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Preface: Some Fun Facts

The plays of Moliere are performed more often in France than those of any other playwright.

There are more streets named after Moliere than any other writer in France.

"Moliere" is often put in the titles chosen to name new businesses in Paris. So there are six cafés, brasseries, restaurants named "Molière", three hotels, 2 patisseries, and one institute of Yoga-Judo-and self-defense (!) among them!

There are at least 18 different brands of products (from chocolate to ink pens to notebooks) with the name "Molière" in them.

For the production of only 20 of Moliere's plays in its repertoire, the Comédie Francaise has 600 costumes reserved just for his plays and another 10000 in reserve that they also consider eligible for his characters. [Information current as of 1973; many more have been created since then!]

And, finally, the number of wigs known to have been created for his plays is currently over 1,550!

Who Was Molière?


Molière is perhaps the most gifted comic playwright of history, second only to Shakespeare in popularity. While he is certainly well known in English-speaking countries, he has not been as popular as in his native France, where they have the good fortune of being able to read and appreciate Molière in his native language. There, he is a national hero. 

A comparison of Molière (1622-1673) and Shakespeare (1542-1616) is inevitable, particularly as the two men have so much in common. The two greatest playwrights of all time
 worked less than a century apart from each other, wrote in both prose and verse, were actors and leaders of theatrical companies that were patronized by the great monarchs of their time (the “Sun King,” Louis XIV and the “Virgin Queen,” Elizabeth I, respectively), monarchs whose rule was marked by strength and peace, a stability which created, for a brief time, a renaissance in their respective countries. And while some thirty-two of Molière’s plays were left to posterity, Shakespeare left behind thirty-six (along with two major epic poems and more than a hundred sonnets). 

Is it a coincidence that these two men who had so much in common with each other lived so close to each other in space and time? 

Probably not. The nature of a renaissance is such that certain factors present in the life of the society enable such geniuses to emerge. There was a similar renaissance in early Greek history (500 B.C.) which fostered the emergence of several masterfully talented playwrights: Sophocles, Euripides, Aeschylus and Aristophanes, as well as the major philosophers: Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. Similarly, the era which produced Shakespeare and Molière also produced the noted philosophers Rene Descartes and Thomas Hobbes, as well as the physicist Galileo, and the physicist/mathematician Isaac Newton. 

What one may find more interesting, however, is the differences between these two great playwrights. Obviously, one wrote in English while the other worked in French, and this lone distinction has significantly impeded the ability of those “fans” of one author to have equal appreciation for the other. Shakespeare, however, worked in three major genres, Comedy, Tragedy and Historical Drama, while Molière’s great success was firmly amid the world of Comedy. This is not to say that Molière did not stretch the boundaries of his genre, reaching well beyond what was then considered possible (or appropriate) for comedy, but Molière’s major theatrical disappointments came amid plays in which he attempted to adopt the tragic/heroic posturings of his contemporaries, which were simply not suited to Molière’s comic perspective on life. 

Another difference is that Molière enjoyed great success as an actor. While Shakespeare played some of the smaller roles in his plays, Molière played the leading characters in each of his works. He knew that whatever he imagined and wrote down, he, himself, would ultimately have to perform. He was a genius of a writer creating with the theatrical sensibility of a performer who essentially lived on the stage. Translator Donald M. Frame notes that “Probably no man was ever more possessed by the theatre.”

We find that we know a little bit more about Molière’s life than we do that of Shakespeare. Shakespeare’s early history and education remains a mystery, one that has caused some even to question whether he ever existed, or if “Shakespeare” was, in fact, the pseudonym of a man of nobler or more educated upbringing. Molière’s upbringing, however, sixty years closer to the modern era, and played out against the backdrop of the court, is fairly well documented. 

Early Life

The name “Molière” is in fact a pseudonym. Born in 1622 as Jean Poquelin (and baptised as Jean Baptiste Poquelin in 1624 to avoid confusion with a brother of the same name), Molière was the son of yet another Jean Poquelin, a gentleman who, in 1631, became the valet de chambre tapissier ordinaire du roi. In other words, he was the chief furnisher/upholsterer to King Louis XIV. The father was to purchase the rights of this position for his son, who was ultimately to disappoint his father in this regard. 

Molière enjoyed a thorough education, studying with the Jesuits at the excellent College de Cleremont, where the king, himself, was later to study. There, the young Moliere was to pursue rhetoric and philosophy, before moving on to law school. 

Somewhere in the course of this upbringing, a love of the theatre swept over Molière, and at the age of 21, in 1643, he renounced his rights to the family position and formed the Illustre-Theatre (the Illustrious Theatre), in association with Madeline Bejart. 

There has been much speculation about Molière’s relationship with Madeline, and it may well be the most argued issue of Molière’s biography. Some nineteen years after starting the theatre with Madeline, Molière married the then-nineteen-year-old Armande Bejart. While it is generally assumed that Molière and Madeline had been lovers sometime in their past, it is not known with certainty whether Armande was Madeline’s daughter or sister. Madeline’s mother, who was 52 at the time, is listed as mother to Armande in the birth records. If Madeline was, indeed, Armande’s mother, the identity of the father is even more uncertain. Most biographers point out that it was only Molière’s most bitter enemies who suggested that Molière might well have married his own daughter. 

What is known is that both Madeline and Armande (especially Madeline, who was famous even before meeting Moliere) were exceptionally talented actresses. While Armande’s youthful impetuousness continued to frustrate Molière (she was, after all, marrying a man twenty-one years older and was later to develop romantic interests outside of the marriage), all three continued to work together in the Illustre-Theatre. King Louis, himself, stood in as the godfather to Molière’s eldest son, quelling many of the rumors through this royal endorsement. 

It was a time in which actors were not highly regarded. While there were a couple of theatre companies that lived a comfortable existence under the patronage of the king’s brother (as did Molière’s company, which was, during this period known as the Troupe de Monsieur), some minor noble, or perhaps the king himself, the great majority of performers plied their trade in the street, performing comic lazzi,
 puppet shows, Punch and Judy plays, or juggling from the back of a wagon, where they would compete for public attention from among the barkers, prostitutes and con-men. Performers of the theatre were quickly associated with these darker figures, and some times with good reason. In grasping for the attention of the public, the touring theatre company would often appeal to the lowest common denominator,
 with vulgar, scatological or sexual humor predominating, and there were certainly those performers who were paid for performances elsewhere than on the stage.

As such, a career in the theatre, back then, was not the preferred choice of most families for their children, and Molière’s father (his mother died when he was 12) would certainly have been unhappy over his son’s decision. It was also a decision that would put Molière at odds with the church, as actors were not allowed to partake of the sacraments (which would become a major issue at the time of Molière’s death). To placate his father, or at least to spare him some of the shame that might come from public knowledge of having an actor in the family, Jean-Baptiste Poquelin left behind his given name, adopting that of “Molière” in 1644. We don’t seem to know the source of this name. 

The Illustre-Theatre spent a year-and-a-half in Paris, struggling repeatedly to establish themselves. In spite of great efforts to raise money, they found themselves repeatedly bankrupt, and Molière’s father had to bail him out of debtor’s prison. On at least one occasion, the debt in question was the bill for the candles that the ongoing operation of the theatre demanded. 

The company sought their success on the road, touring their way through the southern provinces of France, merging with another company sponsored by the Duc d’Epernon. After five years, they won the sponsorship of the Prince de Conti from 1653 to 1657. The prince was to undergo a religious conversion in later years, and was to turn his back to the worldly diversion of the theatre, even to the point of making enemies with Molière’s troupe, which may have inspired some of Molière’s scathing depictions of falsely sanctimonious men such as Tartuffe or Don Juan. 

The twelve years of touring seasoned Molière and his troupe, exposing them to entertainments of all sorts, including the wildly popular Commedia del Arte. In practicing the Commedia, Molière gained invaluable experience in improvisation, broad physical comedy and stock characterizations. One suspects that it was this exploration of improvisation which brought Molière his first experience as a writer, as he realized that he could effectively create dialogue for the stage. He began cementing some of these improvisations, and actually writing down the dialogue. The first plays that we have attributed to him: La Jalousie de Barbouille (“The Jealous Clown”), Le Medecin Volant (“The Flying Doctor”) L’Etourdi (“The Scatterbrain”) and Le Depit Amoureaux (“The Lover’s Quarrel”), were largely works of the Commedia that he had developed and refined over the years. 

Molière’s troupe eventually returned to Paris, performing for the king and his brother on the momentous day of October 24, 1658. The main performance that day was a tragedy by the author Corneille. This work was followed by Molière’s one-act play Le Docteur Amoureaux (“The Doctor In Love”). While the main performance made little impression, it was the latter which won Molière instant support and the patronage of the King’s brother, who made them the Troupe de Monsieur, and set them up to perform in the Theatre du Petit-Bourbon. For the moment, Molière and his troupe continued to perform tragedies (and Molière was even to try his hand at writing one), but very quickly the weight of public opinion carried them further and further into the world of comedy. 

The Golden Years

This new position, along with the security that it gave, enabled Molière to fashion his art with something other than street performance in mind. The art that a theatre may produce on the fly for the man-in-the-street, or for the sensibilities of the provinces, is vividly different from the art that one may prepare, when given time, for the development of themes, the revelation of character, the orchestration of moments, conflicts, and exchanges of dialogue, especially with the ear of the highly-educated court of Louis XIV in mind. This is not to suggest that the work became in any way stale or bloodless. Molière never lost the ribald sense of the street performer, and while his works might scale the heights of rhetorical splendor, the plays remained chock full of enema jokes, bosom grabbing, and sexual by-play, along with what may have been Molière’s most effective weapon in his arsenal of humor: the ability to prick the balloon of the pompous, hypocritical, shameless shyster through the eyes of low-brow characters who could see right through their charade. (For this, perhaps, more than any other reason, Molière’s thirteen years of touring had not been wasted.) 

And so it was that in the thirteen years that followed, from 1659 to the year of his death, in 1673, Molière created a catalogue of twenty-eight plays, at least ten of which (The Precious Young Maidens, The School For Wives, Tartuffe, Don Juan, The Misanthrope, The Doctor In Spite of Himself, The Miser, The Schemings of Scapin, The Feminine Savants, and The Imaginary Invalid) must be counted great among the works of our theatrical history, while Tartuffe, Don Juan and The Misanthrope are certainly on the short list of the greatest plays ever written. 

This period of Molière’s life was not without its struggles and, indeed, these struggles may well have been more taxing on Molière than the years of impoverishment and touring. With success came a sudden emergence of Molière as a political figure. 

While Shakespeare wrote plays that could stand as analogies of a present-day situation, in which historical or mythical figures reflected present-day issues, Molière did not build such “distance” into his work, writing (with few exceptions) about the present day. The peasants, bourgeoisie, and nobles who populated Molière’s plays were artistic creations inspired by living beings. However much Molière may have based these characters on single individuals is certainly an arguable point, but there was usually no relocation in time or place to assure the audience that these plays were about some other society. 

Add to this the fact that Molière was unmistakably positional in his plays, never shying away from the ridicule of some modern convention, hypocrisy, deception or intrigue, and we find that, perhaps for the first time in history, theatre had become a political tool and a political target. Considering how sudden and radical the change that this shift implies, it is indeed amazing that Molière did not suffer more than he did at the hands of his political enemies. One can only suppose that the patronage of King Louis XIV, who installed Molière’s troupe in the hall of the Palais-Royal, became the final arbitration of the controversies that would often rage around him. 

The controversies escalated significantly in 1662, with the play, The School For Wives. And while Molière created the image of Arnolphe, a ridiculous man who, out of his paranoid fear of cuckoldry
, had selected his intended wife when she was a child of four, there were individuals who saw themselves being depicted in this work. This was largely because of a reference in the play to Arnolphe’s decision to change his name (to “Monsieur la Souche”) in honor of a feature of his estate, an act which a well-known individual had similarly performed. Beyond this, however, Molière lampooned some of the deepest principles of patriarchal society, even as he scattered the play with provocative lowbrow humor. The most startling example of this was a conversation between two servants in which the male servant explained the nature of sexual jealousy to the female, suggestively comparing the woman to a bowl of soup that a man may not wish to share with others. 

1662 was also the year of Molière’s marriage to Armande Bejart, a match which seemingly brought him as much pain as joy. 

The political controversies of The School For Wives were inflated by theatrical controversies stirred by Molière’s Parisian competition, the Grande Comedians de la Hôtel du Burgogne. The nature of their work was second rate in comparison to Molière’s, and yet they looked to capitalize on the success that Molière was enjoying by writing a play (The Panygeric of the School For Wives) which would attack Molière for imagined crimes against the theatre, complaining that Moliere’s work had no real action, and that Molière had assembled  his play largely out of a series of long speeches, and also insisting that Molière had failed to follow Aristotle’s unities
 in the play’s composition. 

This was to give way to an elaborate comic debate, as Molière responded to The Panygeric, with yet another play, The Critique of The School For Wives, in which he defends the original play against the capriciousness of his critics, who were jealous of the play’s success. Two more plays were to follow, as the Grande Comedians de la Hôtel du Burgogne responded with The Painter Painted and Molière wrote The Rehearsal at Versailles. 

While these controversies were destructive, they were nothing compared to the firestorm which was to break upon the play Tartuffe. In writing Tartuffe, Molière went from attacking the absurdity of patriarchal society to attacking the absurdity of blind piety, in this case, depicting a man who had placed his faith into the hands of an impostor posing as an ascetic
. Members of the church, and especially a radical sect known as the Compagnie du Saint Sacrement attacked the play relentlessly, and Louis, who was among the first audience to enjoy the play in its only 1664 performance, gave in to the pressure to have the work suppressed. It took Molière five years of rewriting and reworking to get the play back to the stage. In the interim, he hastened several other plays into production (one of which, Don Juan, faced religious controversies of its own) to keep the box office income flowing. 

In 1665, Louis named Molière’s troupe as the Troupe du Roi (the troupe of the king), cementing their political support even as one of their plays was suffering under royal censorship. In fairness to Louis, Europe had only recently emerged from the horrors of the Inquisition, and there were certainly good reasons for placating the church amid such an incendiary period. 

The play Don Juan quickly stirred the coals of controversy again, and even though a cursory reading suggests that Molière is in no way endorsing the actions of the reckless libertine, Don Juan, it seems that the very depiction of the libertine on the stage was enough to raise the ire of the church once again. There are two scenes that drew the most heat from the church and its supporters, one in which Don Juan offers a gold coin to a beggar (but only on the condition that the beggar swear to get it), and the other, Don Juan’s conscious pretense to the image of a reformed, pious man. He explains to his servant at length the fact that this act has been proven successful at lifting one’s image, even while denouncing all manner of sinners who do not fall in step with one’s beliefs. 

Other plays from this period managed to avoid such controversy, and The Misanthrope, in 1666, has long been hailed as one of the finest of Molière ’s works, even though its unconventionality probably limited its success among Molière’s contemporaries. Operating on a fairly negligible plot, Molière created an amazing psychological study, to the point that we are much more interested in the mental quirk that makes this character attack his best friend and his lover, than in the political controversies which tend to rise up around him, a product of his unswerving determination to tell everyone precisely what he thinks of them. 

Later plays may not quite have reached the height of these three works of the stormy mid-sixties, but even so, the plays that were to follow, including The Doctor In Spite of Himself (1667), The Miser (1668), The Bourgeois Gentleman (1670), The Schemings of Scapin (1671), The Learned Ladies (1672), and The Imaginary Invalid (1673) have enjoyed extremely popular reception over the years. Any fall-off from the heights of his theatrical abilities may well be the result of the author backing off from the controversies that imperiled his standing. Or, it is also quite possible that this transformation was the product of a declining health. A bout of pulmonary illness in 1666, and again in 1667, was to force Molière to spend four years apart from his wife, living in rural Auteuil. Considering the stress of the author’s jealousy, along with the stormy situation at court, a decline in his health is hardly surprising. 

Molière’s health continued to worsen, even as he continued to attack the institution of medicine, with his play The Imaginary Invalid. Four performances into the play’s run, Molière’s health was teetering. While his wife and company members encouraged him to stay home, Molière knew that any cancellation would take money out of the pockets of his company, for whom he felt a personal responsibility. They had, after all, risked their careers with him, and each had problems of their own which would tug at Molière’s sympathies. The dying man made it through this final performance with only a single hitch, a coughing fit that attacked him during the finale. Somehow he managed to pull himself together for the play’s final moments (which include, ironically, a lengthy sequence in which Molière, playing the role of the invalid, Argan, curses “Molière” from the stage for his impiety in regard to medicine). Molière died a few hours later. 

Controversies would not end following the playwright’s death. As death had sought him out so suddenly, Molière had not enjoyed the attentions of a priest, with whom he might have been able to renounce his profession as an actor, in order to be accepted back into the church and given a proper burial. While this was the common practice at the time, it is doubly ironic that, for someone who railed so vigorously and consistently against hypocrisy, this small hypocritical act of denying that profession that he had so loved, was kept from Molière. 

“Molière is the great man alive on stage. He is more than a genius. He is a great soul who exhibits himself and sacrifices himself for the theatre. 

By his presence, by his example, by his personal devotion, the art of the theatre changes in meaning, nature, and scope. It rediscovers a principle of life, it becomes a true art in which the spirit of creation and the means of realization are intimately mingled and in which the principles of the craft are as one with the inspiration of the creative artist.

Jacques Coupeau

“Discours au public pour le Trois centieme 

Anniversaire de la naissance de Molière”

as quoted in “Molière,” by Hallam Walker

The 1600s

Who was Louis XIV?

Louis XIV, also known as “the Sun King,” was perhaps the most successful monarch of French history, perhaps in all of modern Europe. He was not known so much for victories of war as he was for the splendor of his court, the advancement of cultural life and the exquisite taste of his furnishings. 

Born in 1638, sixteen years after the birth of Molière, Louis XIV was only to hint at the glories that were to come during Molière’s lifetime, and yet Molière recognized the transcendence of Louis’ leadership, and his great theatrical success was inseparable from the gracious support of his king. 

Louis started out as an exceedingly young king, rising to prominence at the age of five (although he wasn’t actually crowned until he was sixteen), following the death of his father, Louis XIII. At that time, the actual rule of the country fell into the hands of his mother, Anne of Austria, who ran the country in partnership with Cardinal de Mazarin, a successor to the infamous Cardinal Richelieu who had essentially run the French government for thirty years. Richelieu had taken them into wars with Protestant factions in France, as well as Spain and Germany. (A period known as the thirty-years’ war.)

This war had left France with expanded borders, a strong navy, and a command of a large frontier. Louis’ early years were occupied with only some of the final skirmishes and treaties of those battles. Unfortunately, the business of war is an expensive one, and the greater concern lay in managing to pay for these expenses. In 1644, Cardinal de Mazarin attempted to increase taxation, but the French Parliament refused to go along. An opposition movement known as La Fronde (the French word for “slingshot”) took hold. Anne of Austria would, on various occasions, have one of the rebels arrested, which would inevitably spark rioting throughout Paris. 

The brother of the dead king, the Prince de Conde, was to lead a rebellion which forced Louis, his mother and Mazarin to flee Paris. Perhaps one of the strangest episodes of that time found a mob descending on the royal palace, suspicious that the then-12-year-old king had abdicated his position. At their insistence, these peasants and bourgeoisie were allowed to examine the presence of the king, filing past his bed, where he pretended to be asleep. 

