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I N T R O D U C T I O N

To the student of Moliere, attempting not only to grapple with the 

voluminous amount of critical judgements which three centuries have 

produced on his author, but also to formulate his own, the wry observation 

of D. Mornet might not seem inappropriate:

’ Que de Molieres en effet et dont chacun est la negation d’un autre 
Moliere' (1)

Moliere the impious author of Tartuffe, Moliere the precursor of the 

French Revolution, Moliere the sombre Romantic of the early 19th Century, 

Moliere the unfortunate husband of the latter half of that Century, Moliere 

the apostle of the golden mean in the early 20th Century, and Moliere of 

the more recent new criticism - all differing Molieres who evidence a 

seemingly unending variety of interpretation to which the work of Jean- 

Baptiste Poquelin has been subjected. (2)

It is therefore with no little apprehension that one approaches the

almost legendary problem of his thought, which has obsessed generations of 

Molieristes and which could aptly be termed the philosopher’s stone of 

Moliere studies. When one investigates past attitudes to this question, 

however, one is surprised to discover that there is not only a general 

agreement about the existence of a morale de Moliere (generally taken to

mean the moral thought and opinions which he wished to express in his plays)

but also about the fact that this morale is at once obvious and 

demonstrable. The adverse judgement originating from prejudice of the 

moment might be later replaced by more rational discussion, and the 

excessive harshness of the opponents of Tartuffe give way to more equit

able opinion: the fact remains, however, that like his contemporary critics,

the majority of their successors have, with certain notable exceptions, 

tended to view his morale unfavourably.

1.



The s t e m  denunciation of the 'morale du theatre* by Bossuet 

overshadows the diffident defence of his comedy by a Pere Caffaro, and is

contradicted only by the more nuanced and elegant expression of a 

Bourdaloue or a Fene'lon, but not by their thought on the subject (3). The

18th Century Jansenist Baillet, judging Moliere to be a dangerous enemy 

to morality, is supported from a secular standpoint by Rousseau's rigorous 

diatribe against the author of Le Misanthrope (4). On the other hand, the 

more balanced attitudes of Fontenelle and of Bayle in the early part of 

the Century, and of the Encyclopedie and especially Voltaire in the latter, 

provide ample evidence of a more unbiased approach to the subject in the 

siecle des lumieres - for the latter, Moliere was not only a philosophe, 

but also the founder o f fl'ecole de la vie civile’,'ce legislateur dans la 

morale et dans les bienseances du monde* (5). The view that Moliere’s 

morale exemplified reason and virtue subsisted in the early 19th Century 

in the criticism of Marmontel and La Harpe (6). If the later critics of 

the Century displayed the more moderate attitude of the Enlightenment to 

a study of his philosophy, they nevertheless tended to view him once more 

within the context of Christian tradition and orthodoxy. Thus Moliere 

became the free-thinker, the disciple of Gassendi, the follower of a 

natural religion, yet not so much the hostile opponent of Christianity as 

one who, by nature and instinct, was alien to its spirit (7). The thesis 

of Moliere the militant libertin and implacable enemy of the Church was 

revived and stated in a particularly trenchant way by L. Veuillot and F. 

Brunetiere (8).

Molieristes at the beginning of the present Century tended to restate 

this view of Moliere the exponent of a philosophy of nature. The range 

of opinions extended from that of a Moliere overtly and aggressively 

tendencious in his morale to that of a Moliere representing a somewhat 

mediocre and unedifying philosophy - at its highest level, a tranquil form



of paganism, disregarding the more noble and challenging virtues, at its 

lowest a corroding and insidious form of libertinage erudit (9).

These assumptions about Moliere's philosophy rested largely upon a 

paragraph in the first biography of Moliere, which stated that the play

wright had followed a course in philosophy given by the foremost 

interpreter of the ideas of Epicurus in the 17th Century, Pierre Gassendi 

(10). One of several factors which have contributed profoundly to a 

complete reorientation of Moliere studies was the extremely cogent 

argument expounded by G. Michaut against this tradition. He stressed in 

particular that there was no single period of any duration during which 

Moliere could have followed a systematic course of instruction from 

Gassendi (11). The most immediate result of Michaut's research was that 

it opened the door to an interpretation of Moliere as a sincere Christian, 

though not perhaps of the most fervent kind (12). A second and more far- 

reaching conseo'ience has been the subsequent tendency on the part of 

scholars to minimize the importance of external factors such as the possible 

influence of Gassendi in an appreciation of his plays, and the application 

to them of an internal criterion of interpretation (13). This has 

recently culminated in the ’new criticism’ which emphasizes that an 

expression of opinion may possibly have been far from Moliere's mind, and 

that the plays should consequently be studied primarily as drama, and not 

as literature or philosophy (14).

One other important factor in the evolution of Moliere studies in 

the 20th Century has been the publication in 1900 of Bergson's celebrated 

essay on the meaning of the comic. His formula underlying the comic - 

’raideur’ contrasting with the ’elasticite’’ of life - has led critics to 

concentrate their attention on the importance of comic form rather than 

on moral content. As such, it has provided powerful reinforcement for 

the central idea of the ’new criticism’ (15). The older view of Moliere



the free-thinker intent on expressing a personal view of life still 

survives, although in a much less systematic form than previously (16).

Moliere studies would thus appear to have reached an extremely 

interesting stage in their development. Without exaggeration, it seems true 

to say that the wheel has indeed come full circle - for whereas critics of 

preceding generations were categorical about the nature as well as the 

existence of la morale de Moliere, the trend of contemporary Moliere studies 

is towards an acceptance of the view that his thought is at best obscure, 

at worst unknowable (17). This shift of attitude is amply reflected in the 

increasing attention which Molieristes now seem to be giving to consideration 

of the style and the poetic nature of Moliere’s plays, rather than to the 

opinions expressed by his characters (18).

