berna:1 
Lavergne, Individualisms contr~~ autoritari •me=> ., 
P.U.Fo, Paris, 1959, PP o36-39 o -~ 

I 

\ 
\ 
i 
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contain m::uy of the basic tenet::J of seven ... ~E-nth 

~entury literary theory. Of comedy he savs, 

" ..... le poete y imite les actions d.ee personrte s 

de petite condition, ou tout au plus de m~diocre , 

dont les fins sont heureuses." (1) 

From this it is clear that comedy was by its very 

nature non- noble as opposed to tragedy, which is, as 

Chapelain states, an affair "des grands".(l) As 

for the utility of drama (including comedy), ChapelaiL 

waxes eloquent on the wholesomeness and moralizing 

quality of what he calls "la po~sie repr~sentative" 

in his famous letter to Antoine Godeau, dated 29th 

November, 1630. He says, 

!I 
••• le but principal de toute repr~sentation 

sc~nique est d'~mouvoir l'Ame du spectateur. 3o 

et de la purger par ce moyen des mauvaises 

habitudes qui la pourraient faire tomber .. e 19 {J ) 

How seriously are we to take such a view of dramatic 

art, particularly in so far as it can be applied to 

Moli~re's plays? However authoritative his pronounce-

ments might be, Chapelain passed his critical judge­

ments a full thirty years before Moli~re's career 

reached its height. Some allowance must be made for 

i nevitable changes of opinion in the course of those 

thirty years, be they ever so slight. Yfuat is more , 

Chapelain's statement displays a certain tendency to 

Alfred Hunter edition, Droz, Paris, 1936, pg.lJO .. 
Ibid. pg. 119. 

.! 
I 

I 
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gE:tnGra.Lize, and Illioli~re' 3 at1iitl.:.de to his pl1.2.) ­

content nee>d not necessarily confOL"Dl t o t.a..at ~.a id 

down by Chapelaino The latter9 i n a miecell any 

entitled Q~~~~g~s gens de lettre~J!~1Q~is, remarks 

of Moli~re: 

"Il a connu le caract~re du comique et l'ex~cute 

naturellement. L'invention de ses meilleures 

pi~ces est i~it~e, mais judicieusement. Sa 

morale est bonne et il n'a qu'~ se garder de 

la scurrilit~." (1) 

He applauds Moli~re's techni~ue, finds his choice of 

sources acceptable, but feels some scruples about 

giving his unqualified approval to the "morale" of 

the dramatist's comedies. Still, he describes the 

moral content as "bonne", meaning, no dou.bt, that he 

fo und it essentially conservative and reasonable . 

But if the public of seventeenth-century Paris had 

thirsted for moral teaching alone, there was plenty 

to be had from the pulpit and religious literature . 

They sought something else from their visits to the 

H8tel de Bourgogne, the Marais and, later, the Palais~ 

Royal, just as the King and nobles did not require 

the bourgeois comedian whom they patronized so fre ­

quently to show them the straight and narrow path 

of virtue. 

':, e return to the initial point raised in this chapter ~ 

(1) Opuscules Critiques cit., pg. 344. 
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·iihat t he elemEnt of pu.re ~ la~Dhtc.t·· prov-vki.ug ..:!uilif:CL,y 

·.,.s.s vi tal to the continued ponulnr j t y of 3 p ).-:.y, .. r.:_,_; -r. 

&nd actor like Moli~ree The entcrtainment-vu.lue ox 

his productions guaranteed the demand for them. ana it 

was this demand that earned him a 1ivingo 

not mean that the moralizi ng element is abs6at , but 

it is less important than Chapelain i s statement would 

lead us to .expect. In fact, correction and diverti~~~men~ 

are fused together in Moli~re•s co11ceptton of wh~t .hi.:. 

plays should contain, and this idea is stated in his 

often-quoted comment in the first placet to Louis XIV 

i n August 9 1664, concerning the ban on Tartuffe· 

"Le devoir de la com~die ~tant de .£2,!;r-iger_ l es 

hommes en les di vertissant .... 11 (1) 

The other well-known observation ruude by the dramati,~ 

.i1irnself on the genre he perfected is in scene vi of' til:· 

Critique de l'Ecole des Femmes in Ju.ne, 166,3, anC. , l :i_k, 

the other, it implies the double fQUction of comeuy• 

co castigate and to give pleasure . ( 11 
o o . rendre 

agr~ablement sur le thea.tre les defauts de tout le 

monde . n ) ( 2) 