Louis was to learn two major lessons from the Fronde. One was to insist upon the absolute monarchy of the king. In a rather famous facedown with the French Parliament, who questioned why they should pay for some of Louis’ extravagances, Louis was to reply, defiantly, “Because I wish it!” Another famous line attributed to Louis was, “The State is me.” Thus he created the context for the absolute and unquestioned rule of the monarch which today seems such a natural part of our fairy-tale vision of how a king would rule. (In truth, the history of kingdoms is beset with divisions, factions, plottings and political gamesmanship, constantly threatening and weakening the king.) 

The other lesson that Louis learned was evident in his resolution to remove himself from Paris to a less-exposed country setting. He was to set himself up in what had been, essentially, a royal hunting lodge, a home that he transformed into perhaps the greatest palace ever created: Versailles. (vair-SAI) 

The young king was to make a series of shrewd political moves. While the king was to enjoy a series of lovers and mistresses through his lifetime, several of whom enjoyed the status of queens, he selected the princess Marie-Therese of Spain, also known as the Spanish Infanta. He chose this politically expedient mate over the woman who was reportedly his true love, the niece of Cardinal de Mazarin. This would ensure peace with France’s rival, Spain, for the remainder of the king’s life. 

A rather famous incident in 1661 found Louis invited to a sumptuous party at the home of, Nicholas Foquet, a marquis and Minister of Finance. While the Marquis thought he was offering his King entertainment worthy of his eminence, Louis was shocked at the ostentatious quality of the expense, both of the glorious furnishings of the home and the outrageous lavishness of the gifts, which made him immediately suspicious of the source of Foquet’s income. Rather than thanking the Marquis for his graciousness, the King, instead, had the man arrested. 

Upon the death of Cardinal de Mazarin in 1661, Louis shocked the country with the announcement that he would act as his own Prime Minister, further centralizing the power of the country into his own hands. (Mazarin, by the way, left his considerable estate to Louis.) While work had already begun on Versailles, Louis had told no one about the vast extravagance of the plans that he held for his great estate. So vast were they that Versailles would not even be ready for the king to move in until 1683. In the meantime, he was to spend much time at his growing palace, hosting a rather famous festival, “The Pleasures of the Enchanted Isle” (probably in honor of his new mistress). 

The king’s great festivals were always an occasion for a celebration of the arts, and the king’s love of the arts had been realized in the establishment of great academies. Louis had created academies of dance, of inscriptions, of science, of architecture, and of music. And the king would encourage Molière to create his works of theatre incorporating music and ballet at great length. There were even occasions in which the king would take on roles, often dancing the part of the “Sun King” with the ballet. Molière’s “Ballet-Comedies” were not always his greatest works of art, limited, as he was, by the style, which demanded long pauses in the storytelling for the purpose of the dance, and yet, Molière managed to lift the glorious spectacle to the level of art, always managing to give a comic context and intrigue to the story. Toward the end of his career, Molière became more adept at incorporating dance and music into his plays while keeping the audience engaged in the story, as in The Bourgeois Gentleman, or The Imaginary Invalid.

Perhaps one of the most important players in the court was the finance minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert, who rose to prominence at the death of Cardinal de Mazarin in 1661. Upon studying the country’s tax situation, Colbert discovered that some 75% of the country’s revenue was being siphoned off by various lords, magistrates and tax officials. Within twenty years, that percentage had been more than reversed, with the central government now receiving 80% of the revenue raised. 

In the process, Louis created a new spending priority for the nation. The money that came in was to go to the court, and Louis’ great dream of a center of government, a day’s ride away from Paris, in Versailles. This was, in turn, to create a new priority to the Marquis, the Dukes and Magistrates. Rather than the intrigues and conspiracies that had eaten away at previous monarchies, the objective of each was to get close to the king and to stay there, enjoying the great lap of luxury.

Colbert also examined the trade balance, realizing that France held a great future as an exporter. As the legend of Versailles grew, foreign emissaries would travel to view the fine workmanship of the palace and its furnishings, and the reputation of French goods grew internationally. Colbert blocked imports of goods that could already be made domestically, while gearing up the country’s production facilities to satisfy the desire for the incredible craftsmanship of France’s furnishers and designers. 

It is interesting to consider that Louis’ court was never truly known for its generals, soldiers or statesmen. It was a time of relative peace, and the one major aggressive campaign of Louis’ rule, against the Dutch, was frustrated when William III opened the dikes to flood the approaching army into powerlessness. The people who were most revered were the artists and artisans, such as the furnishers, tapestry makers, painters, sculptors, designers, and even the gardeners, who raised the art of landscaping to previously unknown heights. The reputation of these artists is such, that centuries later, simple items of furniture, when found to be “Louis XIV,” evoke gasps of delight.

The King was to live to be an old man, outliving both son and grandson, dying in 1715, at the age of 78, an uncommonly long life for the time. As Molière had died in 1673, the remainder of Louis’ reign is of less significance to our interests. Indeed, it was the period of Molière ’s greatest creative activity which was the height of Louis’ rule, “a time of peace, prosperity and cultural creativity.”

Theatre in the 1600s

The Seventeenth Century saw the transition of the Elizabethan age to the time known as the Restoration. Shakespeare died in the year 1616, seven years in advance of Molière’s birth. In the half-century between the death of Shakespeare and Molière’s emergence as a prominent dramatist, significant changes were underway in the theatre. While Shakespeare’s plays were performed on the open platform of a largely empty stage, by Molière’s time, the art of scenography had grown significantly. Theatre artists worked within a proscenium stage as though it were the frame of a painting, which enabled the designers to conceal and reveal theatrical effects from the audience. 

This change in the art of scenography had a significant impact on the writing of the plays themselves and the amount of flexibility was actually reduced from that which playwrights such as Shakespeare enjoyed. Once the expectation of scenic realization was established, one could not relocate a scene instantaneously, simply by having a character make mention of the new location. On an open platform, the audience will accept whatever scene the actors might describe as the scene that they imagine in their minds. Once those actors are placed against a backdrop, however, changing that scene would often necessitate the closing of the curtain, while the backdrop and furnishings were rearranged. 

As such, we find scenes playing out longer, as playwrights set the action in a single location and keep them there, perhaps for the entire length of the play, or perhaps with shifts in location at discernable act breaks. This gave an extremely different feeling to the action of these plays, as dialogue would reveal character and develop the action at a less fragmented pace than the “epic” style of Shakespeare. As such scenes had a little more “breathing room” to play out, and playwrights were forced to build tension and climax at what might seem to be a more natural pace. Thus is the theatre of Shakespeare often described as “epic,” while Molière’s style is known as “climactic.”

Sex in the 1600s

… Was pretty much the same as it is today. 

This is relevant to the present discussion, largely because people tend to be very surprised at the content of most Molière plays. In the present day, we tend to assume that under all of those corsets, wigs, coats, gowns and makeup, and amid all of the courtly manners, poses and rituals that were so elaborate and proscribed, that sex was somehow not such a factor in their lives. People are often, thereby, shocked, and sometimes delighted, to discover that so much of the action of Molière’s plays teased around the subject of sex. The fact is that, while social conventions may change, the human body and the basic premises underlying human interaction have long remained the same, and sexual by-play was every bit as key to a Molière play as it might be to a modern situation comedy. 

What Were These Plays About?

The Precious Young Maidens (1659)

The title of The Precious Young Maidens does not translate as well as most. “Precious” is an adjective for the English-speaking audience, while for the French, “precieuses” is a noun. Molière had in mind a very particular type when writing his play. It was such a specific type that all knew just who the “precieuses” were. They were a sort of young woman caught up in the sentimentality of the romantic fiction of the day. These ladies, in their salons, had gained a certain sway in Molière’s time. To them, there was a certain proscribed set of rules for any romantic encounter. It was an elaborate dance of love, in which the man approached the young woman, was shunned, and gradually worked his way back into the woman’s graces by demonstrations of his strength and intrepid determination. 

Molière created a setting whereby a pair of these young maidens would be wooed by a pair of men who were eminent and attractive in their own right. Unfortunately, they did not play the game by the rules that these precieuses had foreseen. So when these men straightforwardly brought their courtship to the topic of marriage, these young ladies were shocked and horrified, noting with some disgust to their father that, were they to accept this proposal, they would be required to “lie naked” with these gentlemen “in bed!” 

The men took their revenge upon these women by providing them with the very sort of suitors that the convention of the day demanded: men who would talk of nothing but art, poetry, and the theatre, promising to set them up in a salon whereby they might be the final arbiters of aesthetic taste. Unfortunately for the precieuses, this talk was all a sham. The romantic heroes who, had showed up at the door after having heard news of these ladies, turned out to be nothing other than the servants of these shunned gentlemen. As such, Molière demonstrates that the quality of a man is not determined by his ability to hew to the stricture of literary convention. 

The ladies were ashamed and horrified when the men are exposed in more ways than one. The masters, returning to the scene, pretend to be shocked upon discovering that their servants had stolen their clothing, and beat them, stripping them naked (or down to their underclothing) in the process. While the play begins as a simple attack of the convention of “preciousness” in art, it ends by confronting our own ability to separate the truly good or noble from the fakery. The stripping of the characters serves to remind us that one’s character runs deeper than the clothing, or the opinions, one wears. 

Sganarelle, or The Imaginary Cuckold (1661)


“Sganarelle” was one of Molière ’s favorite character names. The practice of repeatedly using the same name was adopted from the Commedia dell’ Arte, the Italian style of improvisation which was heavily weighted toward slapstick-style comedy. Actors would specialize in specific characters, which would repeat in an endless series of scenarios. 


The Sganarelle of The Imaginary Cuckold, a cowardly, cuckolded husband, was far different from the Sganarelle of The School for Husbands, an autocratic father-figure engaged to marry his ward. This was, in turn, very different from his Sganarelle of Don Juan, a cowering servant who lives in fear of his Master’s disapproval. So, while we may look in vain for some connection, the most important link is the fact that Molière would play them all in performance, which may speak to us of a certain level of animation, or zest in the depiction. From what we know, in addition to his comic writing skills, Molière was also one of the greatest comic performers of his time.


The plot of Sganarelle or The Imaginary Cuckold is exquisite in its simplicity. A married, older couple and an engaged, younger couple find themselves, through a series of misunderstandings (initiated when the girl’s father breaks a marriage promise by giving her away to a richer suitor), each reaching the conclusion that their mate is unfaithful. 


The girl, despairing of marrying her true love, faints, dropping the locket which holds his picture. She is revived by Sganarelle, whose observing wife is suspicious of their proximity. She retrieves the dropped locket, and admires the young man’s picture, in turn observed by Sganarelle, who assumes the man in the locket is his wife’s new lover. The young man arrives, hoping to mend the broken engagement. He meets Sganarelle, who recognizes him from his picture and, informs him that he is the husband to the woman he loves (whom the young man, in turn, assumes to be his lover). In turn, Sganarelle informs the young woman that her lover has been with his wife, and in a perfect circle, these jealousies continue to rage, with none but the maid capable of the perspective necessary to reveal the source of their misunderstandings. All is resolved when the girl’s second fiancé is discovered to have secretly wed someone else, and all are free to be with their true loves, however little they might trust them by now. 


Sganarelle or the Imaginary Cuckold, was extremely popular in its time, and was revived frequently, often as a brief entertainment (the play runs perhaps 45 minutes). This would generally follow the presentation of some play of greater length. 

The School For Wives (1662)


The School For Wives confronts the question of how a husband might keep a woman from straying (a fact which may well have been concerning Molière, as this was performed the very same year that he married a wife more than twenty years younger than himself). In Arnolphe’s view, the best way to keep a woman honest is to keep her ignorant of alternatives that might well present themselves to her. And so, he adopts a ward at the age of four, and locks her away in a convent in order to shield her from any outside influences. And yet, nature proves to be much more powerful than anything that man might do to deceive it. 


During a brief absence, the girl, Agnes, sees a young man passing down the lane in front of their house. He, likewise, notices her, and the ultimate irony is that the girl’s ignorance has also kept her oblivious to her guardian’s intent that she not fall in love with anyone else. And so, when she happens to find herself falling in love with the young man, she has no inclination to not respond. 


The School For Wives has long been one of Molière’s most popular works, and a controversy surrounding Moliere’s mockery of Thomas Cornielle (brother to playwright Pierre Corneille) only helped to encourage attendance. The main character of the play, Arnolphe, has adopted a surname which confuses the young man who has developed an interest in the ward of “Monsieur de la Souche,” never realizing that “de la Souche” is, in fact, Arnolphe, an old friend of his father’s. The young man unwittingly mocks (to Arnolphe’s face) the manner in which de la Souche has locked away his young ward. Thus forewarned of the young man’s interest in the woman that he wants for himself, Arnolphe takes steps to keep her locked away.


By this time we find that Agnes’ affections for the young man have escalated beyond anyone’s ability to control them, and with every new strategy that Arnolphe makes to split the two lovers apart, he only propels them more firmly into each others arms. It seems that every coincidence conspires against Arnolphe, who would upset the natural progression of the woman’s honest feelings, until the play climaxes with Arnolphe demanding that the young man marry the woman that his father has chosen from him, not realizing that the woman his father has chosen also happens to be Agnes. 
The Critique of the School For Wives (1663)


Molière’s local competition the Grande Commedians of the Hôtel du Burgogne, certainly envied the sudden success of The School For Wives. They also had ties to the playwright, Corneille, and may have felt the need to respond on his behalf as well. Whatever their reasons, they created a play aimed at criticizing Molière’s original, called The Panygeric of the School For Wives. They attacked Molière for frivolous reasons, such as his failure to live up to Aristotle’s three unities
, or the way he told the story through long speeches, rather than interactive scenes. 


And so, Molière  created The Critique of The School For Wives as his answer to The Panygeric of the School for Wives, but rather than a blistering attack on his enemies, who had shown little restraint in attacking him, Molière  actually brought their arguments onto the stage, into a sort of an after-show tea-party, in which several dilettantes gather to discuss the play which had become the talk of all Paris. 


Some of the arguments are easily dismissed. One prudish woman is scandalized by some of the more provocative bits of humor in the play. The School For Wives held a scene in which a male servant character attempts to explain to the female servant the nature of male sexual jealousy. In the course of this, he compares woman to a bowl of soup which a man would not want to share with the rest of the world. While the prudish woman is horrified by the implications of parallels between a woman and soup, Dorante, the character who takes up Molière’s side of the argument, cleverly points out that the particular words in and of themselves are not offensive. It is only the woman’s choice in interpretation that makes them dirty. 


Other arguments seem more thought-through, and Molière gives these other characters more weight in their presentation, though Dorante, likewise, proves the reverse. As such, Molière successfully makes the case for plays which fall outside the “rules” of drama. Perhaps the key to his argument lies in the justification of the audience’s enjoyment. In other words, if Aristotle’s rules are so unerring, then why is the audience enjoying this play so much?


The Critique of the School For Wives, alongside The Rehearsal at Versailles remain important to the modern theatre, not so much for their inherent dramatic value, but for the peek inside the theatrical style of the time. Performances of the time were evidently broad and hamfisted, as actors raged and swept grandiosely through their performances, trilling their consonants, pausing for applause and laughter, and breaking character to acknowledge their cheering supporters. It was, perhaps, more of a sport than it was an art form. These plays stand side by side with Hamlet’s “advice to the players” as insightful performance aesthetics from the greatest theatrical artists of their time.

Tartuffe (1664-69)


Tartuffe took on a modern opponent with a blistering attack. Molière pointed the way to many of the new forms which are so familiar to us today. Without Molière, it seems unlikely that Ibsen would have had the foundation on which to build his great catalogue of social dramas. The very genre of the “drawing room comedy” as developed and perfected by Noel Coward and Oscar Wilde, would not have reached the heights of what we know it to be today without the vision of Molière, who saw everyday man in his simplicity and his psychology as a dramatic figure and a valid subject for exploration on the stage. 


Tartuffe is the story of a supposedly pious man who has insinuated his way into the home of Orgon, who has become overawed with the discipline of Tartuffe’s devotion. As such, Orgon has offered up his own daughter to Tartuffe in marriage, and even as the rest of the family is scurrying to oppose this, Tartuffe proceeds to attempt to seduce Orgon’s wife, Elmire.


The version of Tartuffe which was first produced in 1664 was probably significantly different from the version which we now know. The early work was reportedly three acts in length, as opposed to the five acts which we now have. It seems likely that the character of Cleante was greatly expanded in the lengthened version. Cleante largely functions as an apologist for the play, creating the philosophical context whereby a pious audience member could distinguish the wicked hypocrite, Tartuffe, from a priest or a character of true piety. Molière bent over backwards to assert that his play was not an attack on true piety, but rather those wicked characters who pretend at piety as a manipulative tool. 


Molière seemed to rest all doubt in the play’s finale. Just as all looks darkest for the family of Orgon, which has been virtually destroyed by Tartuffe, an officer of the king’s court presents himself, one supposes, to take Orgon to jail. Instead, however, the Officer arrests Tartuffe, insisting that the king had long been observing the horrible deeds of this vile impostor and, upon hearing that the charlatan had insinuated his way into one of the finest families in the country, had sent his officer to set things right. The officer demonstrates no lack of hyperbole in his celebration of the king’s omnipresent greatness, and Molière must have had his tongue firmly in cheek as his contrived ending was to set everything right, however forced that ending might seem. In spite of the happy ending, Molière had to know that it would continue to feel false to his audience, and while he sang the praises of the king to the skies, the audience was more familiar with a world in which wickedness prevails, making the contrived ending seem all the more hilarious, even as it won the committed support of the king. 

Don Juan (1665)


Don Juan was a man whom everyone might agree was wicked. There were no associations with the church which some in the audience might take personally, and yet by now the pious public was well armed against Molière, and certainly any hint of a slight at the church would be noticed and attacked. Like Tartuffe, Don Juan pursues several women on several fronts. Unlike Tartuffe, we see the libertine from the “inside,” as we are privy to the strategies and arguments that pass between the hypocrite and his servant. The ending  finds wickedness to be punished, as death itself, seemingly, pursues Don Juan, who refuses to give over his libidinous lifestyle up through his very final moment. With such an ending, Molière may well have felt that he was creating a powerful morality tale, which, indeed, he was. 


For up until the end Don Juan remains the reckless libertine, running away from a recent marriage in which he has seduced a woman out of the convent. Having won her over, he quickly becomes bored and moves on to his next conquest. He falls in love with a peasant maiden and wins her away from her long-suffering peasant suitor, but immediately finds himself charmed by yet another peasant woman, going so far as to whisper secret encouragement to each of the jealous ladies while in the presence of the other. Throughout this action, Don Juan’s constant foil is his moralizing servant, Sganarelle. Sganarelle is a sanctimonious man, continually attempting to win his master over to the ways of goodness and righteousness, although he is fundamentally a coward who cannot maintain his bold stand against his master’s withering glare. 