The purpose of this study is to attempt to look afresh at the whole 

question of thought in Moliere’s theatre, to ask in what way it seems 

meaningful to speak of its existence within a comic framework, and to 

consider how thought in comedy may change as the nature of the comedy which 

underlies it evolves. Part I discusses the apparently conflicting views of 

Moliere the moraliste and Moliere the creator of comic forms, and seeks to 

define the characteristic mode of Moliere’s comic conception at its most 

elementary level (that of verbal comedy) and at the level of comic structure 

(with particular reference to Sganarelle ou Le Cocu Imaginaire and Dom 

Garcie). I have selected these plays not only because they seem to me to 

illustrate clearly and systematically the basic structure common to most, 

if not all,of Moliere’s plays, but also because they represent important 

stages in the evolution of Moliere’s comic technique from the comedy of 

farce to the comedy of character. Analysis of the structure of other 

plays would therefore have been pedantic as well as superfluous.

Part II is concerned with the progression of the comic idea to the 

idea set in the dramatic structures of Tartuffe, Dom Juan, and Le



Misanthrope, Amphitryon and Les Femmes Savantes. (Le Malade Imaginaire

is considered in Part III, Ch.10, together with related themes from other 

plays). The choice of these plays is by no means arbitrary, as they 

appear to me to illustrate, within very different thematic and comic frame

works, the vision of comedy and the comic vision of things. In particular, 

they allow,or seem to me to allow, a comparison with the sceptical view of 

life, as set forth notably by La Mothe Le Vayer, the Sceptic philosopher 

and friend of Moliere. (On Le Vayer and Moliere, see Appendix II). I 

have not viewed the analogy between the sceptical thought of Le Vayer and 

the comedy of Moliere from the point of view of sources and borrowings 

(although it is possible to see certain resemblances of expression); I 

have tried rather to view them in the wider perspective of the visions of 

life and man which they present in their own individual forms, and to 

consider the principal ideas or leitmotifs of those visions.

Part III comprises a discussion of some of the themes which recur 

regularly in Moliere’s comedies, and of the way in which they are treated 

- the comic attitude to marriage, to heroism, fashion and the world of 

medicine.

I have adopted a tripartite approach to the subject, principally 

because it corresponds most closely to my own way of thinking about the 

subject of the comic vision. At the same time, however, I am only too 

aware that such an approach may run the risk of being considered as a 

schematic reconstruction of an evolving conception of comedy, a conception 

which almost certainly did not take place on a conscious level. Moliere

is the most unschematic of authors, and this is scarcely surprising since

he was not at all a professional writer as such. But some schema is 

nevertheless necessary if the common pattern underlying the comic idea, 

the philosophy of comedy, and the themes of comedy is to be illustrated 

at all. I hope that the conclusions of this study will in some way embody

this dual feature of his comic creation.





C H A P T E R  I

THE DOUBLE VISION OF COMEDY

(1)

The return to Moliere the comic dramatist and technician of comedy 

must be welcomed as a salutary corrective to the point of view illustrated 

by those critics who have considered him as a moralist and philosopher 

rather than as a comic playwright. As W. G. Moore has rightly stated, 

such an approach has often assumed what has still to be proved - that is, 

that Moliere did in fact wish to express his precise personal opinion upon 

specific topics; (1) in addition, it has been seen to owe too much to 

uncontrolled subjective opinion, in the ascription to Moliere of ideas 

which his presumed circle of friends shared, or which squared with 

preconceived notions of what those ideas were meant to be. Recourse to 

external criteria, such as autobiographical and philosophical data, 

falsified the perspective of Moliere studies, and contributed much to the 

tendency to overlook the fundamental fact that the plays themselves 

constitute the only basis for the discussion of what Moliere may or may 

not have believed. (2)

The value of the ’new criticism' lies then in the necessary shift 

of emphasis which it marks to Moliere the creator of comedy. The plays 

are seen as having been written primarily to entertain an audience, and 

not to fulfil a didactic purpose on the part of the author. (3) Moliere 

himself provides unambiguous confirmatory evidence for this view in

s

la Critique de l’Ecole des Femmes, where his porte-parole Dorante (one 

of the rare characters whom we may automatically accept as Moliere’s 

representative) enunciates the principle which underlies his dramatic art, 

and directs it specifically against the pedantic ’speculatifs’ to whom 

Corneille also makes slighting reference in his Discours:

6.



Je voudrois bien savoir si la grande regie de toutes les regies n'est 
pas de plaire, et si une piece de theatre qui a attrape son but n'a pas 
suivi un bon chemin (Sc. 6) (4)

Several years later, Moliere was to take a somewhat more moralistic 

view of the goal of comedy: and the German critic C. S. Gutkind has 

commented in this connection on the discrepancy between his view in the 

Critique and the view expressed in the Tartuffe polemics: in fact it was 

only whenever the moral worth of that play was impugned that its author 

invoked the Horatian concept of comedy: 'castigat ridendo mores’ (5).

The question then arises - if the plays are to be considered as 

plays, does this mean that there is no morale and no thought which they 

can be said to express? One of the 'new critics', R. Bray in particular, 

has argued strenuously in favour of an affirmative answer to the question, 

and in so doing, illustrates the ambiguity latent in it which has be

devilled Moliere studies for generations. There can be no moral thought 

or philosophy in the plays, he claims, since they were intended only to 

be performed in the theatre, and thus represent a world of unreason, 

'folie', imagination, and poetic exaggeration. One may quote two central 

points from his argument which he stresses at considerable length:

»
Son dessein est celui d'un technicien, nullement d'un psychologue 

ou d'un moraliste.