It may be objected that in the case of the first quo­

tation, Moli~re would naturally draw attention to t he 

fact that his attack on "d~vots" was neither gratu.itou.~ 

nor ill-intentioned, since he was pleading his cause 

(1) 

(2) 

Given in the Couton edition of Moli~re's works,Vol.I , 
pg . 889 (Pl~iade, Paris, 1971) 
Ibid. p.p. 660-661 . 
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tend. to make it less valid as U...'l ::..ndicat:1.{')U of .uo>, 

Moli~re envi~aged his work. :T-~ cieems unlikel y 9 b -:, ~ ­

ever , thai; a dramatist in his poc:J:t ion would claim -r.o 

be bo~h morulist and entertainer i f this wer~ not 

really the case ; the evidence to refute such a clPi n 

would be too tangible, as the plays were there for 

all to see. 

As for the second quotation, it is true that it is 

not spoken directly by Moli~re, but put into the mouth 

of a young marquis, one of the protagonists of the 

nlayo (1) It is always dangerous to attribute the 

i deas of any one character to the playwright him .... el.f , 

cince the greatest playwrights seldom 9 if ever, id.r.~.r-r. ·- ­

themselves with a given charactero Their views anc.. 

.. t tit udes emerge from the dramatic situation they 

present rather than from the speech of a "persona" . 

In the present case, however, Moli~re was consciously 

presenting, not a dramatic situation as suchp but a 

justification of the controversial Ecole aes Femmes , 

This being so , one is sur~ly not ju~ping to conclusio· 

in supposing that statements regarding the rtne and 

purpose of comedy, placed in the mou.th of sympatheti.~ 

characters, reflect the opinion of the author himself, 

I t is safe to assume, then9 that for Moli~rep - us 

(1) ~he marquis Dorante . 

I 
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! or most playwrights of -vh.., !h.:..<l-~ovent c.. ent~ .... ~.atu.:ry, ~ 

drama was both exemplary and amusing, hi glllightir4..:. 

aspects of the human condition and delighting a.u.die.r:· ev 

while it did so .. Being a comedian, despite the earl~ 

attraction he :felt for tragedy and "nobler" genre s~ 

Moliere was naturally more concerned with the latter 

quality of drama, that is, its capacity for amusing 

and delighting. 

And the subject-matter? From Chapelain's definition 

of comedy already given, (1), it is clear that the 

traditional concept of this genre regarded it as 

dealing essentially with "personnes de petite condi­

tion, ou de m~diocre 11 , in other words, servants, pea-· 

sante, petty bourgeois and, at best, middle-class 

folk. It was intended for the coQnts, dukes, king~ 

and emperors to be reserved for tragedy. This theo­

retical class-differentiation is interesting, suggest~ 

ing as it does the application to drama of the social 

hierarchy of seventeenth-century France, the cate­

gorization of genre according to whether it was "n()b1~ 11 

or "non-noble". 

Unfortunately for the theorists , this was a matter 

in which theory did not correspond closely with prac­

t ice . Inevi tably members of the nobility tended to 

stray upon the comic stage from time to time , and 

(1) See page 125. 
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rigorous separation of the classes according to whether 

a tragedy or a comedy was being presented, was neither 

practicable nor convincing. "Vraisemblance", or the 

credibility of a play, was a quality highly esteemed 

by those who , like Chapelain, propounded the doctrine 

of classical drama; and the exclusion of nobles from 

comedy runs counter to an attempt to create the illusion 

of reality on the stage. As Moli~re himself put it, 

"o ... il faut peindre d'apr~s nature." (1) 

In real life, of course , there is constant interchange 

between members of the different classes: a bourgeois 

shop-keeper sells articles to a marquise, a coun~, 

while dressing, banters with his valet, a ch~telain 

gives i nstructions to his bailiff... Comedy deals 

with the very stuff of which daily life is made, where 

t r agedy concentrates ideally on the rare, the exalted, 

the heroic. This possibly explains why nobles obtruded 

into comedy more readily than bourgeois and servants 

found their way into tragedy (other than as confidantes 

and .mere tools of dramatic expediency. ) 

We have seen in Chapter One to what extent social 

mobility was a feature of life in the France of Louis XIV. 