With all of his devices seemingly exhausted, and having been disowned by his father, Don Juan makes the conscious choice to pretend to have recovered his faith. His father is thrilled by his son’s miraculous conversion and his servant, Sganarelle, is likewise joyful, but the moment the father leaves, Don Juan sneers and laughs at his father’s gullibility. Sganarelle is shocked as Don Juan continues to lay out his plan, to perform the role of sanctimonious prude before the world, catching up followers in his hypocritical cabal, all the while continuing to enjoy the sensual pleasures that he now condemns in public. 


Of course, Molière was a bit disingenuous in his protestations of the play’s innocence. He did, indeed, paint Don Juan as the more interesting character, and for the great bulk of the action we find Don Juan getting away with his seductions, lies and cruelties with complete impunity. The punishment of death at the end of the play feels, like the ends of so many Molière plays, like it has been contrived, more for the sake of irony than as a lesson. 

The Misanthrope (1666)


The Misanthrope stands as Molière’s deepest psychological study. We cannot help but love and respect the hero, Alceste, even as we see him engaging in self-destructive behavior. As the title suggests, Alceste hates mankind, and yet that hatred is likely borne out of mankind’s failure to give him the respect and honor he is due as this society’s most intelligent character. Although people universally acknowledge Alceste’s intelligence and wit, Alceste’s flaw lies in his insistence on turning that wit against his fellow man, in demonstration of his own superiority. Even worse, Alceste has fallen helplessly in love with society’s biggest coquette. As much as he needs to feel special and important, Alceste has chosen the one woman who will continually undermine his self-esteem with outside affairs. 


The Misanthrope is virtually plotless. And the modern reader may miss its most crucial plot points. The major components of the plot are tucked away in arcane French legal practice which doesn’t really make sense to a modern reader. Also, of course, Alceste and his psychological torment are simply so much more fascinating to follow. 


The Misanthrope is built around two separate “trials” that center around Alceste’s inability to keep his mouth shut. One of these trials occurs entirely off stage, and we only hear rumors and reports of the vague details. The first trial mentioned has apparently dragged on for some time, and is tied up in the more “official” courts. Alceste is apparently the only man who will stand up against a slimy, unprincipled rogue. Seemingly everyone knows how corrupt this man is, and whatever Alceste has done is likely something that they secretly wished they might do, themselves. The man’s actions are so outrageous that people are embarrassed at just how unabashed he is: extorting funds, cheating his neighbors and claiming credit for himself at every turn. Bringing peoples’ attention to it seems to be rather redundant, and rather than risking confrontation, the rest of society has taken to looking the other way. 


Molière never tells us just what this lawsuit is about. To Alceste, his own rightness, opposed to this man’s obvious wickedness should be enough to win the case. It was quite customary, in those days, for the petitioner to visit with the judge, outside of the legal setting, to persuade him as to the legal merits of his particular case. This would, of course, be a situation rife with opportunity for corruption. For Alceste, doing anything of the sort would be to suggest that the merits of the case were not wholly and self-evidently in his own favor. He wants to see justice served, but only justice in its most austere and self-righteous guise. And while he may complain at great length, we find that there is probably nothing that Alceste loves more than that very right to complain. This is a dangerous desire for a man who has fallen in love, and it is Alceste’s struggle with his desire for Celemine versus his desire to prove his own rightness that occupies the bulk of the play. 


The incubation of Alceste’s second trial is witnessed in the first act. A flatterer, Oronte, approaches Alceste, supposedly for his candid critique of a sonnet he has written.  Though he struggles to resist responding to Oronte’s poetry, and layers his response with hints and implications of the fact that the poetry isn’t really any good, eventually Oronte corners him into saying as much. Infuriated, Oronte leaves, and rumor of their confrontation quickly spreads. 


The rumor finds its way to a tribunal of Marshalls, who call Alceste in for a reprimand. 
This tribunal was an extra-legal process that operated independent of the courts. 

It was not intended to punish or imprison, but rather to act as a stop-gap measure, in which the Marshalls would insert themselves into a growing conflict in order to prevent the dispute from escalating into a duel. Apparently enough lives had been lost over the years to merit a system whereby cooler heads could prevail. And thus, the Marshalls drag Alceste away from the scene by an authority that is outside the legal system. 


We only hear about the tribunal from Alceste’s friend, Philinte, who reports the convoluted manner in which Alceste is eventually brought to apologize, as he says, essentially, “I’m sorry that I don’t like your verse any more than I do,” which is, of course, no apology at all. 


The original trial, however, is still on, and the unnamed rogue spreads a rumor about Alceste, suggesting that he is the author of a book that has been circulating underground, a book that is, by all reports, offensive and disgusting. (“To even speak the title is a crime.”)  The opponent’s case is further supported (and confused) by the fact that Oronte, Alceste’s earlier victim, has lent his own credentials to this story. 


Alceste’s position is sufficiently undermined to tip the scales against him in his court case, which leaves him all the more outraged, cynical, and at odds with humanity. He cannot think of any better response than fleeing civilization, and, in the process, wants nothing but the accompaniment of his lover, Celimene. 


Parallel to the plot of the trials of Alceste, has been the oft-interrupted plot of Alceste and Celemine. She is the worst possible woman for Alceste, who needs more than anything, to feel apart and above his fellow man. Perhaps the fact that Celimene is loved by so many men is what gives Alceste the thrill of the conquest in attempting to win her away from them. Or else, perhaps she only serves to feed his underlying self-righteous anger, in giving himself something to complain about, endlessly. 


Alceste’s reasons are a complex combination of all of these, and his desires are borne out in the field of romance as well as politics. It was an intriguing psychological work which anticipated the very field of psychology, as Molière developed his characters with unflinching psychological insight and depth.

The Doctor In Spite of Himself (1667)


In his assault on the medical profession, what really interested Moliere were not the specific details of medical treatment, so much as the bureaucratic structures and arrogant attitudes which would institutionalize bad medical practice. 


In his depictions, we find doctors sworn to uphold the practices of the “ancients”, blindly following the medical traditions that had been handed down from the time of Aristotle and Hippocrates. Doctors who pushed the boundaries of long-accepted medical practice were ostracized from the medical community and denied advancement within the profession. As such, some easily-proven medical discoveries, such as the circulation of the blood, were suppressed by the medical community long after they had been established. 


The formula for The Doctor In Spite of Himself is simple. The ignorant peasant finds himself elevated to a position of authority, and nobody notices the difference. Through the simple manipulation of a series of obtuse phrases and convoluted logic, the pretender is indistinguishable form the real thing. Molière was once again to depict a Sganarelle, this one a peasant woodcutter who is interrupted in the course of beating his wife amid an argument. His wife takes vengeance upon him by telling two passers-by that Sganarelle is a doctor, but that the only way to get him to admit to his high medical position is to beat him soundly. After a thorough beating, Sganarelle is ready to admit to being anything that the men want him to be, and is surprised to find himself elevated to the role of doctor. Suddenly, people attend to his every word, they respond to his suggestions and requests, and will enthusiastically give themselves over to his indiscreet examination. In short, the ignorant peasant gets to live the life of the high-living playboy. 


Just as the peasant is indistinguishable from the doctor, so are the sick indistinguishable from the healthy. The daughter, Lucinde, has pretended that she has lost the capacity to speak in order to delay her marriage to the man to whom her father has promised her in marriage. And so, with two frauds at the heart of his action, Molière is free to improvise wildly, exploiting a comic situation for all that it is worth. 


Ultimately, Sganarelle’s deceit comes back to haunt him. When the girl runs off with the boyfriend (whom Sganarelle has disguised as the apothecary), the father prepares to take revenge. Sganarelle’s wife returns to the scene just in time, not to save him, but to gleefully witness his hanging. As with most Molière comedies, an audacious coincidence rules the conclusion. In a moment of stricken conscience, the boyfriend decides that he cannot steal the girl by trickery, and returns to the scene to restore the daughter to her father. By wild stroke of fortune, however, the boy finds that his uncle has died, and has left him his estate. The father is immediately struck with the notion of just what a wonderful son-in-law the boy would be.

The Miser (1668)


We find most of Molière’s plays centering around an unfortunate alliance which the father has made, based on some quirky impulse of his own, agreeing to marry off his son or daughter (or both, as in the case of The Miser), for some reason which will benefit himself more than his children. The children, usually with the help of some clever servant, plot to trick their father, or else to change his mind somehow, but it is all generally rendered irrelevant when a wild coincidence guarantees a happy ending, often in spite of the hopelessness of the situation. 



An improbable conclusion reminds us that we are, in fact, in the theatre, and that, in situations such as this, the success of the young lovers is, in fact, not probable. By pointedly bending all the rules to resolve the ending, we are, at first, relieved that the protagonists have won the day, and then reminded that protagonists do not, in fact, win the day in “real” life. It is an ending that is cynical, ironic
, and in that way, all the more real, as it taps into the cynicism and irony that we have surrounding these very situations. 


Molière wrote his plays, deliberately. He would string together elaborate themes built out of the quirky impulses which drove the fathers to wish these unfortunate marriages upon their children. And in the process, we find every twist and turn of the plot driven by these particular obsessions which were often given to stand in place of “true love.” And much comic mileage is to be discovered from a man who substitutes such love with an artificial object standing in its place. In the case of The Miser, that object is quite clearly money. 


At every stage of The Miser, we find Harpagon focusing his attention on financial gain. While his two children have fallen in love with young, vital partners, Harpagon is attempting to engage them to a rich widow and widower in their declining years. Making matters worse, Harpagon has envisioned a marriage to his son’s lover for himself, his only regret being that the girl and her mother have very little money to bring to the table as a dowry. 


In every scene about love, Harpagon fails to see anything but money. When his daughter’s lover, who has disguised himself as a steward to gain access to the house, suggests that the father might well consider the daughter’s affections in choosing her a mate, Harpagon continues to play his one trump card, which is that this elderly suitor will marry her “without a dowry!” before which, all other considerations give way. 


This is most effectively manifested when Harpagon mistakenly believes that his daughter’s lover has stolen his money box. The lover, Valere, assumes that Harpagon has discovered that he has stolen his daughter, and the two of them play out an extended argument in which neither realizes just what the other is upset about. While Valere may have stolen the heart of his daughter, his intended marriage to her will not make the girl any less of a daughter, so when Harpagon accuses Valere, he readily admits his “theft.” It is, in fact, difficult to watch this argument without being struck by the realization that much of the language that we use to describe love could easily be ascribed to money without a discernible difference. It is not until Harpagon enlists the aid of the Commissioner in arresting the lover that Valere begins to sense that somehow the conversation has gone horribly wrong. 


Eventually, the money is returned to Harpagon, in the hands of the son who wishes to marry his father’s intended. He agrees to give the money back, but only if his father will release his hold on the young woman. Given the choice, Harpagon chooses the money, and thereby gets precisely what he deserves. The day will arrive when the money passes to the son for his inheritance, but for the son, love is worth all of the money that Harpagon might ever bestow, and Harpagon leaves just as he entered, covetous and hungry. 


It is of consequence to note that people really do not change in Molière’s plays. Harpagon may come to accept that he has made a certain deal in order to assure the security of his money, but he has not, in the course of this adventure, become benevolent. A lesser playwright would be tempted to reform Harpagon in some way, to make him “see the light” or “the error of his ways,” tying up what is otherwise left as a “loose end.” In a comedy, our impulse is to see wicked people reform, and for all to be set right. Molière knows that such things don’t really happen. And so the only way to conclude this situation is to throw a wild coincidence into the mix, making a gift of a happy ending for the audience, in spite of the miser, and not because of him. It is action which remains fluid and manipulated, while character remains a fixed constant.

The Schemings of Scapin (1670)


In The Schemings of Scapin, Molière created one of his boldest, cleverest, most powerful and audacious characters in the servant, Scapin. 


More thoroughly influenced than any of Molière’s great comedies  by the commedia dell’arte, “Scapin” has several archtypical characters and the slapstick scenes. But more than any of this, the play feels improvised, as Scapin is thrown into situations in which he must create wild and outrageous stories off of the top of his head in order to trick the fathers out of large sums of money. As such, Scapin comes off as brave, brilliant and audacious, throwing himself into the path of the raging fathers, never knowing exactly how he will lead them through these lies, but confident, nevertheless, in his own ability to think on his feet. 


Molière models this character in contrast to each of the characters around him. Two sons, Octave and Leandre, have both pledged marriage to women of whom their respective fathers would clearly not approve. As the fathers return from a trip, the sons are frightened of their likely reactions. They cringe and scurry, and beg Scapin (who is the servant to Leandre) to save them. Scapin already has a reputation for scheming, and barely blinks at the news that Octave has been married. He even upbraids Octave’s servant, Sylvestre, for being unable to come up with his own plan to evade the father’s wrath. 


Interrupted by the return of the father, Argante, Scapin improvises an excuse, diverting Argante with news of “something worse” that Leandre has supposedly done. Later, when Leandre’s father, Geronte, sneers over news of Octave’s failings, Argante retaliates with the news that Leandre has in fact done “something worse.” In quick succession, Geronte confronts Leandre, who in turn threatens Scapin for having started the rumor. In a classic confrontation, Leandre threatens to kill Scapin unless he will apologize for this un-named deed, and Scapin proceeds to apologize for a multitude of hurtful tricks that he has played upon Leandre, without realizing he is simply being blamed for his own inadvertent remark about Leandre having done “something worse.” 


Both sons enlist Scapin’s aid in extorting the funds to protect their respective loves from perilous situations. Scapin goes to work on Argante, inventing a non-existent brother-of-the-bride, demonstrating just how expensively, the matter will be tied up in court, and offers to work as go-between. Argante refuses to relinquish any cash in the matter, until Sylvestre, with Scapin’s coaching, emerges, disguised as the brother, threatening to kill Argante the moment he finds him (while Argante hides, ineffectually, behind Scapin). 


Having successfully extorted the funds from one father, Scapin turns to Geronte, telling of his son’s supposed capture by gypsies who will sell him into slavery unless Geronte pays a ransom. Geronte resists every entreaty, and even suggests that Scapin sell off a hamper full of old clothes in order to raise the cash. Only the most direct and pathetic plea on behalf of the young man’s life will pry the purse from Geronte’s desperate hand, and Scapin comes away with an even greater determination to enact some form of revenge upon Geronte (who spread the “something worse” rumor).


Scapin exacts this revenge by convincing Geronte that the brother of Leandre’s wife, angry that Geronte helped break-up his sister’s marriage, is out to kill him, and that he has enlisted every rogue in town to hunt Geronte down on his behalf. As such, Scapin convinces Geronte to hide inside a sack, and, unseen by Geronte, Scapin alters his voice to sound like one of the thugs, whereupon he proceeds to mercilessly beat the sack with a stick. When Geronte emerges from the sack, Scapin moans even louder than Geronte, claiming that Geronte was simply hit by the “tail end” of the stick, while he took the real beating. Scapin repeatedly puts the fear of new villains into Geronte’s head, changing his voice until he finally becomes a whole platoon of soldiers, shouting for Geronte’s destruction. Just as this “troupe” is getting ready to attack the sack, Geronte emerges, assumedly to give himself up, and discovers that there has only been one person beating him this entire time. Scapin flees. 


In the meantime, the sons manage to reconcile with their fathers, as they discover (in Molière’s usual suspiciously miraculous fashion), that they have married the very two women that the fathers actually intended for them to marry. The fathers turn their attentions to revenging themselves upon Scapin, but Scapin returns battered and bloodied, evidently on death’s door after having been injured by an inadvertent hammer at a nearby worksite. With great reluctance, the fathers forgive Scapin for his trickery, and leave to celebrate the double marriage. Scapin immediately recovers, revealing the bloody wound to be nothing more than a bit of ketchup.

The Bourgeois Gentleman (1671)


Monsieur Jourdain is a member of the merchant class living in denial of his middle-class roots. He does everything he can to imitate the superficial activities and attitudes of the nobility, failing miserably at every turn. He has hired a dancing master, a music master, a fencing master and a philosophy master to train him in the arts which seem to come so naturally to those who are “to the manner born.” 


Of course, Monsieur Jourdain has a daughter, and he sees the daughter’s marriage as his greatest opportunity. He intends to correct the injustice that has been done to him in his unfortunate birth. Point blank, Jourdain asks his daughter’s suitor, Cleonte, if he is a member of the nobility. Cleonte is frank and forthcoming, asserting that, though some of lesser birth than he have surrounded themselves with artificial titles, for him to do as much would be to suggest a discontent with his own lot in life. And while Monsieur Jourdain listens to this extremely candid and thoughtful response, it seems that the only thing that he actually hears is the acknowledgement that Cleonte is, indeed, not a nobleman. He replies,   “Allow me, Sir, to shake your hand. … You’re not a gentleman; you shall not have my daughter.”


We are given an example of how a “true” gentleman acts through the character of Dorante, a count who is attempting to win the heart of Dorimene, a marquise. Monsieur Jordain has his own interests in the marquise, which is problematic considering that Jourdain is already married. In effect, however, Jourdain only thinks that he is courting the Marquise. Dorante, who borrows freely from Jourdain, is taking the gifts which Jourdain has been sending, through him, to the woman, and presenting them to her as his own. Here we find that the count, whom we might assume to be better off than the merchant, is living off of the largesse of Jourdain. 


As Jourdain is blind to anything but the supposed glories of the nobility, Dorante and the mischievous servants, come up with a plan to trick Jourdain into allowing Cleonte to marry his daughter. With the assistance of a local theatrical troupe, they pass Cleonte off as a “Mufti,” the supposed son of the “Grand Turk,” who, as he is passing through Paris, has heard of the beauty of the daughter of Monsieur Jourdain. Cleonte expresses his interest in marrying the girl but unfortunately, as a Mufti, he might only marry the daughter of a nobleman. As a consequence, he must hold a ceremony which will elevate Jourdain from the position of simple merchant to that of a “Mamamouchi.” 


Jourdain is thrilled by the opportunity to achieve his life’s ambition. And while the participants in the game hesitate before humiliating Jourdain, they note that Jourdain’s own narrow-minded prejudice has forced them to these radical measures. 


In his newfound position as Mamamouchi, Jourdain turns his attentions to his daughter, to compel her to marry the son of the Grand Turk. The daughter refuses, until it is pointed out to her that the Grand Turk’s son is none other than her lover, Cleonte, in disguise. To fully resolve the loose ends, Dorante pretends to “cover for” Jourdain, whose wife has caught him entertaining the Marquise Dorimene, by announcing his upcoming nuptials with the Marquise. Jourdain is grateful to his friend for having gone to such a great length to protect his reputation on his behalf. 


While the plot of The Bourgeois Gentleman is a satisfying tale, it doesn’t by itself capture the distinct pleasure of observing the ongoing faux pas of Monsieur Jourdain, who, while aspiring to nobility, hasn’t the slightest sense of courtly behavior. While he may imitate the superficial exhibitions of the music master, the dancing master, the philosophy master or the fencing master, his attempts to pass himself off are feeble and pathetic, and ultimately very funny. One of the most telling moments comes when the philosophy master explains to him that those very pedestrian bits of speech that he tosses off, such as “Nicole, please fetch me my slippers,” are in fact prose (by simple virtue of the fact that they are not verse). Jourdain is enthralled with his own talent: “Well, what do you know about that! These forty years now, I’ve been speaking in prose without knowing it!”

The Imaginary Invalid (1673)


Molière’s career, and his life, were to come to a sudden end with the production of The Imaginary Invalid and the details surrounding his death are so strange, that, in spite of the greatness of the work, one cannot help but view The Imaginary Invalid through the prism of this event. 