... le comique ne peut comporter ni moralite" ni immoralite'*(6)

If by the first of these two quotations it is meant that a 

consciously didactic purpose was extraneous to Moliere's concern in 

writing his plays, then the second sentence would be accurate within that 

restricted sense of moral. Yet the question is evidently much more 

complex than that, as Bray illustrates when he admits (paradoxically?) 

that

. , . . t
le comique reside dans une certaine vue du monde

and when he accepts 'le comique satirique' as an intrinsic part of Moliere



comedy. (7) The particular way in which Moliere saw life took shape in an 

imaginative recreation of reality, or, to use the same critic’s 

description, ’ un royaume enchante'; (8) but ’un royaume enchante’ which 

can and does possess its own internal moral structure and coherence (if 

we think that the hypocrisy of a Tartuffe is morally bad, it is so only 

because the family have judged him before we do, since he threatens to 

disrupt the moral order of their x^orld and not of ours; such judgement on 

our part is therefore not an external and unnatural criterion which we 

clumsily insist on applying in a world different to that of the real world 

which we have just left for the theatre; it is rather a principle implanted 

by the poet in the minds of those characters who oppose Tartuffe's 

design).

The implicit contradiction between Bray’s world of the imagination

and his admission of a certain view of life which shapes the comedy, stems

from the unnecessarily exclusive way in which the question of the thought

of Moliere has been posed. The choice offered between Moliere the writer

concerned above all with the expression of a moral viewpoint on the one

hand and Moliere the man of the theatre and inventor of comic forms and

situations on the other, is a deeply false as well as a deeply irrational

one: it amounts to saying solemnly that Moliere is either a propagandist

of gnomic platitudes, or quite simply a mindless creator. E. Bentley, in

his excellent book The Life of the Drama, warns us opportunely against the

error of conceiving of thought and imagination as two separate elements in

a work of art which must be mutually exclusive. Moliere can indeed depict

the full range of human absurdity and folly, in a world of poetic

imagination, yet it will remain true, as Bentley says that

’ ... the created work not merely is written from the viewpoint of reason 
but is itself a rational structure’ (9)

It was not Moliere, after all, who was an imaginaire, but rather 

the author who creates him and who places him in situations where his



folly can be comically and rationally exploited. Reason and thought are

therefore not only at the origin of his drama, but also ever present in

its structure and content. But whilst affirming the presence of the

judgement of the author at each stage of his work, one must beware of

concentrating one’s attention solely on ideas to the exclusion of form

and structure (and at this point one can understand why Bray felt it

necessary to stress that Moliere was nothing more than a man of the theatre),

or of expecting and attempting to discover what Bentley has termed

’ ... the elaborations which would be required either in the novel or in a 
historical or philosophic treatise’ (10)

One must not expect a coherent well organised philosophy free from 

contradictions in Moliere’s plays; had he striven for coherence and 

completeness in the domain of thought he would certainly have taken care 

to compose a moral treatise. Yet it does seem not only justifiable but 

also necessary to look for a view of life couched in comic and dramatic 

form, since the thought is at each moment of the play inseparable from the 

form which it underlies. It is here that W. G. Moore is likely to prove a 

more perspicacious guide than R. Bray, when he writes sensitively that

... the view of life ... is not where scholars have been too ready to 
find it, lying scattered on the surface, in the speeches of the most 
’reasonable' and often least dramatic character in any given play, but is 
hidden deep in the philosophical conception of the whole dramatic 
situation' (11)

Starting from this point, I should like to explore the possibility 

of finding a general objective principle situated in the dramatic as well 

as in the comic structure of the plays, which may be indicative of the way 

in which that view oi: life is transmitted as well as of the dominant 

elements which go to form it.

(2)

One might well begin this inquiry by suggesting the possible bearing 

which dramatic structure in general might have upon the expression of ideas.

I am not here at all concerned with the discussion of specific ideas in



Moli^re (that will be a matter for later chapters) but solely with a 

consideration of the way in which the expression of ideas in drama is 

liable to be affected and moulded by the structure of the genre in which 

they are cast. But Moli^re's plays belong not only to drama, but to comic 

drama as well; at a later stage of this chapter the structure of the comic 

is also investigated, with the same question in mind. In short, what 

follows represents an attempt to erect, from dramatic and comic first 

principles, a theoretical framework in which to study the views expressed 

in the comedies.

The most common way in which ideas have been attributed to Moliere 

consists in equating them with the raisonneur,the most reasonable 

character in any given play, as W. G. Moore has said. Michaut in 

particular has been the best known and the most consistent advocate of 

this method of interpreting the plays (12).

According to this critic, the lines which Philinte speaks in

Le Misanthrope epitomized the philosophy of juste-milieu and moderation

which Moliere wished to express: 

i
La parfaite raison fuit toute extremite',
Et veut que l’on soit sage avec sobriete ’(Act I, Sc. 1, 11 151-2).