Such a phenomenon offers the comic dramatist ample 

opportunity for exploring human affectation, particu­

l arly in the rivalry of merchants and gentryo Long 

(1 ) Critique de l'Ecole des Femmes, so. vio 
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f or comedy (one is reminded of tb: yrototvPe of th~ 

parvenu as depi cted by Petroniuu~ Trimalchio .. ) 

i n any case, a~ John Loftis obser·l t!S in his stud•r c:.t~ 

the relationship between comedy and society (1) , 

"takes man in his social relationships as its prime 

subjecto" 

This is all very well; the comic potential of suet q 

theme i s quite obvious. The question is» how desir­

able was it for a person born into a hierarchical 

society and earning his living from pleasing differ­

-ut sections of that society9 to make friction between 

Ch9 social orders the subject of his plays? 

Howev J r far the age of Louts XIV might have been :r.J. ~. 

l iving up to the reputation for order, disc1pl ine 

harmony that posterity is pleased to attribute to it 

the last-mentioned qualities were collectively the 

ideal towards which men stroveo Our survey of the 

social structure of the time has shown that 9 despi v 

rivalry and resentment 9 poverty and hardship, there 

was no actual conflict between clas~es i n Moliere• s 

day; only differences between privileged and non~ 

privilee ed orders, that wer0 accepted as inevitabl eo 

Social mobility is one thing; social disunity anothc~· 

In a society torn apart by inter-class struggles $ 

(l) 
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and in which there is acute class-consciousness, plays 

focussing attention on, for example, the gaucherie 

of a newly-ennobled bourgeois, or the dishonesty and 

arrogance of an impecunious count, could conceivably 

be censured for inflaming passions best left alone. 

But the society in which Moli~re lived, and for which 

he wrote, was free from class-consciousness in the 

modern sense .. Far from disintegrating under the 

pressure of inner strife , i t was unified by the concept 

upon which i t reposed, namely that of an harmonious 

whole whose parts were interdependent o This concept 

was reinforced by the attitude of Louis XIV to the 

nation he ruled. When he came to the throne in 1661, 

he never sought to change the existing social struc­

ture of the State, but rather wanted to maintain the 

various orders and services of which it consisted. 

Above all , he tried to preserve a certain equality 

of effort among the orders. (This accounts for his 

insistence that the ecclesiastical order should pay 

taxes, since the nobles gave their blood and the 

people, their labour, for the State.) (1) 

It would seem, therefore , that the social stability 

characterizing his environment gave Moli~re a certain 

freedom in choice of subject-matter. On the other 

hand, it also imposed a limitation on his work in the 

sense that any attack on the soci al values of a given 

(1) For further comment on this subject, see R. Mousnier, 
op. cit . pg. 87. 
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g rouo, p:::·:.. '; ilP.gP.d 8r not~ would have be en c-::>.!1st:::-ued 

a~ " ·e;')eakab e i:r.psrtin nee in ""UC.h ;.:! socia}. context. 

As for a play depicting inter-clae3 dieco~J. ~~s rele­

vance to real-l i fP. ···ould be consi~ ~red qtles~ionahle, 

and i.l.nd~rs::andahly so . 

T'1.e!l ".he coreol ·~Xi ty of au··Uence-expecta1:.ion Ni th 

which h.e had to contend ( :;_) in~vi tably placec. restric-

tions on his artistic lib8rtyo To pillorv the values 

of t~e bourgeoisie in the Palais-Ro1ral theatre, where 

s11ch a large proportion o :" the audience were of 

bOli.Tr,~-:ois origi.Y.lq \~'Oil ' d be 8.~1 indiscr~~ion inviting 

cri tici.sm 9 howe·rer much the noble ele""~nts in the 

st·.;Jls t-o~.r: d boxe '": !""li..F-;ht enjoy the p~.R.;r. It would 

li 1q~wi,~e be li t:t 1 e s.Q.ort @f foJ.;l.y +.o ridicule the 

aristocracy in a com~d.y staged at court before t.hP. 

very persons whose attitude'~ and way of' life were 

und·~r attack., JAfe was fti f'ficr1lt e nough f:"lr a 

comedian :!.n sPventeenth-C•'.ntu:r.y Pe .. ris, wi tbout 

his eorr....,:!..icati.ng it furthe r by maki 1g controversial 

rema.":'ks in his d..ra.mat ic W()rks. 