The Imaginary Invalid combines many of Molière’s greatest themes in a refreshing and hilarious way. There is, of course, the father (Argan) looking to marry a daughter off to a mate who will serve his needs. His needs, most particularly, are for relentless doctoring. We discover him, as the curtain rises, tallying up his many medical expenses for the month, including dozens of bleedings and enemas. Argan gets the notion that he will marry his daughter to a doctor in order to get free medical advice. The doctor he has in mind (the nephew of his own doctor) turns out to be a backwards idiot with no social skills. 


Argan, a widower, has remarried a younger woman, Beline, who all suspect is a gold-digger. She has hired a notary to advise Argan on the most effective way to cut his two daughters out of his will and leave the money to none but herself. Beline coddles Argan in his “condition,” feeding his resentment for the children and the clever servant, Toinette, who insist (to his great frustration) that he is not sick at all! 


The daughter’s true love, Cleante, sneaks into the home disguised as the music master and, through the improvisation of an “opera,” proceeds to woo the girl right under Argan’s nose. 


Argan’s more sensible brother, Beralde, argues on behalf of Cleante. Their conversation is interrupted by the arrival of the Apothecary, who has come to administer Argan’s enema. Beralde, who recognizes that Argan is in the peak of health, suggests that the Apothecary return some other time for this distasteful treatment. The Apothecary angrily informs the doctor, who in turn cancels the marriage to his nephew, and severs Argan from the blessings of medicine, predicting Argan’s death within four days. 


Argan is horrified by this medical “excommunication,” but relieved at the sudden, coincidental, arrival of a doctor who has supposedly come to view this famous patient. The doctor turns out to be none other than the disguised maidservant, Toinette, who proceeds to mock the advice that Argan has received from the other doctors, and to advise Argan to have various appendages (that are inhibiting his health) amputated. 


When Beralde intimates that Beline may be less than devoted, Toinette (as herself again) insists that Beline is absolutely loyal, and insists that Argan play dead to demonstrate just how profoundly Beline will be moved by news of his death. Beline turns out to be thrilled by the news, telling Toinette of how disgusting she found Argan to be, and attempting to steal his money before the daughter returns. She is horrified when she finds her husband still alive.  With Beline sent away and the daughter approaching, Toinette suggests another test, and Argan plays dead once more, only to find that the daughter he had reviled was sincerely stricken by news of her father’s death. 


Argan is at last willing to give Beline away to her true love, but requests that Cleante study to become a doctor. Beralde, however, suggests that Argan become a doctor himself, considering all of the experience he has had in being doctored. As in the conclusion of The Bourgeois Gentleman, a troupe of actors happen to be available for Beralde to employ, in this case as a medical faculty who will supposedly confer Argan’s degree in a ceremony. Through a mock ritual, Argan swears his allegiance to the backwards principles and bureaucracies of medicine while, forgetting, his own condition, he dances off, merrily. 


Much of this might well have been unremarkable were it not for the fact that Molière was to die four performances into the run of the play. He practically died on stage during the finale, caught up with a horrible cough. Somehow he managed to pull himself together to finish off the play, and then died several hours later. 


The biggest coincidence surrounding the death lies in the argument between Argan and Beralde regarding doctors. Beralde goes so far as to cite none other than “Molière,” and Argan proceeds to rant and rave about Molière’s heresy. He goes so far as to suggest that, were he a doctor, he would refuse to treat Moliere, saying “Die you heretic! You cad! Go to the devil and we’ll all be glad! That ought to teach you to make fun of us!” 


Molière was teasing fate, cursing himself from the stage, moments before he was to actually die. Perhaps he had a morbid fascination; perhaps he wanted to poke some fun at his own expense. What seems likely is that he wanted to leave the world with something to talk about for a long, long time.

The Molière-in-English Project: “Molière  For The People”


Molière Than Thou is actually a small part of a very large project. This project began in the Spring of 1997, when I was the Artistic Director of Stage Two, a small theatre company in the northern suburbs of Chicago. In keeping with their summer tradition, Stage Two, a theatre which focused on new work, sought out a more popular play, which might draw audiences out to the theatre during a period when they traditionally tended to stay home. Molière’s Tartuffe was one of the plays suggested, and I had worked on a production of Tartuffe some ten years prior while I was apprenticing with the Seattle Repertory Theatre. I remembered the great success that the play had achieved, as well as the playful fun with which the actors had approached their roles. 


More than this, however, I remembered my awe at the ability of translator, Richard Wilbur, to take Molière’s French original and put it into English verse. Of course, the process of translating a work of verse from one language to another demands a new set of words and new structures to the phrasings, so that English rhymes might well achieve the effect of the original French rhymes. Over the years, I had given thought to this process, all the while creating poetry of my own. I thought, audaciously, that I would like to experiment with my own version. Auditions were approaching quickly, and I assumed that he would toy with the verse for a while, find it largely unworkable, and return to Richard Wilbur’s version for production. 


In the process, I would match the length of Molière’s lines, with the exception that, like Wilbur before me, I would write in iambic pentameter, as opposed to Molière’s original hexameter. Given the success of Shakespeare in the American theatre, American actors are trained to speak in iambic pentameter, almost as naturally as a musician might read a bar of music. I found myself infusing this new version of Tartuffe with rhetorical devices such as alliteration and assonance
, coupled with a rhyming pattern which was intended to surprise the viewer with unanticipated rhymes. I loosened the traditional vocabulary from which classical theatre has previously drawn, using words from modern English alongside classical speech. 


The critical success of this Tartuffe was sufficient to give me a new direction in my career. The play had been celebrated as “audacious,” “gleefully giddy,” “insightful satire,” with one reviewer generously suggesting that “Molière would doubtless have enjoyed all of the contemporary guffaws that Mooney's irreverent version of this timeless comedy provokes from a modern audience.”

I took on more Molière work, addressing some unique challenges. Molière’s The Miser had originally been written in prose, without the rhythm or rhyme that had given such an elevated, “classical” and comic mood to Tartuffe. To my thinking, this was the real fun of working with Molière. The verse gave a classical framework to a play that could then audaciously explore the very modern nature of Molière’s comedy. My objective was to breathe new life into the comedy, layering it with double entendres which would not have been specifically available to Molière, working in French, but which would, at every step, underline the ribald and salacious humor that surrounded the action. 

I have found that prose versions of Molière’s work often bring out some lazy acting habits in modern actors, who may pause more, or become less animated, not distinguishing the style of this classical work from the style of a modern “living-room-comedy.” As such, a verse version of The Miser simply feels more like Molière to me. The audience sits forward in their chairs, playing an ongoing game with the actors. The constant reminder of the elevated artifice of the verse keeps the audience guessing: ‘How will they pull off that rhyme? Where are they going with it?’


There is an ongoing debate as to exactly why Molière might have used verse in one play and not in another. And some have suggested that there were simply occasions in which Molière, rushing to meet an opening night deadline, simply did not have time to versify his dialogue. Others describe Molière as pushing the limits of what was then expected, breaking from verse as a significant break from tradition. Whichever might be true, the actors that he worked with were still caught up in the performance traditions of the era, and would not at all have resembled our modern method-trained actors, often mumbling and pausing their way through a script. More than anything, though, verse indicates a heightened selectiveness to the process of choosing the words. It is easy to get casual about writing or speaking prose dialogue, and to find oneself expressing something in the simplest manner possible, rather than in the most elegant, or meaningful manner. When all ten syllables of a particular line have to fit into a particular rhythmic pattern, it disciplines the writer and performer to pack all the punch they can into those syllables.


The Stage Two Theatre Company was to produce The Miser in the summer of 1998, but by that time, I had already created new versions of The School For Husbands, Don Juan, The Doctor In Spite of Himself, The Imaginary Invalid and The Schemings of Scapin. I was writing new adaptations faster than they could be produced. Scapin was placed on the schedule for the summer of 1999, the same year in which Stage Two took on the task of creating a “Molière Theatre Festival,” as an alternate to the many Shakespeare Festivals that dotted the theatrical landscape. By this time new versions of The School For Wives, The Misanthrope, The Precious Young Maidens and The Bourgeois Gentleman had been created. 

The following year, I was to add Sganarelle, or The Imaginary Cuckold and the more obscure Monsieur de Porceaugnac to the catalogue, even as the plays were finding their way to theatrical presentation across North America. Tartuffe was to find production at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater and the Pasadena Shakespeare Company. The Miser saw further productions at Texas Wesleyan University and Nortwestern College in Iowa, while both The Misanthrope and The Imaginary Invalid enjoyed their world premieres at theatres other than Stage Two: the University of Colorado-Denver and Columbus State Community College, respectively. 

Faced with an ever growing repertory of Molière, and a new responsibility to bring this work to “the people,” I started to think of a framework whereby I might showcase some of Molière’s most celebrated speeches, an evening’s entertainment which might give an audience an overview of Molière’s amazing canon, while stimulating further interest in Molière, and bringing to him the kind of attention that is his due. In the fall of 2000, I went to work on Molière Than Thou, a vehicle for a single man to perform, in which Molière finds himself abandoned on stage with an audience waiting to be entertained. Supposedly, the cast has been subject to food poisoning, which gives Molière the opportunity to chide his favorite targets, the doctors, for mishandling their care, and throwing the cast even further into illness. 

And so, Molière offers up his collection of favorite speeches, while occasionally bringing members of the audience themselves on stage to play across from him. In the process, Molière manages to comment on the various rumors and stories that surrounded himself and his work. He proves himself the consummate showman, holding the attention of the audience for more than ninety minutes, with only a few costumes and a handful of props. His words dance, and his characters shift as he plays cuckolded husbands, wicked rakes, ingenious servants, and silly fops. 

The play begins and ends with monologues about art. Molière opens with a selection from The Misanthrope, in which Alceste must deliver the bad news to the foppish Oronte, letting him know that the sonnet he has written really isn’t any good. By introducing such an unforgiving opinion, Moliere was certainly inviting the audience’s closer scrutiny of his own work, and as the first monologue of the evening, we invite the modern audience to consider the words that they hear, continually conscious of the artist behind the construction. 

Ten monologues later, the evening concludes with a speech from The Precious Young Maidens in which Molière chides his company’s competitors, the Grande Comedians of the Hôtel du Burgogne, for resorting to cheap theatrical claptrap, shouting their lines, speaking in artificial voices, and pausing for applause at every opportunity, as opposed to taking their cues from nature, by presenting a portrait of man as he truly is. He does this by presenting a masquerading fop (actually a servant) who is attempting to impress the precious young maidens with tales of the play he has written for performance by the Commedians. In the process, Molière gives us a taste of what a live performance may have actually looked like at the time, as the masquerading servant offers up his rendition of his successful improvisation: “Stop Thief.” By this time, the audience has followed Moliere through many, many characterizations, and is freely invited to compare Moliere’s performance against the illustration of the work of his contemporaries, in the context of the servant’s performance.

Molière thanks the audience for their interest, asking only that they return again some evening when the theatre is, as they say, “fully staffed.”

Molière Than Thou (complete script to follow) opened at Stage Two in March of 2001, and has begun a tour of the country, aimed at bringing Molière “to the people.” Booking information is available through www.Molière-in-english.com, or at 847/757-3648.

Advice to the Players

The style of Molière plays and of verse in general is much different than we have come to expect from modern American theatre. Many talented performers do not necessarily show an aptitude for performing in these works, particularly as the focus on the words and the rhythms demand a proficiency in a skill that is largely technical
. 

As we have discussed, these works have been painstakingly written in rhymed iambic pentameter. Of necessity, that implies a certain artifice
 to the work. People do not simply begin speaking in rhymed iambic pentameter out of happenstance. The words are clearly chosen for a given effect. 

Many actors struggle with operating from the confines of technique. They see their mission as bringing themselves and their improvisatory skills, or their inner dialogue, to the character. In many plays, that is a viable service, but it will generally work at cross purposes with the verbal style of these plays. Some actors go so far as to attempt to “bury the rhyme” under the flow of the dialogue. A teacher, somewhere, taught them that this was the way to handle rhyming dialogue. And it is important to concentrate on the full sense of the line, rather than falling into a mindless, rhyming patter. 

But consider for a moment the process of creation. Why are the rhymes there in the first place? What do rhymes do for an audience? If the actors were expected to “bury the rhyme,” then why put it in to begin with? 

There is an aesthetic satisfaction to hearing verse well spoken, and especially in enjoying the carefully woven qualities of text which somehow manages to echo the sound quality of every pair of lines. Particularly in the case of a comedy, the audience will pay greater attention when they realize that every other line is going to match up with the line that preceded it. When the lines are well written, the audience should be held somewhat in suspense, wondering exactly what rhyme the dialogue might possibly provide. 

As an example, I once threw in a rhyme to one of those words that are famous for being “impossible to rhyme.” In The Misanthrope, a character reads from a letter, which describes another man who is present:


“And now the man whose outfits are of orange …”

In performance, we had the actor pause, to give the audience time to ponder: what could they possibly rhyme with “orange?” The character turns to Alceste, who is dressed in a shade of orange: 


“I do believe that color matches your tinge.” 

Audiences delight in this. Just like they enjoy working crossword puzzles or solving riddles or listening to clever lyrics. They are challenged to play the game alongside the performers. 

Once you accept the fact that this artifice will, in fact, serve your performance, and not distract from it, there are some general principles to keep in mind:

Pauses need to be the exception; never the rule. What the verse brings the play is an engine, a motor. When the audience feels the rhythm and the beat constantly in the background, they have confidence that they are being carried along by some higher power, and that the play is always going somewhere. Actors who throw in pauses in the middle of lines are sucking the life out of the scenes, and it takes lots of work to get the audience back on board.

Some actors hit consonants, and some hit vowels. You need both. And this is more important than any character consideration. Taste the words. Sing them. Feel the sensual pleasure of shaping the consonants with the lips. Listen to the sultry sensuality of the “oo” sound in "No human is immune to dreams of bliss." Imagine the sexual stimulation of "And silent sin still sticks to heaven's path" whispered in the ear (assonance and aliteration, respectively). When Hamlet says “To post with such dexterity to incestuous sheets!” the actor has very little work to do other than saying the words. The very act of articulating this particular line will give the actor all the heightened emotional tension that he needs. An indulgent actor might actually pause here to show the audience the depth of the emotional experience he is going through. That is exactly the wrong thing to do. Shakespeare has already done the work for us. All we need to do is piggyback onto the foundation that is already there. 

Some actors hear the instruction not to pause as "go faster." That's not it at all. Actors who race through rarely give us the opportunity to feel the pleasure of the words themselves. The words demand the time that it takes to speak them. Especially when there are words that are unfamiliar to the audience's ear (e.g., “forthwithly wed”), they need to take the time to hit each consonant. Not pausing means that we are always hearing something. "Thinking time" does not belong here. You can always think while the other actors are talking. And, in the course of a longer monologue, if you force yourself to think while you are speaking, the speech will become more dynamic and surprising. 

All things being equal …

There are a series of principles that I keep in mind under the “all things being equal” category. While I’d like to be able to say that this is how the line should be delivered, 100% of the time, the fact is that in the course of making sense of the lines, actors will often need to change the approach slightly. Unfortunately, many actors never give this “technique” the chance to work for them, and rather than matching the technique 90% of the time, their score is closer to 10%. 

Through the course of a ten-syllable line, there will be five stressed syllables. That is to say that there are five “feet” of “iambs”, an iamb being an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable. Sounding out the rhythm of these lines will give you important clues as to the way that the line should be delivered, and even how some words are intended to be pronounced. Depending on where it falls in the line, an actor may call a woman “MADam”, or he may call her “maDAM”. The actor may refer to his city as “PARis,” or he may call it “parEE.” Or, a multi-syllabic word may be contracted or expanded in some ways to fit the pattern. A shoemaker may be called a “COB-ul-LER” or a “COB-lur;” a shameful act may be “IG-no-MIN-ee-US,” or it may be “IG-no-MIN-yus.” You have to look at the line and puzzle it out so that when you see “Lest we collide with ignominious ends,” you’ll know that it is the 3-syllable version of the word that you will need to make the line work.

All things being equal, each subsequent stressed syllable of a line will be stressed more than the syllable before it. This creates a natural build to each line, until the final syllable gets a stronger “punch” than anything before it. Even if there is no punctuation at the end of the line, this process will keep the rhyming word present in the audience’s mind, so that they know which rhyme they are puzzling out. Even when there is no punctuation at the end of the line, the briefest instant of thinking about which next word to choose will also help to isolate the rhyme. 

And then there is the syndrome of blurtyness. Some actors, anxious to keep the verse moving, will spit out two or three words, and take an instantaneous pause, resume, pause, resume ... and quickly the verse begins to fragment. Follow the punctuation, and drive through to the ends of sentences. The audience wants to know that they are in good hands.  

The rhetorical structure of the words implies structured blocking as well. Just as the words have been elaborately and specifically chosen, the movement should also reflect this "engine" of the play. These lines of dialogue imply an ongoing shift of balance in power, in idea, or in mood. Continued movement and the ongoing manipulation of stage pictures enables the director to reflect these changes in an ongoing dynamic stage picture. 

When we have maintained our sense of the play’s “engine,” it is only then that a pause can really mean something. If we hold out for this one major pause, perhaps once in the course of a given act; or even once in the course of a single evening’s performance, then that pause will make the audience sit up and take notice. If you are already pausing every couple of lines, then you will have spent your theatrical capital by the time the important pause comes up. At this point, the audience will be wondering how much longer the play will go on, and considering whether the babysitter is going to be upset when they finally get home, and the impact that you were hoping for will be counter-productive.

Above all, keep in mind that plays are not incidental things. Characters are driven by a desire to achieve something, and they do not approach their enormous objectives in an offhand, uncaring manner. We may not approve of the things that our characters do, and we may wish that we could give a better example to the world, but more often than not, the overall play is making a larger statement about humanity, than the particular statement about our individual character. Throw yourself into action with heart, soul and passion and trust that Molière has made sense of it all. 

And have fun.
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Glossary of Terms used in the Play and this Study Guide

This glossary defines the terms in light of the particular manner in which they are used in this play or this glossary. In some cases, these definitions may be secondary to the more obvious meanings generally assigned to these words.
 

	Abased
	Lowered in prestige.

	Absurd
	Ridiculous, pointless.

	Academy of Wits
	A salon; a group of artists or intellectuals who gather to discuss or to critique works of art

	Accent
	A turn of phrase, or a stylized figure of speech. More commonly: the stress upon a particular syllable of a word. 

	Acclamation
	Acclaim. The promotion or cheering of an individual success.

	Accord
	Agreement. Balance.

	Acquit
	To demonstrate one’s capability.

	Action
	The motion of a play. What transpires in the course of a play’s events.

	Adultery
	Sexual relations between a married individual and another outside of the marriage.

	Advance Sale
	Tickets sold prior to the opening of the box office immediately prior to a given performance.

	Advocate
	One pleading the cause of another in court.

	Affected
	Altered from the direct or the natural. Imbued with mannerisms. 

	Aft
	The backside (often a nautical term); the opposite of “fore.”

	Aim
	Intent. Objective.

	Annul
	To invalidate a marriage. 

	Appeal
	The re-opening of a legal case. A plea for a new decision from a higher court.