His method for penetrating to MoliereTs opinion was based upon the 

following procedure; ask who the ridiculous character is in the play, 

discover what he says, and then take precisely the opposite view (i.e. 

that of the raisonneur) as being necessarily that of the author (13). It 

must be acknowledged that such a view is, in theory at any rate, reason

able. It is as natural for as to assume that the playwright is in 

disagreement with the views which he appears to ridicule (the denouement, 

after all,it is argued, does show the invariable triumph of the 

raisonneur1s ideas) as it is to feel gratified that we have more in 

common with the slightly more lucid characters. But on reflection, there 

would seem to me to be at least two fundamental disadvantages in the



application of such a rigorous method to Moliere’s plays. Considering

the character in a purely literary way by categorizing neatly his ideas,

one overlooks his presence in the play, and, more importantly, the role

which he plays which var/s as the play’s circumstances demand it; and

such a viewpoint as that of Michaut takes by its very nature an extremely

restricted view of the creator’s attitude to his play (here we are dealing

with mysterious processes which require that we should approach the

question in the widest and least rigid manner possible). Nevertheless, we

are fully entitled to base our approach to the plays on the affirmation

that Moliere is the creator both of the so-called ridicule and of his

apparently more reasonable counterpart, the raisonneur, and that

consequently his experience of his play is neither one-sided nor

fragmentary but total and absolute. It is no coincidence that the

dramatist George Meredith was one of the first students of Moliere to

express this emphatically when he wrote over forty years ago that Moliere’s

thought did not 

t
... hang like a tail, or preach from one character incessantly cocking an 
eye at the audience, ... but is in the heart of his work, throbbing with 
every pulsation of an organic structuref(14)

What does it mean dramatically to say that his is the total

experience of the creator, enabling him to be ’in the very heart of his 

work’? It means above all that he is prescient, that is, able to shape 

what the characters say and do in the light of what he will wish them to 

say and do, and of the way in which he wishes an audience to react to 

them; he is also omnipresent, that is, able to be in each character as he 

pleases in the sense of supplying them with mutually incompatible opinions 

most conducive to dramatic contrast. If one looks at the lines quoted 

from Philinte’s role for example, one will see that his apparent moderation 

may well appear to be excessive moderation which Moliere calculatingly 

opposes to the full-blooded fixation of his other character. (15) From a



purely dramatic point of view then, it seems very tenable to argue that 

characters such as Sganarelle, Amolphe, Orgon, Alceste, Chrysale, etc. 

would all be but pale imitations of themselves if they did not gain in 

comic relief from the character most calculated to exacerbate them beyond 

all measure.

When Moliere is thus viewed as a comic dramatist, necessarily 

involved with the basic mechanics of his art, it seems very difficult to 

speak meaningfully of him having a single view in and of any particular 

play (even if the denouement could invariably be regarded as expressing 

his own view on the subject in question, an assumption which is extremely 

hazardous to make, the significant point to note would be that it is 

reached in each play only after the dramatic conflict of opposing opinions 

has taken place). But it does on the other hand seem possible to speak 

of a double view of the author and creator which enables him to be in both 

his contrasting pairs of characters whilst at the same time placing them in 

a certain comic and dramatic perspective, shaping it as he pleases. (It 

is remarkable that even in the only play in which Moliere avowedly 

articulates his own opinion, that is, in Tartuffe, through Cleante, this is 

still true to a large extent). Michaut saw a unity in the way in which 

Moliere expressed his opinion through successive raisonneurs (16) - but if 

there is any unity in the way the thought is expressed it may be said to 

lie in the mode of presentation of the various subjects, whether they be 

marriage, education of women, religion, or one’s attitude to the human 

condition; and this is achieved in and by the systematic presentation of 

opposites, the pattern which underlies not only the structure of his plays 

but of all drama as well:

To see drama in something is both to perceive elements of conflict and to
respond emotionally to these elements of conflict *(17)

If this is at all correct, one can speak with more certainty of the

thought behind the ’elements of conflict’ which Moliere dramatizes than of



the thought of Moliere the man. The only sense in which it would seem 

possible to subscribe to the view represented by Michaut of Moliere the 

exponent of avoidance of all excess would be in a very general and 

therefore limited one, from which we could conclude that the comedies, 

to the extent that they are written about unreasonable characters, are 

written from the standpoint of reason. But to say that is to view him 

implicitly as a creative artist, for the same could be said of the 

creator of Phedre and of Horace, both of whom lose their reason, whilst 

their authors view them from the standpoint of reason. What this does not 

and cannot tell us is what constitutes the tragic vision of Racine or of 

Corneille, or, in this case, the comic vision of Moliere.

The dramatist perceives opposing elements in a situation, and drama 

mediates the conflict to the spectator in the theatre. If the dramatist 

has been successful in his play, the spectator responds emotionally to 

the dramatic conflict: he is, like the author, not committed to the 

single view of a character in a given situation. He too can lead a 

double life scarcely conceivable in reality: indeed, his acceptance of 

this double life is the sine qua non of all theatre: as Henri Gouhier 

expresses it

Par l’acte de bonne volonte que le theatre me demande, un jugement 
d’existence pose comme reel un monde creV par le poete et recreV par les 
interpretes.' (18).

In a world maintained by his ’bonne volonte’, the spectator can do 

what he cannot do in reality: that is, identify himself with one or more 

characters on stage, simultaneously or alternately. He too can re-create, 

in an imperfect way of course, the original double vision of the author 

which conceives and sustains the situation. Like Moliere, he can be 

Alceste or Philinte, Tartuffe or Cleante, or both together; unlike Moliere, 

he cannot create Alceste or Philinte. But comedy disposes of a process 

peculiarly its own whereby the spectator re-creates the double vision of



the creator more concretely and directly than that afforded by drama in 

general - that is, the comic. It achieves this by paradoxically 

detaching the spectator from the dramatic illusion by means of what H. 