·Nhqt has b0en said so far concer .ni:'lg chc.· i.:'e of subject­

mat tP.r for a pl8.~'U'" ~igh .. in Moli~re '~ oosltio.n applies 

onl .v to a g f:neralizt?.d abs-t.rac-:ion. for it :fai J_s to 

takt?. :i.ntc ~.ccot.tnt the personal:i.t;· of the t.n3.i vid; ~ al. 

TherR ~.s , alas t little hi~~torically rP.liable evidAnce 

----------·-------- -·---------
(1) See Chapter Two of the prese- t work . 
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of sc.n:.eiihiug co intangibl e .c.s L· .J :::::::: ~n.ality ~ i t .:.Xl. 

only be deduced from such facts ~b are ver ifiablev ,, 

for example p t he conduct of the ~~dividual ~n qu~stiv· 

under certain circumstanceso I t i s known that ~ 

despi te unpromising beginnings and opposition from 

his family , Moli~re persisted i n his ambition to 

become an actor/dramatist o In the lengthy wrangle 

over Tartuffe, contemporary comments and several 

placets to the King bespeak Moli~re v s determination 

to have his pl ay performed freely i n public. A 

more passive, or more prudent 9 person would have 

surrendered to circumstances and abandoned pro j ects 

t"etusing difficulty and ill-feelingo Moli~re did not., 

His behaviour would suggest obsti nacy and courage , 

l eading one to believe that he was not the sort of 

man who wrote plays with a view to flattering his 

audience unduly, or sparing their sensibility for 

fear of losing their good-will . This is not to 

say that he deli berately flouted the classi cal pre­

cept of good taste and courtesy known a s obedience ·to 

t he "biens~ances"; it merely poi nt s out that he wa9 

no sycophant slavishly pandering t o the expectations 

of those who came to watch hi s playso Moral inde-

pendence does not preclude politeness and toleranceu 

No clear-cut pattern emerges from a study of the 

content of Moli~re ' s plays in relation to the audienCL3 

f or whom they were createdo 



zaticns of aristocrats (1 ) and ~ i nter al l a 9 ~h~ 

observation tha-i; "le mdr q_ui s d 0 aujou.rd ~hu:._ ~ st .u..: 

plai sant de l a COmedie 11 , was VJr i t ten and per~OI11lect 

for the King at court. But so was the ~~~e~i~ 

Gentilhomme, which highlights the snobbishness and 

stapi di ty of the noble-aping parvenuo The Femmes 

Savantes, on the other hand , had its premiere in the 

City; and it shows up the ridiculous pretent~cn~ tc 

intellectual superiority of certain bourgeois femal c se 

The Critique de l'Ecole des Femmes derives much of 

its piquancy from two portrai ts of the '' culti vated" 

f..abi tu~s of aristocratic salons , that could hardly 

have gi ven much satisfaction to nobles (2); tha~ 

play was not created specially f or the cou.rt 9 but 

·,,~s f irs t performed for the mi xed Parisian audi enc;;: 

~i t he Palai s- Royal theatr e o 

ouch an erratic pattern of subject/audience relat1o~­

ship would suggest indifference on the part of the 

playwright to the reacti on of his spect atorso Y~t 

Koli ere was scarcely in a position to please hims~lf.. 

surrounded as he was by rivals and enemies , and 

dependent on patronage to no lesser extent than any 

ot her troupe-dir ector and dramatis-t of his time o ~ t 

i~ only par tly t rue that the King was the person whose 

( l) Jome of t he nobles listed e.mor .::; the Dramati :::; p·~rsc·n ~· · 
of thi s play are described as follows : "marquL1 
ridicule" ; "marquis fa.cheu.x"~ "mar qui se fayo~ie_ . .r: ,. 

( 2) rhe Marquis and Lysi daso 

f 
I 
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~pproval u.l tiw..-1t;ely cot:Ultet! . T' _e Ki ng d i d not f i ll 

t he coffers of the box- office at t he Palai.s-Roy~ll , 

nor wa s he oolely r esponsible for special comm~ssions 

of the Fouquet variety. To attribute Moli~re ' s lack 

of concern regarding audience- reaction to social 

aspects of his comedies, to lack of class-awareness 

among his spectators, is to negate the sharply defined 

social hierarchy that was one of the realities of 

life in seventeenth-century France. 

so~e other explanation. 