	Appropriation
	The taking of something that belongs to another.

	Aristotle
	Greek philosopher, 384-322 B.C. The author of “The Poetics,” who, among other theories, argued the importance of the “unities” of time, place and action.

	Artery
	A vessel that carries blood from the heart to the rest of the body.

	Artifice
	A falseness, usually intentional, giving shape to a work of art that is self-evidently not “real” or “natural.”

	Artistic
	Arranged and conveyed with the intent of expressing an idea, experience or mood. 

	Ascetic
	A pious individual who practices self-denial in order to heighten spiritual conviction.

	Ashen ember
	A burned-out portion of a fire, diminished to glowing ashes.

	Assessed
	Accounted for; measured.

	Attorney
	An agent of the law, representing clients in a legal proceeding.

	Attorney’s Briefs
	Concise descriptions of a client’s case or petition, as set forward by an attorney. As used here, a play on the term “briefs,” a pair of underpants.

	Attrition
	Slow decay or diminishment.

	Audacious
	Bold or brazen. Outrageous.

	Audience
	Observers to a work of theatre, or to any artwork.

	Author
	The composer or writer of an artistic work.

	Bailiff
	An individual employed by a sheriff or a judge, empowered to serve writs.

	Ballet
	A theatrical entertainment using dance, music and scenery, generally graceful and flowing. 

	Bearing
	Personal carriage. The manner in which one carries oneself. Often related to posture or attitude, but also suggesting psychological character.

	Behest
	Command, order, or urgent prompting.

	Bejart, Armande and Madeline
	Actresses from Moliere’s company. Madeline, the elder, is generally considered the most talented of her time. Armande (rumored to be Madeline’s daughter) married Moliere when she was 19 (and he was 40).

	Bile
	A “humor” secreted by the liver, yellow or green in color, supposedly creating an inclination to anger. 

	Blade
	A rakish, handsome man.

	Bluster
	Confused anger. Bubbling with pretentious threats. Like an oncoming storm.

	Bound
	The act of fusing together the pages of a book in the process of publication.

	Bourgeois
	From the middle class of society. Reflecting the (assumedly petty) interests of a merchant, or the commercial or industrial class.

	Box Office
	The desk or office outside of an auditorium where tickets to a theatrical production are sold. Also, the receipts from the sale of tickets. 

	Brawl
	A disturbance or fight, usually implying the disorganized involvement of many people.

	Bribe
	Money offered illegally for special favors or consideration.

	Buoyant
	Uplifted in spirit. Cheerful, enthusiastic.

	Cadaver
	A dead body.

	Caricatures
	The depiction of individuals by means of the exaggeration of certain qualities, features or characteristics.

	Cast
	The actors in a play.

	Catalogue (i.e., “Back Catalogue”)
	A collection of works that one has accumulated over time, generally available for continued selection or consideration.

	Character
	An individual depicted in drama. A part that an actor depicts.

	Chaste
	Pure and unsullied. Sexually innocent.

	Climactic
	Having a climax. 

	Climax
	The emotional peak of a fictional work. The moment of highest tension to which the action builds.

	Cloven Hoof
	The foot of a hoofed animal. Often implying the foot of Satan.

	Coarse
	Rough and unmannered.

	Coherent
	Understandable. Logical or organized.

	Comedy
	A drama of light and amusing character, typically with a happy ending.

	Commedia
	Short for “Commedia del Arte.”

	Commedia del Arte
	The style of Italian comedy created in the 17th and 18th century, featuring stock characters and improvised action.

	Theatrical Community 
	Performers of a given vicinity, often very aware of each other’s work.

	Compose
	To invent an artistic product, often a musical score, or a literary work. 

	Composure
	The process of artistic invention. (This is a word invented by the character. The actual typical meaning of this word is “peace of mind.”)

	Confound
	Frustrate. 

	Consummated
	Resolved. Fulfilled. In marriage, sexually expressed. 

	Contemplate
	Consider, think heavily, ponder. 

	Context
	The narrow point of view which lends meaning to an event or story, whereby, observed from a different angle, the meaning may change.

	Contrive
	To find a way. To make something happen or work, often through false means.

	Convention
	A set of aesthetic rules or assumptions that limit or help express a work.

	Convey
	To impart meaning. To send.

	Conviction
	Resolution or sturdiness of intention.

	Convivial
	Pleasant, joyful, playful.

	Coquette
	A flirtatious woman.

	Counsel
	A lawyer engaged in the action of a trial.

	Court Reporter
	The individual responsible for the transcription of the words spoken in a trial.

	Craft
	A person’s ability in creating a work of art, or an effect. Capability or technique.

	Crisis
	An event which places the future in doubt. A turning point.

	Critique
	An analysis which holds an act or a work up to value judgment. 

	Crude
	Rough, limited or vulgar.

	Cuckold
	A man whose wife is involved sexually with another man. 

	Cues
	A series of events or lines of dialogue which stimulate a response, often used to remind an actor of his coming lines.

	Curtain
	The drape in front of a stage, blocking the stage from the view of the audience. 

	Dabble
	To toy in a frivolous fashion, without commitment.

	Dance
	Rhythmic movement.

	Debtor’s Prison
	A prison specially for those convicted of bearing outstanding debt. Moliere was sent to debtor’s prison for debts accumulated by his theatre.

	Depict
	To create a portrayal.

	Diagnosis
	A doctor’s assessment of a patient’s condition. 

	Dialogue
	An exchange of lines between characters on stage. 

	Diaphragm
	A large set of muscles separating the chest from the abdomen.

	Dictate
	Instruct, insist, spell out.

	Disposal
	On hand, available. i.e., “at your disposal”

	Diversion
	A distraction. Often, a play (in French, “divertissement”). 

	Doctor
	A practitioner of the healing arts.

	Doing justice
	Properly serving. Of a quality equal to the merit of a given work.

	Duchess
	A nobleperson of the highest hereditary rank, or the wife or widow thereof.

	Duel
	A combat between two persons, often the result of a formal challenge. 

	Elevation
	The height to which something is lifted. 

	Enact
	To perform, to take action. (Also, to portray, as in the theatre.)

	Endear
	To draw nearer, emotionally.

	Enema
	The injection of liquid into the intestine to flush out feces.

	Engaged
	Committed to be married.

	Engross
	Gather; to amass or to collect.

	Ensnare
	To trap, as a hunter toward a prey.

	Entendre
	Meaning. Usually used in “double entendre,” implying a given meaning that hides behind the most obvious implication, often a more risqué implication. 

	Entwine
	To become wrapped around, twisted or tangled.

	Epic
	A long narrative poem, as in Homer’s Iliad or Odyssey. Anything of grand scale.

	Epigram
	A terse, witty, and often paradoxical saying.

	Espy
	To look with subterfuge. 

	Establishment
	A place of business with its furnishings and staff.

	Exacting
	Demanding, requiring; performing the act of acquiring.

	Excepting
	Allowing the exception of.

	Exchange
	Trade. In the theatre, the trade of lines of dialogue back and forth.

	Excommunication
	The expulsion from the church. A censure depriving one of the rights of church membership.

	Exhaust
	To deplete to nothing.

	Exploit
	To use to an unfair advantage. 

	Expound
	To express at some length. 

	Farce
	A theatrical comedy in which incident and co-incidence prevail over character development. 

	Feeble
	Weak, pathetic.

	Feed
	To deliver, as in a line of dialogue which cues an actor to the responding line.

	Fidelity
	Trustworthiness, especially within a marriage. Sexual faithfulness.

	Fixation
	An obsession.

	Flagellation
	The whipping, usually of oneself, as a penance. 

	Foe
	A nemesis. An opponent.

	Foquet
	Minister of Finance to King Louis XIV, arrested and imprisoned for embezzling.

	Foray
	A brief excursion outside one’s usual territory.

	Foresight
	Advance understanding, anticipation.

	France
	Country of Western Europe between the English Channel and the Mediterranean.

	French
	The people, or the language of France.

	Frequent
	To attend repeatedly, or often. 

	Gallant
	Brave or heroic.

	Garter
	A band worn, usually about the thigh, to hold up a stocking.

	Genre
	A sub-classification of a work of theatre, such as comedy, farce, drama, tragedy.

	Gentleman
	A man of high or noble birth, usually bearing certain chivalrous qualities.

	Grace
	Divine assistance; good favor. 

	Grande Comedians of the Hotel du Burgoyne
	A competing troupe to Moliere’s Troupe du Roi (Troupe of the King) in 17th Century France. Often mocked by Moliere for their bombastic and exaggerated style.

	Grist
	A matter of attention, usually a pet peeve given overmuch emphasis or significance.

	Groom
	The male partner in a wedding ceremony. 

	Guard
	Preparedness, or readiness for attack. To be “off my guard” is to be at ease.

	Guise
	Attitude or external image. The appearance to the outside world.

	Hack
	An author better known for the volume of his work than the quality thereof.

	Halts
	Stops at irregular measures.

	Heresy
	Statements contrary to church teachings or dogma. Usually the rationale for excommunication. 

	Honor
	The code of righteousness by which one lives; good name or public esteem.

	Humors
	The four fluids of the body which were once thought to control health and temperament. 

	Hypochondriac
	An individual who supposes himself to be chronically sick, usually imagining symptoms which do not exist.

	Hypocrisy
	To act out of accordance with one’s words. To present a code of order for others to follow without imposing it upon oneself.

	Ignite
	To set afire, or to stimulate.

	Impair
	To restrict or to handicap.

	Improvisation
	Creating a performance, especially a scene from a play, spontaneously, without rehearsal. 

	Infidel
	Unfaithful; an unbeliever in a particular religion.

	Insomuch as
	In light of the fact that; to the degree that. 

	Intact
	In one piece, unsullied or disturbed.

	Intervention
	An interruption by an external force.

	Intrigue
	A secret scheme; a series of complications, especially scandalous events. 

	Jade
	A disreputable woman, a flirtatious girl. 

	Jean Baptiste Poquelin de Moliere
	1622-1673, Comic French dramatist and actor. Author of more than 30 plays, at least ten of which rank among the greatest plays ever written. Most notably: “Tartuffe,” “The Misanthrope,” and “Don Juan.”

	Jest
	A joke, a mockery, or a frivolous mood.

	Jurisdiction
	The authority to interpret and apply the law. 

	La Fronde
	(French for “slingshot.”)An opposition movement to the French monarchy in the 17th century. 

	Latin
	The ancient language of Rome. Until recently, the predominant language of “the professions,” medicine, law, and the church.

	Lawyer
	One who conducts lawsuits, and advises clients of legal rights and obligations.

	Lazzi
	A series of comic routines, especially as developed through the Italian Commedia. Also, “shtick.”

	Leisure
	Ease, idleness.

	Lines
	The portions of dialogue that are memorized and spoken by an actor in a play. 

	Literary
	Related to the written word. 

	Liver
	A large glandular organ, secreting bile and effecting important changes in substances contained in the blood.

	Loathe
	Hate, despise.

	Louis
	A gold French coin, depicting the image of King Louis XIV, issued between 1640 and the French Revolution. Also, “Louis d’or.”

	Louis XIV
	(1638-1715) King of France. Patron to Moliere.

	Lust
	Intense or unbridled sexual desire. Craving.

	Madrigal
	A short lyrical vocal piece, juxtaposing musical tunes in harmony. 

	Maiden
	An unmarried girl; a virgin.

	Mannerisms
	A style of presentation, often of gesture and attitude, but also of artistic trait.

	Marital
	Having to do with marriage. 

	Marquise
	The female equivalent of a marquis. A rank of heredity (or of marriage) below that of a duchess, but above that of a countess. 

	Martyr
	One who dies in the service of a cause or a religion.

	Masque
	A dramatic entertainment, of the 16th and 17th centuries, in which the performers wore masks.

	Masquerade
	To deceive, usually in disguise. Also, a party in which the guests wear costume.

	Means
	Funds, income. Also, the tools utilized in the accomplishment of an objective.

	Measures
	Steps. Gradual movements toward an end. 

	Minted
	Having made something, as a coin, out of metal. Having impressed a figure upon a coin.

	Misanthrope
	One who hates humanity.

	Mode
	Method or style.

	Monologue
	An extended series of lines spoken entirely by a single character. A lengthy speech in the theatre.

	Monsieur
	French: A term of address for an untitled man. (in English, “Mister”) 

	Moon
	The earth’s satellite, impacting the gravitational pull of the earth, generating tides.

	Mute
	Dumb. Unspeaking.

	Nature
	A state of being uncorrupted by art or artificial manner. 

	Nobility
	The state of belonging to the aristocracy. Also, bearing the qualities or attitudes of gentility, usually associated with the aristocracy.  

	Nobleman
	A member of the upper classes, usually inherited as a title, as in “Marquis” or “Duke.”

	Obscurely
	In a distant, vague manner. 

	Onus
	Responsibility.

	Opening
	The first performance of a play. “Opening night.”

	Out-of-hand
	Abruptly, without due consideration.

	Palais-Royal
	(French) The Royal Palace. The location of Moliere’s performances when performing under the sponsorship of the king.

	Palpitation
	A strong and rapid beating, as of the heart.

	Partaken
	Consumed. To eat from, or to “take part” in the consumption of.

	Passionate
	Emotional, fervent.

	Patriarchy
	A social organization marked by the dominance or supremacy of the father. 

	Patron
	A wealthy or influential sponsor.

	Penned
	Wrote. Put pen to paper in the composition of. 

	Perdition
	Eternal damnation, hell. 

	Perq
	Short for “perquisite.” A special advantage. A privilege or gain above and beyond one’s legitimate wages.

	Perspective
	A distance in space, time, or consideration, which enables one to view an object or a situation with greater objectivity.

	Philosophy
	An organized structure of thought, giving one a particular outlook, or rationale.

	Philosophy Master
	A teacher brought in to tutor (as in “The Bourgeois Gentleman”) in the art of thought, which might include writing, rhetoric or more advanced considerations of philosophy. 

	Pious
	Showing reverence or devotion to a deity; conspicuous religiosity. 

	Pistoles
	Gold coins of Europe, especially Spain or Italy. 

	Plague
	A disastrous evil or affliction. To hamper or annoy. 

	Play
	A theatrical work. 

	Player
	A theatrical performer, an actor.

	Playwright
	A writer of theatrical works.

	Plunder
	To loot or to steal. To take goods as by force.

	Precieuses
	(French) A group of young female socialites of the 17th century, known for their literary pretensions and their insistence on strict romantic conventions.

	Predilection
	A disposition for. A preference towards.

	Presentation
	A matter presented publicly, as in a play.

	Pressed
	Encouraged, forcefully thrust.

	Prey
	One who is helpless or incapable of resisting attack. 

	Proposal
	A suggestion. An opening presented for an opportunity. 

	Prosaic
	Mundane, everyday. 

	Proscenium
	A theatrical arrangement in which the audience gathers on one side of the auditorium, with a performance enacted at the other side of the space, usually with an arch (“the proscenium arch”) and curtain dividing the two areas. 

	Prose
	Words delivered in everyday speech. The opposite of verse.

	Provisional
	Temporary; serving for the time being. 

	Provocation
	A insult, demanding response. 

	Psychological Study
	A play or artwork intended to reveal an individual’s more subtle or hidden motives. A work more concerned with fine points of character than action. 

	Public
	Collectively, the audience for a given work. The society within which a work is presented. 

	Publish
	To prepare and present a written work in public. The movement of a composition from single copy to multiple copies, available for the public-at-large.

	Rapacious
	From “rape”; Taking by force; ravenous, greedy. 

	Rapt
	Engrossed, attentive to the point of being oblivious to all else.

	Recite
	To speak aloud, usually a memorized piece.

	Reckon
	Consider, assess.

	Recompense
	To pay back, usually as a debt, occasionally a return upon a bad deed.

	Regard
	Value assessment; consideration, as in “held in high regard”.

	Registrar
	A clerk responsible for initiating an individual into a system, such as a legal proceeding.

	Rehearsal
	A system of preparation for the performance of a play (from “re-hear”).

	Relief
	A lightening of a load; e.g., welfare.

	Remedy
	A cure for an ailment. Usually a drug, or a procedure.

	Renaissance
	(14th-16th Century) Revival; rebirth. A period of great intellectual, scientific and aesthetic success.

	Repel
	To push away.

	Restoration
	(1660-1688) The period marked by the return of the monarchy (Charles II) in England, following the control of Oliver Cromwell.

	Retract
	To pull back. To rescind.

	Ribaldry
	Humor of a sexual nature.

	Ridicule
	To mock; to hold up to derisive laughter.

	Ripe
	Ready; as a fruit which would be ready to pluck, or to eat.

	Rogue
	A thug. A rake. One who behaves impolitely.

	Roi
	French for “king.”

	Role
	The character that an actor may play.

	Rousing
	Exhilarating. Enthusiastic.

	Rubble
	Irregular fragments of rock. 

	Rube
	A backwards person, ill-versed in the expectations of society.

	Scene
	A portion of a play, usually playing out in “real” time, prior to a shift in location or time. The “French Scene” was marked by the entrance or exit of any person from an ongoing scene.

	Scenography
	The art of depicting a setting on stage.

	Scheme
	A plot, or plan.

	Shtick
	A comic routine, usually composed of physical business. Lazzi.

	Scintilla
	A tiny bit. 

	Score
	A musical composition, usually to a lyrical work.

	Sear
	To burn the surface of something. 

	Securely
	Surely. With certainty.

	Seigneur
	Italian for Mister, or Monsieur.

	Self-Righteous
	Insisting on one’s own right-ness, or rights in a matter. Unwilling to back down.

	Shakespeare
	(1564-1616) Author of at least 36 plays, many of which are considered among the greatest works of all time. The name Shakespeare may have been a pseudonym for another author unwilling to take responsibility for the writing of these plays.

	Shell Fish
	Sea creatures that live in a shell, such as shrimp or oysters. 

	Significant
	Important. Of great impact, or potential impact. Lending great meaning. 

	Slander
	Damaging another’s character through unsubstantiated spoken remarks.

	Snatch
	To take, as a thief. 

	Snide
	Rude, oily and superior, usually taking humor at another’s expense.

	Society
	The functioning of a group of people in public. The organization and the rules of action (whether spoken or unspoken) that govern a people’s behavior.

	Soil
	To tarnish, both physically, and morally.

	Solicit
	To implore another individual, either for purchase or for a certain action.

	Sonnet
	A verse poem of fourteen lines, usually featuring three stanzas of four lines and a single couplet. 

	Speech
	An extended recitation by a single individual, usually without interruption. It could also refer to a single line of a play, whether long or short.

	Spurn
	To turn away. To reject.

	Stage
	The platform upon which a play is performed, whether a temporary fixture or an architectural feature of a theatre.

	Status Quo
	The way that things are, and the way one would assume that they will continue.

	Stricken
	Hurt or disabled. Taken ill.

	Sublime
	Magnificent. Perfect. Delightful. Inspiring awe.

	Submissiveness
	The willingness to submit oneself to the will of another. 

	Subscribe
	To pay, to dole out payment. Also, to adhere to an idea: “He subscribed to the theory …”

	Sum
	Total amount from an added series of numbers.

	Sun King
	King Louis XIV, who would occasionally dance the role of the “Sun King” in special ballets written for his participation.