Bergson called picturesquely 'une anesthe'sie moraentanee du coeur' on the 

part of the spectator. (19)

The comic process par excellence, the double vision, is analysed by 

the Lettre sur la Comedie de I'Imposteur, which was certainly written in 

close collaboration with the author of the play, if not entirely by him 

(20). Commenting upon the comic aspects of Panulphe, the Lettre says that 

the general principle behind the comic (or ridicule as it qualifies it) is

to be found in any disconvenance, that is, in any element which offends

our reason. The Lettre then goes on to give as an example of such

irrational disconvenance the behaviour of Panulphe during his interview with

Elmire. When we perceive the saintly Panulphe in the guise of a seducer we 

judge him to be comic

' a cause que les actions secretes des bigots ne conviennent pas a 
l'idee que leur devote grimace et leur austerite de discours a fait former 
d’eux au public1

The comic of Panulphe derives, as the Lettre makes explicit, not 

merely from the contradiction between his actions and his devout 

appearances (such a contradiction could arguably appear as tragic) but 

rather from our perception of him as both devot and seducer 

simultaneously. We have momentarily two irreconcilable images of the same 

person at the same moment: our reason cannot reconcile the apparent double 

truth (Panulphe speaking precisely the language of a devot whilst going 

through the motions of a seducer) or, as the Lettre terms it, ‘une 

contrariete qui procede d'unmeme principe,fbecause of its manifestly 

irrational nature. Yet the irrational proposition can be entertained by 

our imagination 'qui est le receptacle naturel du ridicule', which can 

accept appearances diametrically opposed to reason. Whilst reason marks



its refusal of such an absurdity by laughter at Panulphe, our imagination 

is still capable of creating and maintaining the same double vision after 

his exit, if the slightest pretext is offered to it. (21)

The simultaneous perception of ’elements of conflict’ which goes to 

form the conception of the dramatic situation as well as our imaginative 

participation in it, is also the first principle behind the conception of 

the comic and our reaction to it. With its function in drama as well as 

in comedy, is the concept of the double vision not therefore a useful 

instrument with which to explore Moliere's comedy, from its most 

elementary and uncomplicated level to its most complex dramatic 

manifestations? D. Romano has reminded us that

... la fonction premiere du comique n'est pas de faire rire de ceci 
plutot que de cela, mais de faire rire tout court'(22)

Moliere did not begin to write comedies because he wished to express 

a personal philosophy of life: if, as R. Fernandez remarks, one can write 

Sganarelle or Scapin without changing the intellectual order of the world, 

this is however no longer possible when one writes Tartuffe or Le 

Misanthrope (23). A study of the conception of the double vision in comedy 

may well tell us much, not only about the meaning of comedy, but eventually 

of the mind of the author of Le Misanthrope and Tartuffe.

(3)

Recently A. Koestler has elaborated the theory of the comic 

adumbrated by the Lettre de la Comedie in a way which is particularly 

illuminating for an understanding of the idea behind the double vision of 

comedy (24). The interest in Koestler's treatment of the subject lies in 

the fact that he neither considers it as a purely mechanistic phenomenon as 

did Bergson (whose famous formula ' du me'canique plaque sur du vivant' 

summed up the essence of the comic) nor as a purely affective phenomenon as 

did Freud (for whom the comic was the result of the mind moving suddenly from



state of tension into one of deception) (25); but instead, he treats it 

from a intellectual viewpoint, which is precisely the approach adopted by 

the slightly pedantic analysis of the Lettre.

According to Koestler, all coherent thinking and behaviour are 

subject to some specifiable code of rules to which it owes its character 

of coherence - even though these codes may function partly or entirely on 

unconscious levels of the mind. In conversation, for example, grammar and 

syntax may be said to be the codes which function unconsciously and which 

are ’condensations of learning into habit’. (26) We can escape from these 

more or less automatized routines of thought and action by two ways, both 

closely related: Either we can plunge into a dream-like state where the

codes of rational thinking are suspended - or else we can move in the 

opposite direction by seeing a familiar situation or idea in a new way by 

connecting it with some idea which we previously had not related to it.

This Koestler calls the state of the creative act, which differs from the 

routine skills of thinking on a single plane, in that it invariably 

operates as a double-minded state making us 'understand what it is to be 

awake, to be living on several planes at once' (27).

The comic is seen as one of the branches of what he calls the 

creative state of mind and the formula which characterizes (but obviously 

does not and cannot explain) its basic idea is

’ ... the perceiving of a situation or idea ... in two self-consistent 
but habitually incompatible frames of reference ...'(28)

The collision of two ideas which have their own inner and coherent 

logics, but which are rationally incompatible formed the paradox under

lying the comedy of Panulphe. But it also is seen both at the simplest and 

most subtle level of Moliere’s comic dialogue. It can appear as a simple 

jeu de mots: at the end of Amphitryon Sosie says to Mercure

r Et je ne vis de ma vie
Un Dieu plus diable que toi '(Act III, Sc. 9, 11. 188-9)



The idea of Mercure the divine messenger of Jupiter is neatly 

connected with the more ribald Mercure who has played a leading role in 

the very human act of cuckolding Amphitryon. The two codes which collide 

and co-exist in incompatibility may be more subtle than this simple play 

with words. In Les Precieuses Ridicules Magdelon tells her father, who is 

anxious that she and Cathos should marry La Grange and Du Croisy:

’Quoi? debuter d’abord par le mariage?’

To which he replies brusquely

fEt par ou veux - tu done qu 'ils debutent? par le concubinage?’ (Sc. 3).

The logic with which Magdelon interprets the meaning of marriage is 

that of the Carte de Tendre, in which a girl only yields to the claims of 

a suitor when she has ascended the hierarchical steps of precieux courtship. 

Her reaction to her father is fully consistent and logical within the 

understood code which she follows. But Gorgibus too follows a logic which

is equally consistent and which is also the only one he knows - the literal

one, in which marriage is devoid of sophisticated connotation and means 

precisely what it says. In the creation of such verbal comedy, however, 

nothing can ever mean what it literally means, deeper levels of meaning are 

unexpectedly discovered with such effect that it is the common or garden 

logic of the literalist code which is invariably defeated by appearances.