There is surely 

~ dramat ist of genius could strive to please his pub­

lic without compromising his artistic integrity through 

f lattering their social sensibility. Moli~re was 

far more interested in exploring the possibilities 

of comic situations that would delight his audience&t 

than in ensuring their approval by such facile means 

as avoiding delicate subjects or loading panegyric 

on whatever class of society was predominant in the 

audience before whom he was performing. fhe main 

ingredient of great comedy is that "vis comica" -

comic force - perceived either in a character or in 

a set of circumstances, thdt provokes mirth irresis-

t i bly in the spectator. This comic force has littl e 

t o do with social satire, or studies in manners. It 

consists maiJ.1.ly of conflict, - as ·;;.G. Moore so rightly 

remarks (l) not "disastrous, tragic conflict, but 

(l) .• G.Moore, The Classical Drama of France, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 1971. pg. 99. 

J 
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bas~c 9 t L.mperamentul conflict 9 in which 'li~..: d.re on 

both sides . " 

i n the universal sense ; in t hat , it is very typica'!. 

of the s evP.nteenth century and ~hP classical pre-

OCCllpation with the study of man But however g't'e:3,t 

the universal dimension of Moli~re's comedi es might 

be (and very few serious critics would deny its im­

portance in his work), the success of any comedy 

r ests partly on its relevancP to contemporary life 

and events. In minor comedies, the universal ele­

ment is entirely lacking, and such works depend wholly 

upon their capacity to reflect topical themes for 

their glory. 

Although subordinate to hi s speci al visition of the 

human condition and its absurdity 9 the el ement of 

t opicality is not altogether absent from Moliere's 

playso It mainly takes the form of choice of sub j ~ c~ s 

in vogue i n the 1660s, - like Dom Juan, the theme of 

which was immensely popular following the treatment 

it had received from the Italian players Cicognini 

and Gili berto in the mid-sixties. It was unfortunate 

that Moli~re's handling of the theme should have been 

interpreted at the time as an attack on the values 

upon which French society reposed in the seventeenth 

century . Moliere's Ecole des Femmes (1662) had 

nlready been accused of irreverence on the grounds 
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that i li nu::.de God aeem ridicul o:10 in th-, ·'M:::xitL.c o~ 

Mer~iage '' ( l) sermon~ J..n which .t:tnolphe f'l't:.'\rc ly 

thr €atens Agn~3 wi th "les en.f ers a toutl~ ~terni tt '1 

if she dares listen to compliment s from 11aucun jew1f: 

blondin"o Tartuffe, two years later, ~ave Moli~rev ~ 

enemies even more grist for thei r mill, and ll£P.~«T!.!.an 

(1665) confirmed, for some,thP- dangerously unorthodo4 

view of religion taken by the King's favouri·te come-

diano Rochemont called Moliere a "farceur qui f ,.li t 

plaisanterie de la religion" in his "Observations 

sur une com~die de Moliere intitul~e le Festin de 

Pierre" (1665); and at that time it was a serious 

accu.sationo Religion was not then a matter of the 

free conscience of the i ndividuala It was the soar ce 

from which all authority, especially that of the 

~overeign, derived its supreme power, and as such 

i t was not a sui table target for "the comedian's w.::t .. 

Again, the independence of lVJ:oli~re's at titude in 

choosing to treat a hoary theme like that of Dom_Jua~ 

as he did , i ndicates that his main concern did not 

lie i n placating enemies, cu.rryi ng favour with criti cs ~ 

and suborainat ing comi c art to safety and successe 

We can assume , therefore 11 that such a man would not 

hesitate to feature social criteria in his works, 

if these appealed to his fine sense of the ridiculouse 

(1) See Maurice Descotes, Moli~re et sa fortu.ne litter a i re, 
Ducros, Bordeaux 9 1970, pp . 22-24. 
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Ox10 nugt:J.t; wonder \ . .!.ly m .. el..., e. t.b.- .: ~ ic, lc, 8 r1, ... ·~.'1U~. 

than its comic pote.n·i:; ial would j ustify i n ·the pJ.··',f _; 

of an entertainer in. !·Aoli~re ' s posi t:i.or ... o CcltFl·~:.~ 

it woul d seem the reason is not to be sought in th~ 

dramatist ' s reluctance to appear llnorthodox; nox 

is the absence of explicit reference to social cri~ 

teria in his plays due to any exclusive preoccupation 

with the universal at the expense of the topicalc 

There is perhaps a two-fold explanation for this 

omission in Moli~re ' s worko In the first place , 

the "vis comica" already mentioned (1) as being cen­

tral to the classical conception of comedy, drd.wo 

it s strength from contrasts and incongruity, from 

basic oppositions in ·iiemperament .. Social criteria 

are external to human nature, and as such offt.r o~L1.:) 

limited possibilities in this direction. 