	Superior
	Better, of higher quality. Also, situated above something that is below.

	Surplus
	Excess. A built-up reserve of matter that goes unused.

	Tamper
	To meddle and alter, usually in a situation or a matter in which one’s involvement is not desired.

	Task (verb)
	To upbraid or to criticize. 

	Technique
	A technical ability. In the theatre the ability to speak or move effectively. Also, a style of one’s own. 

	Theatre
	An event of live performance. Also, the building in which live performance may take place.

	Theatre-going
	A section of the public that attends the theatre on a regular basis.

	Theme
	The topic which a work of art may touch on repeatedly, or pointedly. A message or statement.

	Thusly
	As such. In such a manner.

	Ticket
	A receipt indicating the purchase of ones’ entrance into a performance or an event.

	Title Character
	The character whose name is referred to within the title itself, such as “Tartuffe,” or “Don Juan.” Not every play will have a title character, as “The School for Wives,” for instance, refers to no one individual.

	To that end 
	For that purpose.

	Torpid
	Limp. Dull. Uninspiring.

	Transcribe
	To write down a record of.

	Transcription
	The record of an event or a dialogue. 

	Trifle 
	To meddle lightly. To play around with frivolously.

	Trill
	A tremulous sound, or warble. The rolling of the tongue in such a way that a sound (usually “R”) is repeated rapidly.

	Trivial
	Almost meaningless; worthy of nothing but idle curiosity.

	Troupe
	A company of performers.

	Troupe du Roi
	The company of performers who worked under the king’s patronage.

	Unbeknownst
	Without the knowledge of.

	Unities
	Aristotle’s proposed rules of time, place and action: that any given dramatic action should be unified in time (that the action should take up “real time”, which is roughly regarded as the passage of a single day), place (that the action should all transpire in a single place) and action (that every piece of the action should feed into a single, overall intent.

	Vent
	To release. To allow the expulsion of.

	Ventricles
	Two chambers of the heart, receiving blood from the other chambers, and driving it into the body through the pulmonary vein and the aorta. 

	Verdict
	The resolution of a court case. 

	Versailles
	The sumptuous palace created for King Louis XIV. 

	Verse
	The written word assembled in a stylized fashion. 

	Vice
	A moral failing, such as “anger,” “pride,” etc.

	Vigor
	Enthusiasm, strength, energy.

	Virtue
	A quality of moral excellence, such as “honesty,” “generosity,” etc. 

	Ward
	A young individual, usually an orphan, who is given over to the care of another parent. 

	Warrant
	A document demanding the arrest of an individual, or providing legal permission for the examination of that person’s home or possessions.

	Weighty
	Of great significance. Heavy with meaning.

	Wig
	A headpiece of human or artificial hair, whether worn as a costume, for fashion, or to hide baldness.

	Works
	A collection of artistic creations or crafts. Usually, developed over a long period of time. 

	Wretch
	An unfortunate, miserable person. Originally, the act of regurgitation.

	Writ
	A legal demand.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

MOLIÈRE 

as 

ALCESTE  in The Misanthrope (1666)
ARNOLPHE in The School For Wives (1662)

MONSIEUR JOURDAIN and THE PHILOSOPHY MASTER in The Bourgeois Gentleman (1670)
SGANARELLE in The Imaginary Cuckold (1660) 
TARTUFFE in Tartuffe (1664-69)
SGANARELLE in The Doctor In Spite of Himself (1667)
ARGAN and BERALDE in The Imaginary Invalid (1673) 

SGANARELLE  and DON JUAN in Don Juan (1665) 

SCAPIN in The Schemings of Scapin (1671)
MASCARILLE in The Precious Young Maidens (1659)
SCENE
Paris, 1671

Molière’s Theatre, later to be, and even now, known as the Comedie Francaise 

Author’s Note: The above speeches have, after many trials and substitutions over many performances, proven the most effective. And yet, another solo performer may find success with one or more of the alternatives provided. 

The curtain opens, revealing a large theatrical trunk and a table with a script and a glass of water, or, if the apron of the stage is deep enough to perform on, Molière emerges from behind the curtain. After a momentary pause, Molière enters, wearing coat and wig, perhaps with a bit of stylized make-up. His manner is pleasant and amusing, though very self-assured, bordering on arrogant, as if the whole enterprise was a shared joke between himself and the audience, many of whom he knows very well.

MOLIÈRE

Good evening to you all, fair ladies and gentlemen. And welcome to … ah, welcome. I’m afraid I’m it for tonight’s cast. I know that you all were expecting a rather rousing performances of The Schemings of Scapin tonight … and I wish to God that I could give it to you! But I’m afraid there’s been a bit of a crisis among the cast of this evening’s show. It seems that they’ve all partaken of the same sort of … shell-fish from one of the local establishments that we players tend to frequent. Making matters worse, it seems that some of them had the bad judgement of actually going to see the doctor. And, having been drained of a large amount of blood in the process, they now find themselves confined to bed, where they are to remain for the next twenty-four hours.

Now, as you are all well aware, there was a not-insignificant advance sale of tickets for tonight’s performance, and this particular crisis comes to us just as the theatre had begun saving for a new set of curtains. And so, like any theatre at any time, we are loathe to refund the precious box-office income until such time as we have determined that there is, indeed, no way in which we might be able to provide our audience with sufficient diversion wherein they might not notice, or at least, resent, the appropriation of their hard-earned Louis. 

And so, as the last man left standing -- I had the foresight to eat the chicken -- the opportunity presents itself to me to give you lucky people a special treat tonight! Fortunately, as both the author and the leading character in most of the works that you have seen here, the onus has been on me to maintain a large surplus of dialogue suspended in my memory on the off-chance that our good and gracious patron, the king, should request any item from the back catalogue at any given moment. It seems that tonight, we will finally get the chance to exhaust that surplus!

For tonight I offer up to you a collection of speeches. Words that it has been my great privilege to recite over the years (by an author who has been very dear to my heart). I may well give one or two of you the chance to take on a role here or there, if only to have someone to look at, or perhaps to feed me back a couple of lines during some of those passionate love scenes that I do so enjoy writing for myself!

The Misanthrope (1666) 

Now, over the years, I have found myself at the center of any number of … artistic controversies, and I am continuously amazed at the seriousness with which people take their comedy! I am always engaged in the question of what does or does not make for a pleasing artistic result, and, in fact, much of the action of one of my favorite plays, The Misanthrope, springs from a critique which a young nobleman drags out of the title character, Alceste.  The Misanthrope was, in fact, a psychological study of a self-righteous man who insists on expressing his every criticism of the people around him, telling everyone precisely where they stand … and, more often than not, where they fall short. He cannot so much as find a single word of encouragement for the sonnet of this unfortunate nobleman …  

ALCESTE (Standing erect, with a strong jaw and a smug attitude. ALCESTE holds a piece of paper, ostensibly with the sonnet upon it.)

The honor with which you endear me thusly

Is one which I would take quite seriously. 

Such questions, Sir, are not an idle jest;

We all would like to hear that we’re the best. 

There was a man once, whom I cannot name,

Who tasked me on a topic quite the same.

I told him that a gentleman must not 

Give in to jotting down each little thought.

And while such hobbies make fine recreation,

One should resist the pull of publication.

For as a reputation each pursues,

We find we inadvertently amuse.


Don’t misunderstand it!

I simply said that there is little worse

Than stigma from a limp or lifeless verse.

Although a man has every high regard,

The literary audience is hard.

I didn’t say, Sir, that you couldn’t write!

I simply said, to him, Sir, that “You might

Consider if so urgently you’re pressed

To publish where your name may be assessed.

The writers of bad books have the defenses

Of lacking funds to pay their large expenses.

But you, Sir, have the means, here, to resist

Temptation to turn out your torpid grist.

You must hold out against all fond persuasion

From making public private inspiration.

A reputation is a worthy thing

Which one should not give up for such a fling.

Don’t change the honor you’re so far assured

For image of one dizzy or absurd.” 

That’s what I tried to tell this man, despite ....

Your sonnet? Should be filed … far from sight.

The style you imitate is rather coarse,

And you’ve not yet improved upon the source.

These mannerisms, currently the mode, 

Create a sort of artificial code,

Which borrows phrasings that some feeble hack lent,

But nature never spoke with such an accent.

In these loose days, that is to be expected.

Our fathers, though more crude, were less affected.

In all our modern stuff, I have not prized

One verse above this piece I’ve memorized:

“If I was given, by the King,

Great Paris to be mine

Excepting but one single thing:

This loving heart of thine;

I would address the man, “My Lord,

I won’t accept this gift you give;

We will not reach a fair accord;

‘Tis for my love, I live;

‘Tis for my love I live.”

The rhyme is bare; the rhythm roughly halts,

But see you how it shows the feeble faults

Of all the stuff that is preferred today

So filled with words, with nothing, though, to say?

ALCESTE tosses the sonnet aside, back into the trunk. Acknowledging the audience, and shifting back into the more gracious character of MOLIÈRE, he pauses to bow, much as he will at the end of each speech.

 The School For Wives (1662)

MOLIÈRE 

Thank you. I was to receive much criticism for my play The School For Wives which was to become rather a fixation among our theatrical community, as well as the public at large. It seems that our local competition, the Grand Comedians of the Hotel de Burgogne were to reveal me as the great “pretender to the French theatre-going nation,” insisting that my work was “nothing but a collection of long speeches” … much as you are going to be seeing tonight. And suggesting that my work was “lacking in the ‘unities,’” which is to say, Aristotle’s unities of time, place and action. 

(As with all of his transitions, Molière will, through the course of this bridge, without breaking stride, change costume pieces, taking a wig and/or a jacket off and replacing it with something more befitting of his next character.) 

Now, whereas in the past, I had confined myself largely to the relatively safe genre of farce, from this point forward, one could not so much as mention a play of mine among polite society without creating some stir, particularly as my character development had reached a point whereby some certain individuals began to imagine that they saw themselves being depicted in my work, and were to complain … loudly … that they had been “unjustly exploited as the model!”

I was to play the character of Arnolphe who had a very particular plan for maintaining his wife’s fidelity. Convinced that the source of a woman’s disloyalty was to be found in her exposure to the corruptions of society, Arnolphe was to take the most unusual step of selecting his intended wife … at the age of four, taking her on as ward and locking her away in a convent in order to shield her from any outside influences, and keep her ignorant of any interests, or alternatives, that a woman might develop outside of the marriage. As we take up the scene, Arnolphe has just encouraged his now grown-up ward to repel the advances of a young suitor by dropping a stone on him from out of her balcony window! Unbeknownst to Arnolphe, however, tied to that very stone his ward has attached a secret message. 

ARNOLPHE (More pinched, tight-assed, or headmasterish than the other characters. The awkward smile gives a funny look to his teeth. His enthusiasm seems misplaced.) 

It’s all succeeded fully on that score,

And nothing else might so content me more.

In following directions I expounded,

You’ve left the vile seducer quite confounded!

He looked, Agnes, to use your innocence,

And would ensnare to dreadful consequence,

A shameful state which none might wish to mention;

Had it not been for my quick intervention.

That man would set you heading toward perdition,

By winning war of chastity’s attrition. 

I know the ways of these young blades too well!

How quickly you’d be on the road to hell! 

Oh, they’ve nice teeth, and velvet tongue for talking,

Vast wigs, fine feathers, ribbons, lovely stocking,

But ‘neath that stocking lies a cloven hoof

And all their aim toward women is, in truth, 

To make of them their victims and their prey,

Yet thanks to measures that we took today,

You have emerged with virtue still intact.

The way you dropped that stone made such impact,

Frustrating all his hope and his design,

Convincing me we two must soon entwine

A match for which you must be well prepared.

And to that end, some schooling must be shared.

That’s right. Now watch me while I speak so that

I might be certain all I say, you get.

I plan to wed you, girl, upon this date,

And you should be delighted at this fate;

The honor of the bed and the embrace,

Of one who brings you this exalted place.

This will not be pursuit of idle pleasure,

For you to take or leave at your fair leisure.

Your sex depends on ours once this is done,

And though the two parts, wedded, make up one,

One is … superior, the other … less;

One subject to the other’s good behest,

And yet this doesn’t quite explain the nature

Of what a wife owes he who did engage her.

Such as … submissiveness she must afford

Toward her husband, master and her lord.

Should he turn darkened glance upon the wife,

She must look at the ground, and for her life,

Must not presume to look him in the face

Until such time his gaze holds greater grace.

These wives, these days, so little understand,

So let them not corrupt you, out of hand.

Beware the evil doings of coquettes,

Each one of whom conveniently forgets

The duty that they owe unto their lord,

As soon as other interest is assured.

Do not be tempted by the call of Hell,

Out of an interest in some infidel.

Your honor won’t endure the slightest soil.

Know that, in Hell, the cauldrons always boil

Where wives of wicked ways are ever dipped

When by such heady acts their souls are gripped.

Your soul will stay all pure and lily white.

But once you misstep here, however slight,

It will become as black as any coal

And all will know this darkness to your soul,

As it will mark you as a wretched jade

While all will flee the path on which you’ve strayed.

For Satan’s cauldron boils without a pause;

(So fervently does Arnolphe talk of Hell that he must pause for a moment simply to dab the froth from his mouth, before …)

May Heaven in Its goodness take your cause!

(MOLIÈRE bows.)

The Bourgeous Gentleman (1670) 

MOLIÈRE

Now, while I might like to perform a selection from last year’s play, The Bourgeois Gentleman, I’m afraid that I originated the role of Monsieur Jourdain, the Bourgeois Gentleman, himself, and there are very few of his lines which might somehow be strung together to make some sort of a coherent monologue. Even if there were, those words might perhaps be described as prosaic, at best. There is, however, a favorite exchange of mine in which Monsieur Jourdain asks the Philosophy Master for assistance with a somewhat less-than-philosophic task. Monsieur Jourdain asks him for help in writing to a Marquise with whom he wishes to conduct an affair: 

MONSIEUR JOURDAIN (Foppishly.) 

So, what I wish to tell the gentle lady is: ‘Fair Marquise, your lovely eyes make me die of love,’ but in a way that’s elegant, and nicely turned.

PHILOSOPHY MASTER: (MOLIÈRE instantly transforms to the slow, staid, serious PHILOSOPHY MASTER. HE does not pretend to be on different sides of the stage, first looking left, and then right during this “conversation,” but keeps it all forward, allowing the audience to see the simplicity of the change. Thoughtfully.)

Well, then you can say the fires from her eyes do sear your heart down to an ashen ember, and that you suffer night and day –

MONSIEUR JOURDAIN (MOLIÈRE continues to alternate between characters.)

Oh no, not like that at all. I want it just as I now told you: ‘Fair Marquise, your lovely eyes make me die of love.’ That’s it.

PHILOSOPHY MASTER

You really should draw out the thing a bit.

MONSIEUR JOURDAIN

No, listen. I only want those words there in that letter, but nicely turned with art to the arrangement. Please tell me of the ways that this can be set down, so that I might select the one that works the best.

PHILOSOPHY MASTER

Well, your first choice could be to put it just the way you’ve said it: ‘Fair Marquise, your lovely eyes make me die of love,’ or then you might say … ‘Of love, fair Marquise, your lovely eyes make me die.’ Or else: ‘Of lovely love, your eyes, Marquise fair, me make die.’ Or then: ‘Your lovely eyes, fair Marquise, die of love; make me.’ Or yet again: ‘Make me die of love, lovely eyes, your fair Marquise.’

MONSIEUR JOURDAIN

But of these several ways which is the best?

PHILOSOPHY MASTER

The one which you came up with on your own: ‘Fair Marquise, your lovely eyes make me die of love.’

MONSIEUR JOURDAIN

And to think: I’ve never studied, and yet I came up with that one right on the first go! I thank you from the bottom of my heart!

 Sganarelle or The Imaginary Cuckold (1660)

MOLIÈRE

I would like to perform one of my early works for you. Now, while I might like to make the case for some of my more recent plays such as Tartuffe or The Misanthrope or Don Juan, as being the product of a more mature dramatic sensibility, it seems that the public … that would be you … simply cannot get enough of Sganarelle, or The Imaginary Cuckold. A cuckold, of course, being a man whose wife is having an affair outside of the marriage, the great symbol of which being the horns that protrude from the brow of the victim.  Now, over the years, there has been many a wag who has suggested that my ongoing treatment of this theme is somehow reflective of my own marital situation, having wed a woman of nineteen when I was the … ripe age of forty. What these gossips always seem to conveniently forget is the fact that I had been treating rather successfully of this theme for many years in advance of my marriage.

Now, in the ten years since we first staged this particular farce, it has gone through seemingly innumerable revivals, to the point that there is no danger that I could ever forget any of the lines therein, however much I might try. For those one or two of you who may have forgotten, or are perhaps young enough to be making your first foray to the theatre, my character, whose name also happens to be “Sganarelle,” mistakenly believes that his wife is having an affair with a young man whom he observes emerging from his home. In passing, he tells Sganarelle, “you lucky man; your wife is quite a prize,” a comment which Sganarelle hears in entirely the wrong context. 

SGANARELLE (HE doesn’t stand still for long, having difficulty “owning” his space.)

He hasn’t left me all that much to ponder

Such sordid singleness to his entendre.

The horns press on my brow; it’s pounding, beating ...

Such slurs! Such wicked bluster! Boasting! Cheating!  

“You lucky man. Your wife is quite a prize!”

A prize worth quite a rise, I must surmise. 

He flaunts their love ‘neath everybody’s noses,

Instead of hiding, boldly he exposes!

And stupid me, to stand aside and wave,

As though endorsing just how they behave!

I ought at least to have knocked off his cap,

Or stained his cloak with mud or raised some flap.

I should have shouted “Thief!” and recompensed him

By raising all the neighborhood against him!

For me to take this all without a fight,

Is reckoning my honor all too slight. 

What kind of man does not respond? What rube

Would stand aside, inert? An idle boob!

I’ll chase him down. I’ll challenge, take him on!

The man shall never see another dawn!

I’ll show it’s wrong to cuckold, on some whim,

A man who never did a thing to him!

(HE starts to exit, but returns.)

Well, not so fast. Ought I be boldly swearing?

The fellow has a rather brutish bearing,

And he might think to vent his angry wrath

Not only on my fore, but also … aft.

I am a peaceful man down at the core,

And don’t go ‘round provoking any war.

The virtuous will turn the other cheek,

To men who are not peaceable and meek.

And yet my honor sees this provocation,

And dictates that I take retaliation.

Well, down, good honor! Man your rightful station!

I will not stand for taking your dictation!

Say I should play the champion or martyr,

And feel it ‘neath the belt, above the garter,

And gossips tell of that revenge I tried,

Well, would I then be somehow satisfied?

I think, when all is done that I would rather

Remain a cuckold than become cadaver.

What is this cuckoldry? What harm is in it?

Does it impair my health a single minute? 

A plague upon the fellow who first tied

One’s honor to the actions of his bride!

Why should my name be slandered and abased

Because my wife is not completely … chaste?

Since when do we let guilty party pass,

While it’s the innocent that we harass?

Can one explain that odd result to me?

When one is blamed for wife’s adultery?

How can we stand for such inequity?

It doesn’t seem at all correct to me.

Is life not simply difficult enough,

Without dishonor added to this stuff?