In the first scene of Le Medecin Malgre Lui, Sganarelle’s wife Martine

reproaches him for his inactivity:

r i • • *
J ai quatre petits enfants sur les bras

He escapes from the pressing logic of the literalist code by a

riposte which makes a shift of emphasis from the literal to the figurative

level: ’Mets-les a terre'.

When his wife complains of his extravagance, calling him 

' ... un debauched un traitre, qui me mange tout ce que j 1ai r 

he escapes in more subtle fashion from her meaning:



Tu as menti; j 1en bois une partie.

She has used manger in the figurate sense of Tto consume'; he chooses to 

answer her according to the logic of a different code, involving the 

displacement of emphasis from whole to part, to a previously neglected 

level of meaning. (29) This is not the logic by which we expected him to 

answer, and our intellect is forced to concede his clever invention.

A similar pattern underlies the famous ruban scene in L'Ecole des

Femmes_ (Act II, Sc. 5), although involving a clash of different codes.

A m o l p h e  asks Agnes if Horace has taken anything from her at their

meeting, her reiteration of the equivocal 'le' is calculated to evoke all

sorts of expectations in our mind. With the transparently innocent answer

('i1 m 'a Pris le ruban que vous m'aviez donne'11578) the logic of our

emotions which led us to expect a more piquant conclusion, collides with

the logic of reason, which tells us that, in spite of appearances,

nothing at all has happened. Our laughter at such a situation is, in

Koestler's terms, ' ... the puffing away of emotion discarded by thought' 

(30).

The double vision of the comic is also to be found in the gestures of 

Moliere's characters. Sganarelle is seen examining Celie who has just 

fainted. We see him make an ambiguous gesture - 'lui passant la main sur 

le sein' - and then hear him say solemnly

*Elle est froide partout et je ne sais qu 'en dire,
Approchons - nous pour voir si sa bouche respire.
Ma foi, je ne sais pas, mais j'y trouve encor, moi,
Quelque signe de vie (Sganarelle ou Le Cocu Imaginaire, Sc. 4,

11 113-16)

Visually, the logic behind his gesture is that of the lecherous bourgeois; 

aurally, it is that of the passer-by who has hastily to assume the role of

doctor. In Le Medecin Malgre" Lui, there is a similar case of visual and

aural ambiguity - the would-be doctor Sganarelle examining Jacqueline, 

assures her gravely that his procedure is, despite strong appearances to



the contrary, strictly medical (Act II, Sc. 3).

The double vision of comedy often forms the basis of a scene or a 

situation in Moliere - indeed, the crossing of two independant causal 

chains through coincidence, mistaken identity or misunderstanding forms one 

of most common formulae for comedy (31).

There are three examples of this quiproquo in Moliere which may be 

quoted as examples of the thought implicit in the situation: Am o l p h e  in 

L Ecole des Femmes (Act III, Sc. 2) talks in imagination to himself. The

notary answers him, and a dream-like conversation ensues in which

A m o l p h e  meditates on his plan for preventing Horace cuckolding him, 

whilst at the same time the notary gives his professional advice in

answer to Arnolphe’s anguished queries. A dialogue de sourds ensues, in

which each pursues his own logic: both blend in a sequence of questions and 

answers which in themselves form a coherent conversation. In fact, it is 

nothing less than a reductio ad absurdum of conversation and language, in 

which words can simultaneously be seen to form sense and nonsense. In 

Le Malade Imaginaire there is a similar conversation between two supposedly 

conscious characters, Monsieur Diafoirus and Argan (Act II, Sc. 5). The 

compliments of Diafoirus are completed by Argan with the appearances of 

verbal coherence - yet we see words being stretched out to form a seemingly 

unending spiral of linguistic absurdity and empty sounds. In L’Avare 

(Act V, Sc. 3) Harpagon and Valere are also at linguistic loggerheads - 

Valere thinking that the miser's accusation of theft refers to his passion

✓
for Elise, answers each successive question consistently in the light of 

his misinterpretation of ’volf and ’crime’, whilst Harpagon interprets 

Valere’s answers consistently in the light of his obsession with his stolen 

’cassette’. But it is much more than a mere sustained malentendu.

Beginning from the simple misinterpretation of a single word, Moliere 

exploits language so cleverly that the same words (honneur, amour, foi,



f1ainme, etc.) are gradually made to carry the most divergent meanings 

that it is possible to incorporate in them - that of inanimate object, and 

that of a person. The double interpretation of a single line of thought 

surely goes much further than Bergson’s explanation of this type of comic 

as the ’boule de neige’ which from small beginnings gathers ever increasing 

momentum as it rolls on (32). What the comic points to here is the 

different but self-consistent value judgements which may shape the 

individual’s use and interpretation of language.

The clash of logics is nowhere better exemplified than in the language 

of Moliere’s doctors. Tomes inquires about a certain patient: Lisette 

answers that he is ’Fort bien; il est mort’, and he can deny it on the 

most impressive medical authority:

Cela est impossible. Hippocrate dit que ces sortes de maladies 
ne se terminent q u’ au quatorze, ou au vingt-un; et il n ’y a que six jours 
qu’ il est tombe" malade'. (L’Amour Medecin. Act II, Sc. 2).