Secondl y, people in Moli~re ' s time were not as f~;.l ... J 

aware of social criteria as we are todayo 

there were rivalries and tensions between the -variou,J 

orders of seventeenth- century society, as the preBet:t 

study has tried to show; but these were a far cr:{ 

from the sharply-defined class struggles of a latG~ 

dateo Social consciousness was not yet complete :i.n 

the mid-l600so ~ile it woald be somewhat excessiv ~ 

to claim that social criteria did not figure in the 

drama and literature of that age because they di d n t.t 

exist , it is not overstating the case to say that 

(l) See pgo 136o 
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thf"i..c r elt!Va..'1.ce to dai ls ltf e '.'-"~ <, th3n. cinini .JhcH.i 

by t ho f act t .C.i::!.t they ac.d u~t yet, f o.lly cry'Jt;a.lli ·p . 

out . 

Small wonder, then, that they are not featured si{';n·'.~· 

ficantly in Moli~re' s comedies. even when these tre~~ .. lj 

of everyday life as people of that period knew it~ 

Naturally, in plays with a mythological theme (like 

Psych~) or of pastoral inspiration (~cliqer~e) one 

would hardly expect seventeenth-century social cri­

teria to have a "raison d '@tre". This does not mean , 

however, that the latter count for nothing in plays 

of Moli~re and his contemporarieso However imper­

f ectly formulated the criteria of society may have 

been, they inevitably affect the vision and jua.geme;.-:.~­

of a dramatist 9 whose work involves preoentat 1.cn a~ · 

oharacterso It is not necessar y to write a pl~y 

having social criteria as its cent ral theme for tha 

reader or audience to discern therein the influenue 

of social values prevailing at the time the work was 

created. More often than not, this influence ie 

indirect, and the author himself is quite possibly 

unaware of it as he unconsciously applies t he st2.1:C.a~ .: _ 

to which he i s accustomed in everyday life, to the 

fictional world shaped by his creative geniuso 

Such, no doubt, was the case of Moli~reo We have 

no reason to suppose that a man whose primary inte~~ 
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ever set ouv to present a thr:!sis su.ppor+in..., 0~ ·: ·: ";.::.-.?.!.:~ 

ing the social hierarchy and cr:l.teria of hi s t ill.·.: .. 

His pla.y3 9 written du.ring a opan of \--Jell over a C..r:l ­

cade, are open to an infinite number of interpre~ 

tations, as t he vast body of critical work on Moli~re 

has shown. Different plays were composed under di~fer= 

ent circumstances and for different purposes; some ,) 

on analysis 9 seem to favour the traditional seven­

teenth-century concept of a society in which each 

has his appointed place; others appear rather to 

in-:;line to the modern (ioe .. post-Revolu.tion) i~.eal 

of personal merit as the ultimate yardstick in assPs~~ 

ing the worth of a persono Some of the comedied 

confi rm, apparently9 the popular conjectu.re that 

Moli~re is the advocate of good f plain common sen•'le f. 

others, again, would seem to run coWlter to thir 

ideao 

Whatever scholars seek to find in the great dramatl~t Q ~ 

work, one thing is certain~ in discussing his 'l/:l.l;\~~· 

and beliefs, the only valid material with which "ti:J 

deal is, finally, that contained in the plays -'~;hem-· 

selveso Contradictory or coherent P they are Mo~.:..t~\.: G.:.. 

legacy to posterity; and while it is of little uga 

I 
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---·-------
( 1) Of tlle vanity of sc.e;b an e ndeavour 9 Pierre 

Gaxotte remarks: 11 
o. o 1 1 ~B:e classique n' est 

pas celu.i des pers onna1i t~s 1itteraires ~talee s 9 

envahissantes~ a ucun. ~crivain n'aurait eu alor3 
l'ide~ do tranbformer une pi~ce de the~tre en 
une 00J1fesSiOnp m@me VOilee., C I eat et~ t ent, 
pou.r u.ne indecence.," Moliere 2 f8.meux com~dj .. : ., , 
Hachstte 

9 
Paris, 1971 -- _ _,_. 