There’s sickness, hunger, pestilence and war,

Which on their own are ample without more;

These things will seek us out without our stirring;

Must we here pad the list then by incurring

Our honor’s wrath at every irritation?

No! No more self-inflicted flagellation!

As it’s my wife who has performed this vice,

I’ll let her suffer here, and not think twice.

If nothing else, it soothes me yet to know

The status that it gives me is quite … quo.

However much we view it with austerity,

The fact is it retains its popularity,

And wiser men than I know to keep quiet

Instead of drawing notice, raising riot.

I’ll smile, be more friendly and convivial,

And not get tangled by things quite so trivial.

Perhaps the rest may laugh and talk about me,

But they’d laugh more with some sword sticking out me. 

But still I feel responsibility

To give some nod to my nobility

Fair Heaven frowns on such appropriation;

It’s not a Christian form of recreation!

I cannot let this go without the pleasure

Of taking some sort of heroic measure.

I’ll take my own back on him, to be sure;

I’ll tell the world he’s doing it with her!

Tartuffe (1664-69)

MOLIÈRE

My play Tartuffe was actually produced in two phases. The version which was first performed, back in ’64, was immediately banned from performance, under protests of heresy! This was a great affliction to our theatrical troupe, as we lost the ability to perform what was potentially our greatest box-office success ever, at the height of the theatrical season.

It wasn’t until after five years of significantly re-working the script, all the while navigating the rocky shoals of politics, that it was finally allowed back on stage with the full blessing and endorsement of the king … King Louis … (noticing the blank looks of the audience) the fourteenth!! 

Tartuffe is a play about an impostor and a religious hypocrite, who has been very generously brought in to live in the home of Orgon, where he promptly weasels his way into an engagement with Orgon’s daughter, even as he is attempting to seduce Orgon’s wife, Elmire. For once, I have the opportunity to play, not the cuckolded husband, but rather … the wicked rake and seducer himself!

Now, over the years, I have gone to great lengths to point out that Tartuffe himself is not affiliated with the Church in any way! And while his dialogue may smack of the parlance of the pious in order to manipulate his victims, Tartuffe is clearly an independent charlatan! I can only suggest that those who were the most offended by this work, were not those people of true piety themselves, but rather those very hypocrites and charlatans whom Tartuffe is intended to represent, who, after years of successfully manipulating their victims, were worried that they might well be found out for who they were! It is interesting to consider that even though the play was initially written over seven years ago, in 1664(!), our ongoing scandals of the present day have kept this work just as pertinent as it was the day it was first produced!

And so, here, we see Tartuffe approach Elmire

With Orgon … gone somewhere … where he won’t hear. 

TARTUFFE (With a powerful low, rich voice, a stillness not evident in MOLIÈRE’s more neurotic characters, almost ravaging ELMIRE with his eyes.)

Because one loves the glories of the Lord,

Does not suggest his works ought be ignored.

We should not put up spiritual fences,

To hide from the arousal of the senses.

Divine works bear our Holy Saviour’s mark,

And in you lights a most auspicious spark.

In you rests Heaven’s beauty, charm and grace,

That tender arm; that throat; that angel’s face

How might I gaze at one built so sans flaw

And not regard the Maker with great awe, 

Expressing love, both earthly and divine,

As God’s self-portrait deep in you does shine.

I briefly feared that this affixed affection

Should mask a Hell in woman’s fair complexion.

At once I fled from you against all reason.

I feared my soul might flirt with Satan’s treason,

But soon the notion struck my soul most clear:

One might, to God, through earthly joy, yet steer,

Achieving passage through those perfect gates,

Arising through the glory He creates.

I don’t mean here to overstep my bounds,

To offer up my heart with feeble sounds,

Nor to suggest that I somehow deserve

The knowledge of your loving touch, your curve.

I open here my heart, which you may trample, 

Or but allow a taste of Heaven’s sample.

I know, one scarce expects this from the pious …

But let that preference not incur your bias:

Amid the glow of charms that shine celestial, 

I lose my modest hesitation, lest you’ll

Discount my love as Christian charity.

My pious stance is mere posterity.

The world may paint me as a soul angelic,

While I know that perception as mere relic.

What you’ve perceived in hot, prolonged gaze,

I manifest in humble loving praise.

If this seems contradictory position,

Fix blame upon the object of my mission,

For no amount of earnest flagellation,

Could keep my keen desire from graduation.

Your love did spark my holy veneration,

While weaker thoughts you drove to penetration.

If you might stoop to give your benediction,

Relieving me of manly predilection,

All day and night, I’d gladly sing your praise,

In thanks to God, for my remaining days.

A side note, with which you might be impressed:

In life’s white lies you’ll barely need invest.

Some other men, these days, are braggarts brash,

Who quickly turn their triumph into trash.

No sooner is a woman fondly known,

Than it’s detailed, exaggerated, grown.

They do profane the very love professed,

By laughing at the love that they once blessed.

Men of my sort, however, breathe discretion,

And leave behind no whiff of an impression.

As my repute I value more than gold,

No tempting echo prompts me to make bold,

Enabling me to offer you, my sweet,

A saintly safety; rapture quite complete. (Sensing her resistance, bordering on scorn…)

I know that good which on your soul is written

Would not condemn one so acutely smitten.

You know the reach of human limitation,

And may forgive a moment’s violation.

But more than any other, know you this,

No human is immune to dreams of bliss.

MOLIÈRE

As the scene ends, Tartuffe is interrupted by the entrance of Orgon’s son, Damis, who has overheard this entire conversation. Damis exposes Tartuffe to Orgon, who, unfortunately, would rather believe the pious hypocrite than his own son or wife. 

And so to solve the riddle, good Elmire

Allows Tartuffe seduce with husband near,

Positioned where he might observe and hear.

If I might just request a volunteer,

A woman to be subject to his leer

To read the lines and delicately veer

As our seducer makes intentions clear? 

My usual victim, tonight, could not be here. (As someone in the audience rises.) 

Let’s give the volunteer a hearty cheer.

MOLIÈRE ad libs his way through a brief conversation. He may ask where she is from, how she’s enjoying the show, comment on her “interesting” costume, ask if she’s ever acted before, and give her the script with her part clearly marked (See Appendix). The banter is light, but always with a sexual come-on just beneath the surface; usually the less experienced or confident the volunteer, the better, particularly as MOLIÈRE’s, and then TARTUFFE’s proximity becomes an imposition on the hapless volunteer.

SAMPLE EXCHANGE

MOLIÈRE

Welcome to the stage! How are you this evening?

VOLUNTEER

Oh, great. I’m a little nervous.

MOLIÈRE

Nothing to worry about. And your name is …?

VOLUNTEER

Becky.

MOLIERE

Good to meet you Becky. Have you ever acted before?

VOLUNTEER

No, I haven’t.

MOLIÈRE

Ah, so then this would be your “first time!” Where it is you are from?

VOLUNTEER

I’m from Chicago. 

MOLIÈRE (With a blank look.)

And … where is that?

VOLUNTEER

Oh, it’s just … east.

MOLIÈRE

East of … Paris?

VOLUNTEER

Oh, um, nevermind. 

MOLIÈRE

So, here’s the script. And all you need to do, is where you see the name “ELMIRE,” to simply read the line underneath it. And then every now and again, you will want to give out a cough, to alert your husband, Orgon, that it is time to jump out and interrupt the vile seducer before he “gets” any further than he already has.

VOLUNTEER

Um … where should I stand?

MOLIÈRE (With a hint of meanace.)

Wherever you like. Are you ready?

VOLUNTEER

I guess.

MOLIÈRE

All right, then. (Turning to play out to the audience, and crossing to encircle the VOLUNTEER in such a way that she doesn’t get much chance to move anywhere.)

TARTUFFE

My dear Elmire: a heavenly delight,

For your fair lips to give fine words such flight,

They fly about my pate, I catch my breath,

This moment I could die a happy death.

How long I’ve longed for kind word of affection,

Which now I feel in your most kind inflection.

But, by your leave, I pause for just a thought:

What if your daughter’s wedding has now brought

You to the point of warming to this lust.

What proof have I to loosen my distrust?

It’s possible that once the wedding’s off,

My passions might again be yours to scoff.

I fear I must withhold my fond decision,

Till you assuage an intimate provision.

I hesitate to act on my delight,

Until my love you manage to requite.

ELMIRE

 (She coughs, to cue Orgon.)

Such haste, my love! Allow me but a chance,

Before engaging in such hallowed dance.

TARTUFFE

So lowly am I, Madame, in my eyes,

Such notion with mere words can’t be revised.

This talk of your affection lends me strength,

But only going to a greater length,

Convinces me your love is free and true,

And that will be once I have been with you.

And though for now, I have some doubt instilled,

That doubt dissolves when promise is fulfilled.

ELMIRE

But how can my submission ever jive,

With God’s dictates for which you ever strive?

TARTUFFE

Is that what bothers you? A churchish fear?

If that is all, then we are free and clear!

I’ll teach you, Ma’am, that Heaven’s contradictions,

Give latitude to men of pure convictions.

It’s true that Heaven frowns on some dark acts,

Though with great men, our Lord makes higher pacts.

A pious man made study of a science,

In which, through other paths, one finds compliance,

Enabling us to balance indiscretion,

Against the zeal of one’s professed repression.

I’ll teach to you of science’ subtle ways,

To clear your conscience and to ease your days.

For now though, let us finish what we started,

If sin there is, be it on me imparted.

(ELMIRE coughs, louder than before.)

Rough cough. 

ELMIRE

                    Oh, more than anybody thinks.

TARTUFFE

Now, if you’re still concerned, know Heaven winks,

At carnal joys known quietly in private.

Decorum is the way one will survive it.

It’s whiff of scandal, draws out Heaven’s wrath,

And silent sin still sticks to Heaven’s path.

TARTUFFE/MOLIÈRE turns from his near-ravaging of ELMIRE to draw her hand forward, indicating that she should take a bow. He retrieves the script from her hands and escorts her to the stairs that lead back into the audience. Just as she is about to sit back down …

MOLIÈRE (Still seductively)

You know, if you’d care to stop backstage after the show … (HE notices the audience is hearing everything he says) … I might well give you a tour of the facility! 
Don Juan or The Stone Guest (1665)

I was not to endear myself any further to the church with my play “Don Juan,” however much I might work to demonstrate the fact that the reckless libertine, Don Juan, while espousing the sentiments of a heretic, was to face a rather horrible come-uppance at the hands of death itself. It was, in fact, one of the very few plays in which I did not even take on the role of the title character, Don Juan, but rather that of his sanctimonious servant … Sganarelle. This only served to further the arguments of the pious, who insisted that my portrayal of the moralizing Sganarelle was … “limp, ineffectual and disingenuous,” while Don Juan himself remained the more appealing character, who always seemed to have his own way with the most attractive women. As we take up the scene, Sganarelle has been approached by the serving man of one of Don Juan’s many wives, who has come to find out the reason for Don Juan’s sudden disappearance. 

SGANARELLE (A bit bowed in the knees and bent in the back from a lifetime of bowing and scraping.)

I don’t profess to know my master’s heart,

Nor am I authorized to speak his part.

He sent me on ahead to scout the way,

And I have yet to speak to him today,

But let me whisper softly in your ear;

Forgive me if I say this too sincere:

But may I be confounded and forsworn --

Don Juan is quite the greatest villain born!

The man’s a dog, a devil, and a beast,

A heretic at the most very least.

He doesn’t feel for Heaven or for Hell,

His heart is nothing but an empty shell.

He doesn’t care how conscience grapples us

The man’s a wanton Sardanapalus!

Instead of thoughts of Heaven, which secure us,

The man lives like the swine of Epicurus!

No cry, complaint, no sliver of remonstrance

Can cause the slightest quiver to his conscience.

You say he wed your mistress, fancy that!

He would have wed your wife, your dog, your cat,

And if he thought it might so serve his health,

He’d fetch the preacher and wed you, yourself!

It costs him nothing to contract a marriage.

He cares not how you might decry, disparage.

He’ll wed each woman, bourgeois, lady, peasant

No female, fit or fat he won’t find pleasant.

As long as he might tickle on their drum,

He’ll marry them however they might come!

I see that you now gape, and sigh and blush,

And yet I paint him with my lightest brush.

Were I to give a much more apt depiction

It would demand a much more vulgar diction!

I’ll only say the wrath of our dear Lord

Will one day claim this soul so far ignored,

And will discharge it to a lower level,

To wed him to his one true love, the devil!
Such horrors I see from this ne’er-do-well,

I might well wish him sent straight -- I can’t tell.

Of all the evils, know by far the worst:

Is when great lords with wickedness are cursed.

(SGANARELLE sees DON JUAN entering. HE shoos the other servant away.)

Sir, it’s not you I mean to criticize!

Oh, God forbid, you know what you are doing!

And only Heaven knows what you have brewing!

But while you stand as single visionary,

There are yet libertines who aren’t so wary;

Impertinent freethinkers who propose

To lead the rest of us ‘round by the nose.

They act not from a philosophic bent,

But from an avaricious ill intent.

And if I had a master of that type,

I might suggest his thinking not quite ripe.

I’d look him in the eye and say quite plain:

“How do you think your soul might hide this stain?

Does not the fear of Heaven give you pause,

To contemplate the nature of Its laws?

Is it for you, you worm, you little freak 

(It’s of that other master that I speak),

Is it for you to jest where we revere?

To interrupt our pieties with jeer?

And just because you’re set up as a peer,

With noble ties, and no professed career,

With curly wig, and plumage in your hat,

With lace of gold draped over folds of fat,

And ribbons of a flaming, reddish hue

(I talk of him, remember, not of you),

Think you, this sets you out as aught more able,

That you might be so reckless and unstable,

To act the boor, unmannered and uncouth, 

While no one might confront you with the truth?

Your servant must express with final breath, 

“An evil life brings on an evil death.”

MOLIERE (Changing out SGANARELLE’s hat for DON JUAN’s wig.)

In spite of Sganarelle’s ongoing remonstrations and his iron-clad logic, Don Juan remains largely unmoved. Not only does he refuse to reform his licentious ways, but he begins to envision that very licentiousness as an opportunity for the acquisition of prestige, position and status. He envisions a way of reframing his most deplorable vices to their best advantage with a strategy which may be summed up in a single word;

DON JUAN

Hypocrisy, you see, is all the fashion.

And with a proper show of fervent passion,

And not so much as may even exert you,

I turn this vice into a stylish virtue.

Pretending goodness is a lovely role!

Admirers will noisily extol

The many virtues of the hypocrite.

They never seem to get too sick of it!

The hypocrite enjoys immunity,

And works with sovereign impunity.

It won’t take long to form a holy tangle

With party thugs aligned with this same angle.

Denounce a single member of these bands,

And you’ll soon have them all upon your hands.

But even those few faithful of the troops

Are simply acting as the leaders’ dupes.

They fall completely for the masquerade,

Supporting men who simply have portrayed

The outside actions of the few sincere,

And play the ape to further their career.

And in the midst of most prodigious scandal,

A pious glance, a sign, a votive candle,

Enshrouds in doubt the seamiest transgression.

It’s here I mean to make my next impression,

Not to forgo my arsenal of joys

But to engage in them with lesser noise.

And should someone discover an offense,

The whole cabal will rush to my defense!

For the defense of Heaven is a stand

From which I may explicitly command

A hatred, a harassment and attack,

With others always covering my back.

From this fell pulpit, I’ll release my zealots,

To target these with insults, cries or pellets. 

My army I’ll effectively engage,

And my assemblage will be all the rage!

SGANARELLE (Restoring SGANARELLE’s hat.)

Sir, it’s no use. I cannot stop my tongue:

You have descended to the lowest rung.

There’s something that I simply have to say;

It is my obligation as valet:

As that great author once said, very wisely,

I can’t recall what his name was, precisely,

He said, that in this world man’s like a bird,

No listen, sir, I simply must be heard.

The bird is on a bough that’s on a tree

Whoe’er holds to that tree, you must agree,

Must follow principles as set in stone,

And stone is stronger than fine words alone.

Fine words are spoken well inside the court,

And from the court the courtiers export

The fashion, which is subject to caprice,

Which of the soul is but the slightest piece.

The soul is what gives life to breathe its breath,

Without the which the subject would be death;

And death stirs thoughts of Heaven in its dearth,

Fair Heaven being … far above the earth,

The earth we know is clearly not the water,

And on the water storms cause ships to totter;

These ships must have good pilots in their bow

Good pilots sail with prudence as their vow.

And prudence is not in the young, but old,

Who love their riches, if the truth were told.

The riches are what make the people rich,

And the rich are not the poor, left in some ditch.

The poor have needs and needs know not of laws

And those who know no laws are beasts with claws.

And therefore, ipso facto, at the least, 

(Exasperated.)

You will be damned to all the devils of hell!

If that doesn’t change your mind, so much the worse for you!

MOLIÈRE bows. 

The Doctor In Spite Of Himself (1667)

MOLIÈRE

Following the controversies that had dogged Tartuffe and Don Juan, I decided to turn my attentions toward a villain for whom everyone seems to hold a mutual sense of loathing: the Doctor. I have found the process of denigrating the medical profession to be utterly rewarding, and have begun work on yet another doctor-play, which will be opening soon. In this one, however, I was to play the role of the doctor himself, or, I should say … the doctor in spite of himself. My character, whose name is Sganarelle … is nothing but a lowly peasant wood cutter who, amid a series of misunderstandings, finds himself elevated to the role of doctor. He finds that he rather enjoys dispensing medical advice at random, all the while giving impromptu examinations to nubile young ladies. (OPTION: For College-age audiences and above, MOLIERE may go into the audience to bring up a pre-arranged volunteer to play the part of the daughter.) 

In this instance, he has been brought in to examine the daughter of a nobleman, who has been engaged to be married to a rich gentleman. The daughter, herself, has other ideas, and as such, has pretended to a sudden inability to speak. The rich fiancé insists that he will not marry the girl until such time as she can speak again. … Which always struck me as looking a gift horse in the mouth, as it were! A dumb wife seems to me a double blessing, and the more fool he who fails to recognize that fact. And so, here we find Sganarelle, having administered his examination, rendering his “diagnosis.”

SGANARELLE (HE speaks abruptly, perhaps with an old-world, European accent. His comic bluff is virtually the same premise of most of the Marx Brothers comic motif.)

In my opinion it stems from a humor,

And from experience we may presume her

Debilitation comes from out the gall,

A state which comes from humors which we call

Unhealthy. There are vapors which arise from 

Emission of the influence which drys from

The onset of the maladies which sat in,

Diseases which, you know ... Do you know Latin?

         Hmm? No? No? Not a word?

So, vapors by the humors are so stirred,

And pass from liver’s region on the left,

Unto the right, where heart is left bereft.

It happens that the lungs, which are, in Latin,

Armyan, send messages as they should flatten

Up to the brain, which, we know, in Greek

Is Nasmus, and these messages will speak

By virtue of an artery, in Hebrew, Cubile,

And this eventually will see to

These vapors filling ventricles, waylaid

Amid a portion of the shoulder blade.

And since such vapors ... follow closely, please, 

The vapors often carry on the breeze,

And ... please, I beg you, pay your best attention ...

This breeze can blow a most malign intention,

Which comes from ... please, now, follow this most close ...