It is not merely the discrepancy between subjective notion and fact 

that is comic, but that according to the medical code of rules he cannot 

be dead. Tomes is right, and can invoke irrefutable theory to prove his 

point and Lisette cannot. When Angelique pleads with Diafoirus not to 

force her to marry him, he can prove that she is wrong — Nego consequentiam 

••• (Le Malade Imaginaire, Act II, Sc. 6). A wrong diagnosis on his part 

can be corrected by judicious use of Latin.(Act II, Sc. 6) Sganarelle can 

use burlesque reasoning with impeccable form to reassure Geronte that 

medicine has changed the respective positions of heart and liver (Le 

Medecin Malgre Lui. Act II, Sc. 4). The burlesque reasoner, whether 

medical or lay, cannot be proved formally wrong however absurd he appears, 

whilst the characters who are in possession of indubitable fact cannot 

prove formally that they are right. Our double attitude to what he says 

is best epitomized by Sganarelle’s bewildered observation to Dom Juan:

Ma foil j’ai a dire ... je ne sais que dire; car vous to u m e z



les choses d ’une maniere, quf il semble que vous avez raison; et 
cependant il est vrai que vous ne l'avez pas.' (Act I, Sc. 2).

It is this double-minded state that we enjoy as spectators which is 

both effect and cause of Moliere’s comedy, as we enter into the collision 

of appearances and reality provoked by it on every level - whether it be of 

character-comedy, of comedy of situation, of the simple verbal joke, of 

dialogue, of gesture. It is in perceiving the mode of thought behind this 

state that we are brought not only to suspend our code of disciplined 

thinking on the single level of reason (on entering the 'royaume enchante' 

of the theatre we have already done that) but also to participate in the 

comedy implicit in that thinking, hidden in reality but brought to the 

surface and exploited by comedy in its manifold forms (33). By living 

momentarily on two planes of thought at once'we re-enact the idea behind 

that comedy. That idea, consisting in the simultaneous perception of two 

self-consistent but rationally incompatible ideas, characterizes through and 

through the purely intellectual form of Moliere's comedy. Does it also 

characterize the view of life transmitted by the plays? E. Bentley, 

speaking of the meaning of plot for the dramatist, writes that

to imitate an Action is to find objective equivalents of a 
subjective experience'.(34)

The basic contention of this study will be that it is not in terms of 

moral teaching or of reason that Moliere objectifies his thought, but rather 

in terms of paradox, which underlies intellectual comedies such as 

Sganarelle and Pom Garcie as I hope to show in the following chapter, as 

well as the moral outlook of comic dramas such as Tartuffe and 

Le Misanthrope.
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C H A P T E R  2

LES APPARENCES TROMPEUSES

(1)

If we are to believe Grimarest, the first biographer of Moliere 

writing in 1705, one of the objections formulated by contemporaries 

against Sganarelle ou Le Cocu Imaginaire was that Tle titre de cet
f

ouvrage .... n'est pas noble1. (1)

The title certainly does suggest that the play's subject will be

rather banal and farcical; it is true that it has little or none of

the satirical interest of the successful Les Precieuses Ridicules which

preceded it, and its relative neglect at the hands of critics is probably

due to the controversy aroused by that petit divertissement as well as

to the banality of its own subject-matter. Its general theme, which is

the confusion of reality with appearances, was in addition a fairly

conventional one at the time. La Fausse Apparence by Scarron,

for example, had been performed several years earlier. Dom Carlos finds

Dom Sanche hidden in the room of his amante Leonor, and concludes, not

unnaturally, that she has deceived his trust. Appearances however are

deceptive, and in the end the innocence of Leonor is duly vindicated.

It is she who utters the moral of the play, to the effect that ’Une fausse

apparence est un dangereux malf (Act V, Sc. 7). Boisrobert’s Apparenc.es

trompeuses also offers multiple examples of jealousy confusing appearances

with reality. Fleride is glimpsed by her amant in her room with his

rival, disguised as the amant. Dom Alonce, father of the virtuous Ismene,

finds her alone with the reprobate Dom Cesar who summarizes the play's

theme when he says:

f.... un soupcon concu sans apparence,
Porta ma jalousie a quelque extravagence.f

J. Rousset has demonstrated that other genres such as the ballet de < 

jcour, the pastoral and tragi-comedy made extensive use of related themes



such as illusion, disguise, deception, both conscious or unconscious on

the part of the characters. (2)

Yet if the general nature of the theme could be said to be

conventional, the manner in which it was treated by Moliere was so

strikingly original that it evoked admiration from his friends as well

as from the enemies he had made during the first years in Paris after

his stay in the provinces. A zealous but importunate admirer,

La Neufvillaine, averred that he had learnt the entire play by heart,

and published, without Moliere’s knowledge, La comedie Seganarelle avec

des arguments sur chaque scene where he repeatedly extols the

incomparable comic genius of the author. (3) Donneau de Vise" on the

other hand, at the time ill-disposed towards Moliere, wrote that

’Le Cocu imaginaire ... est, a mon sentiment et a celui de 
beaucoup d'autres, la meilleurede toutes ses pieces et la 
mieux ecrite.’ (4)

Although his praise may well have contained some trace of irony, (he

was writing during ’la querelle de l’Ecole des Femmes’) a contemporary

critic so ardently devoted as he was to discovering the ’plagiarisms’

of which Moliere was supposedly guilty would not have failed to draw

attention to borrowings, real or imaginary, in Sganarelle. (5)

In this play, the paradox of appearances and reality underlies every

aspect of it — structure, theme, as well as the motivation of the

characters. Its originality resides in the highly intellectual and

rigorous manner in which the paradox is developed on all these levels:

appearances and reality provide the two mutually incompatible but self-

consistent interpretations of the same event, which clash, not

arbitrarily (or with an illusion of arbitrariness) but with extreme

precision and impeccable regularity. Each interpretation is governed

by its own exact logic and the logic followed by each character is no

less rational and exact than that of the spectator who enjoys the double



v 3-sion o£ comedy. All the characters are forerunners of the more 

famous imaginaires who people Moliere’s theatre, as they systematically 

interpret successive events in the light of their own preconceptions of 

reality. Each character has therefore his own subjective vision of 

things, fully coherent and rational, but at variance not only with the 

vision of his neighbour, but also with reality.