It all stems from, you see, too big a dose:

Acidity within the diaphragm;

Forms a concavity which makes a dam,

The edge of which may then begin to feel loose 

As ... nequer, potarinum quipsa milus.

And that is why your daughter is now mute!

Well, yes, that’s true; you are, Sir, most astute

The time was when the heart was on the left,

With liver on the right. You are most deft.

And yet we since have changed all that around,

Advances that we’ve made are quite profound.

I’d like to know your thoughts on this complaint.

The question is important, though yet quaint,

Which doctors do at length deliberate,

We wonder whether it be learned, or trait;

That women should respond more apt than men

Who seem to need their therapies again.

There are those in the field who would say yes,

While others, other argument would press.

As for myself, I say both yes and no,

As incongruity would seem to show,

That some opaquish humors intermingle

Where woman’s sometimes problematic ... thing’ll

Incline them toward a dominance of body

As tested ‘gainst control group of castrati.

And while some doctors may choose to ignore it

They can’t dispute the moon in its great orbit

Will circle round the earth in path oblique,

And influence the ocean, lake and creek!

The Imaginary Invalid (1673)

MOLIÈRE

Thank you. As I mentioned, I have begun working on yet another doctor play, which will be opening soon. 

In this one I go from playing the role of the doctor, to taking on that of the eternal patient. The character of Argan, is almost religiously dedicated to the dictates of his doctor. His brother, Beralde, creates a disturbance when he suggests that the man’s apothecary come back, at perhaps some other time, to administer the enema which the doctor has prescribed. Argan is horrified that his brother should so carelessly risk medical excommunication by offending so the doctor, and scandalized when the brother should go so far as to quote the wicked Molière upon this topic!”

ARGAN

Your Molière’s a disrespectful rogue,

And he may find it suits the current vogue

To ridicule our doctors in a play --

BERALDE

It’s not the doctors he mocks, but the way

We hold up medicine in such regard.

ARGAN

Oh, I suppose he thinks he’s quite the bard,

To ridicule prescriptions, consultations,

Attack our great professionals and patients,

The greatest thinkers of our current age

By putting these fine men upon the stage!

Were I a doctor, I’d retaliate,

And when the wretch fell ill, I’d sit and wait,

And wouldn’t lift a finger in his aid,

No matter how he begged, beseeched or prayed.

And when he came before me with his pleading,

I’d give him neither enema nor bleeding,

I’d tell him, “Die you libertine! You cad!

Go to the devil, and we’ll all be glad!

That ought to teach you to make fun of us!”

BERALDE

He really has you quite a bit nonplussed!

ARGAN

The man’s a stupid clown, and I would pray

The doctors do exactly what I say. 

The worse for him if he gets a disease,

And has no access to their remedies.

What stupid, foolish, arguments are these!

Look, let’s not talk of him, the man is vile!

The very thought of him brings up my bile!

MOLIÈRE

Now, I must take, here, a moment to dispel a rather scurrilous rumor that has come to my attention. The source of our company’s indisposition was, in fact, the seafood of a public inn which must go un-named. There is not a scintilla of truth to the suggestion that the cast of this evening’s performance was caught up in some sort of a public a brawl over one of the serving maidens in this same institution. And absolutely no truth to the notion that tonight’s performance is some sort of a … a benefit aimed at raising the funds for their release from imprisonment!  (Pause, pulling a basket out of the trunk.) However, as the basket comes around, I would ask that you give with all possible generosity to the … theatrical curtain fund.  

The Schemings of Scapin (1670)

MOLIÈRE

As you may have noticed, I have often enjoyed playing the role of servant, largely because servants can get away with some of the most audacious trickery. And while several of my servants have been named Sganarelle, there has also been a Sbrigani, a Mascarille and a Scapin, as well. If these names should sound somewhat Italian to you, that is no doubt due to my own great love of the Italian Commedia, and one of its greatest artists, Scaramouche, whom it has been my pleasure to observe performing in this very theatre. 

Scapin is, of course, the name of the character that you came to see tonight, in my play The Schemings of Scapin. Scapin’s great task is to trick his master’s father out of two hundred pistoles. As the boy has been married rather badly beneath his station, the father, Argante, is looking to have the marriage annulled, and so, Scapin sees this as his opportunity to create a non-existent brother of the bride who will supposedly allow the annulment to go forward, if Argante will settle the matter out of court. What very few people realize is that I once studied as a lawyer, and as such I take almost as much pleasure in sending up the legal profession as I do that of medicine. 

Once again, I will need a volunteer? This time to take on the role that Monsieur Du Croisy normally plays so well: that of Argante. Yes? You sir? (He hands the VOLUNTEER the book, and engages in more ad-libbed conversation. MOLIÈRE may well ask him if he’s enjoying the show, which is usually a safe question, this far into the evening. If, rather than leave it for the ushers to do, MOLIÈRE has sent a basket circulating around the theatre, himself, at the end of the “Imaginary Invalid” scene, he may also inquire as to the progress thereof.)  

SCAPIN (With a swagger. He’s everywhere at once, surrounding Argante as well as invading the audience.) 

I saw the brother of the girl your son

Is married to, and he seems to be one

Of those rough fellows, ever with the sword,

All cuts and thrusts, he threatened and he roared,

He killed a man, he said, and did appear

No more concerned than drinking off his beer. 

I taxed him on the topic, I must say,

And showed him very clearly of the way

The marriage may in time be yet retracted

Considering the violence he enacted

Upon the person of reluctant groom.

I then explained the courts may well assume 

The father’s rights, which may sway the decision,

Considering your money, and position.

Before too long, he was so stricken dumb,

That he would settle for a certain sum.

And for the price of horse and guns and mule

He won’t be tempted to some awful duel.

As long as he is somewhat compensated

He’ll let the marriage be … de-consummated. 

ARGANTE

Oh, no, Scapin, I’d rather go to court.

SCAPIN

Oh, sir! If you think this man may extort, 

(Turning to the audience, as if they were the great myriad of legal entrapments.)

Give thought to all the law’s great machinations

Which frustrate men of endless wealth of patience.

Think of appeals and writs of jurisdiction

Rapacious beasts with wicked predilection

At every stage you pass another thief

Who look to give your pocketbook relief.

(SCAPIN descends into the audience, pointing at individuals.)

These bailiffs, lawyers, counselors, and clerks

Reporters and the judges; each one shirks

The fairness that they owe for slightest perqs,

And then you’ll know just how the system works.

(With each new miscreant, SCAPIN chooses a new audience member to scorn.)

A bailiff serves a false writ on your case,

And you may disappear without a trace!

Your lawyer may be got at by your foe

And sell you out for bits of ready dough.

Your counsel might be won out that same way

And fail to make appearance on that day,

Or else he’ll argue everything obscurely

And see to it you lose the case securely.

These court reporter’s clerks find ways to hamper

By stealing the transcription (Swiping an audience member’s program.) which they tamper.

That is, assuming that the court reporter

Transcribed it all as said in proper order.

And even having made it past them all,

The judge himself might rather make you crawl;

Some pious folk solicit him against you,

Or else some woman that the man intends to ...

Signeur, I must beseech your sense of worth:

Do not get caught inside this Hell on earth!

To be at law is to be damned alive,

And I would sooner find ways to contrive

A trip to take me to the most remote (Returning to the stage with a flourish.)

Location on the earth by fastest boat.

ARGANTE

So how much does he reckon for the mule?

SCAPIN

Sir, for the mule, the horse, the harness tool,

The pistols and to settle something weighty

Between the man and his supposed landlady,

He asks in all for two hundred pistoles.

ARGANTE

Two hundred?

SCAPIN

                      Yes.

ARGANTE

                             The greediest of trolls!

Come on, we’ll take this matter to the court.

SCAPIN

But think --

ARGANTE

                I’ll go to court.

SCAPIN

                                         Do not resort --

ARGANTE

I want to go to court!

SCAPIN

                                  But it will cost

At least as much, or case will be quite lost. 

(Returning to the audience, pantomiming the repeated payments to the various characters.) 

You’ll pay out for the writ, the registrations,

The power of attorney, consultations,

The time your lawyer spends upon your case,

And time the advocates spend face to face,

Engrossing of the documents in piles

Will cost you long before you see the trials.

The substitutes reports, the judge’s fees,

The signatures, provisional decrees,

The registrar, the warrants, verdicts, stamps,

(Quickly returning to the stage, SCAPIN grabs at the VOLUNTEER’s back pocket.)

Upon your pocketbook will place their clamps.

And while each honest player you subscribe

That doesn’t count the folk you have to bribe!

And here’s a matter straining all beliefs:

You even pay for your attorney’s briefs!

If you pay out the money now, at first,

It’s only once you’ll be so badly cursed.

ARGANTE

But two hundred pistoles ...

SCAPIN

                                           You’ll end on top,

I’ve worked out in my head how much you’ll drop

On all the little costs of getting justice 

And find the process will quite quickly bust us. 

By giving that two hundred as a giftie,

You save yourself at least a hundred fifty!

Which doesn’t count the worries and the trouble

You’ll find in getting through this awful rubble. 

If all that you avoided was the snide

Remarks in which these lawyers take some pride,

Which they express for all the world to hear ...

I’d pay three hundred just to not appear!

MOLIÈRE encourages the VOLUNTEER to bow.

 The Precious Young Maidens (1659)
MOLIÈRE

Finally, I reach back to the year 1659, and another of my servant characters in the play, The Precious Young Maidens. In it, my character, Mascarille, is servant to a man who has been spurned by these precious young maidens. In exacting his revenge, the man sends his servant to pay a social call on these young ladies, dressed (putting on a frilly costume piece) in his master’s clothing, and masquerading as a nobleman.
MASCARILLE (A foppish, self indulgent, even smarmy impostor, who is at all times convinced of his own worthiness and the rest of the world’s envy.)

It is a shame, quite true, not to be first

To know each thing composed in prose, or versed.

But do not fear, my heart for you commits

To set up an Academy of Wits.

I promise there won’t be the slightest scrap

Of verse in Paris which won’t find your lap.

In fact, myself, I dabble here and there

When I’ve the mood to trifle and to dare.

There are two hundred songs of my composure,

Next to my sonnets, gaining broad exposure.

A thousand epigrams and madrigals,

Not counting prose caricatures [“caRICaTURES"] and riddles.

Caricatures are never really quite

As simple to compose as someone might

Suppose. But I will show you some of mine

Which you may find quite deep in their design.

Is it the riddles that you find most charming?

Ah! Those can be complex and quite disarming. 

But madrigals are what I’m famous for!

Why even now, I’m working out a score

For madrigal of history of Rome.

Ah! In my heart that work will have its home!

You’ll have a copy once I  have it printed,

I promise you, as soon as it’s been minted,

I’ll bring you one bound in the finest leather.

You see, I have to throw these things together

To please the booksellers who get upset

When they can’t sell the latest thing to get.

But I must tell of an improvisation

Which I made up upon an inspiration.

Just yesterday, while visiting a Duchess,

Who loves this sort of writing, insomuch as

I wrote it for her, right there, on the spot.

Improvisations are the breath of thought.

Do listen while I work through this convention.

I beg you, give me your most rapt attention.

Oh! Oh! I contemplated here completely off my guard

With nothing else about or near, it quickly hit me, hard,

Your eye, so sly, I did espy; with speed beyond belief

You stole my heart and now I cry: “Stop thief! Stop, thief! Stop thief!”

Did you see how I started it? Oh! Oh!
Like something frightful, startling, you know?

Oh! Oh! It’s almost like a man who found

Some something that made him release a sound.

Oh! Oh! He says. Discovery. Surprise.

Oh, yes. Oh! Oh! gives it a gallant guise. 

Indeed it does! I’d rather those Oh! Ohs!
Than any epic poem I’d compose.  

But how about I contemplated here?

I contemplated here, as free from fear.

I contemplated here, no pain, no doubt,

Completely off my guard: no cause to shout,

Completely off my guard, just like a sheep;

It quickly hit me hard. It is to weep.

It quickly hit me hard. As if to say

That there was pain in my delight that day.

Your eye, so sly, I did espy… How’s that?

Does that not keep the verse from reading flat?

What do you think? Is it not excellent?

Espy, to look; to sneak a peek. I meant

To summon up a mouse who sees a cat,

The very image! Yes, you noticed that!

With speed beyond belief, just to convey

The quickness with which all this came in play.

You stole my heart: to take, to snatch, to plunder.

And tell me now: did you catch this, I wonder?

I finished off, Stop thief! Stop thief! Stop thief!

Would you not hear this with the firm belief

It’s shouted by a man now in the chase

To catch a thief who runs a faster pace?

As though the man had stolen of his chief

Possession, thus: Stop thief! Stop thief! Stop thief!
I must say that it’s brilliantly deposed.

I’ll sing it to the air that I’ve composed.

What, music? Study? Me? No, not a bit.

You must know that a noble must acquit

Himself with quality’s true ring,

By knowing all, but not to learn a thing.

You must have known that. Obviously, yes?

Do tell me if it suits you more or less.

Ahem! Ahem! Me, me, me, me, me me!

I ask that you forgive this tortured key.

The harsh brutality of this wet season

Quite violates my voice beyond all reason.

No matter. ‘Tis a lilting folksy air, 

And here, ‘twixt friends, such discord we might dare.

(Singing.) 

Oh! Oh! I contemplated here completely off my guard

With nothing else about or near, it quickly hit me hard

Your eye, so sly, I did espy; with speed beyond belief

You stole my heart and now I cry: “Stop thief! Stop, thief! Stop thief!”
And is this thought not elegantly tuned?

Stop thief! And then as one who feels a wound:

Stop thief! And then, now running out of breath:

Stop thief! A small collapse. A little death.

It’s as to know the height of all great heights;

The highest height; a height which may ignite

A high-ness over other elevations.

It’s marvelous. I am in palpitations.

It leaves me breathless, buoyant and yet burning.

It’s inborn. With no study and/or learning.

Fair ladies, if you’d hear my fond proposal 

I am hereafter at your fair disposal

To take you to a play, if you desire.

There is a playwright who I most admire,

Whose work is in rehearsal. I was hopin’

That you might come with me to see it open.

You must come with; you cannot here refuse

I must however beg that you’ll excuse

If I clap with conviction and with vigor.

I told the author I would be a figure 

Pronounced in acclamation of his craft.

Just as at other shows I cheered and laughed.

For I make sure the work will well acquit 

By shouting “Bravo!” ere the lights are lit.

Now that you know, you must make your design

To raise a cry at every single line. 

You know, I too have penned a little masque.

What troupe!? Oh, my! Oh, dear! Oh, need you ask?

The Grand Comediens of the Hotel
Du Bourgogne, of course. They so excel,

No other troupe around might so succeed

In doing justice to the words they read.

Those other troupes but copy after nature, 

While the Comedians cry out with rage, or

Make all their verses trill, and then they wait

For each reaction they anticipate,

To cue the audience to laugh or cheer,

For, how else will you know what you might hear

If they don’t let you know that it’s now time

To make some noise, or to cry out, “sublime!”

Oh, yes. That is the way to tell the crowd

The beauties of a work both clear and loud.

Such things are valued only in perspective

Of how the players make it more effective.

MOLIÈRE bows. HE interrupts the applause to say ….

MOLIÈRE

I’d like to thank each and every one of you for coming tonight, and to thank you even more for staying! It is my great honor to perform for you from time to time, and no one is happier than I to be able to carve a living from this most unsavory vocation. If I have managed to divert you from the daily cares which are so much more important than the frivolity which I perform here upon the stage, then I shall count myself as both lucky and successful. 

Beyond any personal satisfaction, however, I count it as a great victory over vice to transform wickedness into the object of your laughter. For a man may well allow himself to be subject to your scorn, but not your mockery. He may consent to be evil, but never ridiculous. 

I would only ask that you come back again some night when we are, as they say, fully staffed. 

As long as you keep coming to see us, my company will continue to perform … given, that is, the blessings of health, good digestion, and freedom from legal detention, which is my great wish to each and every one of you here tonight.

Bows.

CURTAIN

� Information cited from “Le Petit Molière: 1673-1973.”  Paris: Editions Guy Authier, 1973.  The material quoted came from pp. 264-267. Gathered and shared by Professor Norval Bard, North Central College, Naperville, Illinois.





� Some argument might be made for Sophocles (the author of Oedipus Rex), though the classical Greek theatrical sensibility is significantly different from the modern theatre, the roots of which can be discovered in the works of Shakespeare and Moliere. 


� Frame, Donald M., Introduction to The Misanthrope and other Plays by Molière , Penguin Books, USA, 1968.


� Lazzi is the Italian word from the Commedia del Arte to describe the well practiced comic routines which was part of a company’s basic stock, i.e., “the cup of coffee routine,” or “what-to-do-with-the-dead-body.” These are routines that could be adapted to almost any comic action. The closest modern term is “schtick.” 


� Lowest common denominator comes from the phrase in mathematics referring to a low number which is a factor of two different numbers. When referring to public performance, it often describes the lowest form of humor, which will supposedly appeal to the peasants just as much as to the intellectuals. 


� A cuckold is a man whose wife has had an affair, the great symbol of which being the horns which protrude from the brow of the victim. 


� The unities always refer to Aristotle’s demand for unity of time, place and action. As such, plays were expected to conform to the demand that the action always take place within the course of a single day, that the location remain constant, such as a single interior, or a public square, and that all of the action feed into a single, overriding action of the play. Most modern schools of playwriting only concern themselves with this final unity, as the unities of time and place now seem largely arbitrary. 


� An ascetic is a man who practices austere self-discipline in the name of the religious devotion. Molière is quite quick to point out that this man was not affiliated with the church in any way, but was rather a bum whom Orgon discovers, praying (or pretending to pray) devotedly in church. 


� Haine, W. Scott: The History of France, Greenwood Press, 2000, Westport, Connecticut. 


� Aristotle’s Unities were three well-known principles of the theatre, and are often called the unties of “time, place and action.” The rules that these unities suggested were that the action of a play should occur within the course of a single day, the setting of the play should all be in the same location, and that every action that transpires within the play should in some way contribute to the main thrust of the plot. While the first two of these principles are largely considered expendable, the third continues to be a major consideration of modern drama.


� Note that “ironic” is being used, here, in a different sense than it was first used. While, previously, we referred to irony as something that is created when the audience knows more than a character on stage knows, here irony is being described as a situation where the audience knows more than the playwright is showing them. While, on the surface, the playwright is saying that “this is the way such matters may be resolved,” the audience is extremely conscious of the fact that, indeed, they are not.


� Alliteration is the repetition of a single consonant sound in close proximity, such as the “L” sound in “I’ve longed at length to linger with you too.” Assonance is the repetition of a vowel sound, such as the “oo” sound of “No human is immune to dreams of bliss.” 


� In this sense, the word technical is meant to imply the actors’ technique, particularly their approach to the spoken word. 


� Artifice comes from the term artificial, which, for many artists, translates to “bad.” As we have seen, simply by looking at the plots of these works, Moliere was very conscious about manipulating artificial situations, plot developments and resolutions. It was a way of communicating very particular messages to the audience, and those messages are further supported with a verbal style that points up the nature of the creation.


� This glossary was generated with frequent reference to Miriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, Tenth Edition, Miriam-Webster, Inc., Springfield, MA, 1997.