As an epigraph to his play, Moliere might well have chosen a 

quotation from Montaigne which expresses exactly the use which he makes of, 

and the idea behind, the paradox of appearances and reality in the play;

’II est bien aise, sur des fondemens avouez, de bastir ce qu’on 
veut; car, selon la loy et ordonnance de ce commencement, le 
reste des pieces du bastiment se conduit aysement, sans se 
dementir. Par cette voye nous trouvons notre raison bien 
fondee, et discourons a boule veue ... (6)

The basic ’loy et ordonnance’ which govern the erection of a

rational construction on subjective premises are to be found in scenes 

4 and 5. Celie, having been informed by her father Gorgibus that she

must marry a person of his choice, and not Lelie, to whom she has been

promised, falls in a faint and drops the portrait of him which she is 

carrying. The bourgeois Sganarelle rushes to her aid; as he tries to 

revive her, his wife glimpses him in what she imagines to be a compromising 

situation. She suspects his fidelity at the precise moment when he is 

thinking of running off with Celie in his arms to seek help. What he 

undertakes in a spirit of helpfulness is promptly interpreted by his 

pursuing wife as evidence of her worst fears. This is the first of 

a series of mistakes which the characters make about events external to 

themselves; but Sganarelle is not merely a play turning on the simple 

confusion of appearances and reality, for each confusion merely serves 

as a pretext for the characters to consolidate the erroneous impression 

with closely reasoned argument. The event is subc rdinate to the 

propensity which the characters have for deduction and induction which



makes up their very elementary psychology. Therefore, it does not

seem completely accurate to say, as J.D. Hubert has, that

... the initial blunders remain mostly external to the 
characters who have committed them and can therefore have 
very little to do with their psychology.' (7)

Thus the psychological trait which dominates all the characters

enaoles Sganarelle s wife to substantiate immediately the somewhat

tentative evidence of her senses both by deduction and induction: she

remembers the apparent coldness of his recent behaviour towards her,

connecting logically what appears to be his present action with his past

tendencies, and interprets each attitude in the light of the other one.

And from this particular argument, she even derives a proverbial— like

truth which she applies to husbands in general:

'Je ne m'etonne plus de l'etrange froideur 
Dont je le vois repondre a ma pudique ardeur;
II reserve, l'ingrat, ses caresses a d'autres,
Et nourrit leurs plaisirs par le jeune des notres.
Voila de nos maris le procede commun:

Ce qui leur est permis leur devient importun.' (Sc. 5, 11. 127-32). 

The second stage of the confusion is both an extremely skilful 

repetition and a reversal of the first error. Sganarelle sees his wife 

looking at Lelie’s portrait, which Celie had just dropped. Just as 

Sganarelle is moved by a 'fort vilain souppon' (Sc. 6, 1. 149) his wife 

is doing nothing more harmful than admire the craftsmanship with which it 

has been made (11. 150-3).

His initial suspicions, therefore, are not even probable, but his 

wife gives him apparently adequate grounds £or disquiet by admiring Lelie. 

On the strength of seeing the portrait in his wife's possession as well as 

hearing her praise him, he accuses her of infidelity. The proof of her 

duplicity is to him as indubitable and as concrete in its nature as that 

which Alceste will presume to have in the form of the 'billet' supposedly 

written by Celimene to Oronte (8). Sganarelle tells his wife 

euphemi s ti cally:



!La chose est averee, et je tiens dans mes mains 
Un bon certificat du mal dont je me plains.’ (Sc. 6, 11. 175-6)

The extremely delicate irony in the situation lies precisely in

the fact that he sees in the portrait tangible proof for what he is

saying, whereas a portrait is, by its very nature, only a symbol of

verisimilitude, a mere substitute for reality. The words he uses to

express what he feels are also figurative symbols: he cannot utter

the thought which presents itself forcefully to his mind, because his

vanity and phobia of cuckoldry prevent him from crystallizing literally

his cuckoldry:

’Sganarelle est un nom q u’on ne me dira plus,
Et 1’on va m ’appeler seigneur Corneillius, (11. 191-2)
D ’un panache de cerf sur le front me pourvoir,
HelasJ voila vraiment un beau venez-y-voir.1 (11. 199-200)

His ambiguous and oblique references to horns are not only the effect

of his elementary psychology, but are also the reason for the complication

of the comic confusion. They have the immediate effect of making his

wife unable to accept them literally:

fParle done sans rien feindre (1. 197)
Tu prends d ’un feint courroux le vain amusement1(1. 203) 

she tells him. The motive which she can with all logic suspect behind

his ’feint courroux’ is that of wishing to distract her attention from his

own guilt. It is a stratagem to forestall the force of her legitimate

grievances: injured innocence is therefore the attitude imposed on her

by reason. (9) Sganarelle can do no more than admire the impertinence 

which, calmly assumes the mask of a prude. (11. 204-8) With each 

applying his or her own logic to the appearances offered by the other, 

no explanation is possible. We are forced to concede that both are 

correct in protesting their innocence, and both wrong in supposing that 

the other is trying to outwit them. And both are simultaneously 

deceiving themselves, rather than deceiving, or being deceived by, the 

other.

26.



The basic situation is repeated and intensified when Lelie finds 

Jganarelle in possession of his portrait in scene 9. He informs Lelie 

that he found it in the hands of someone whom he, Lelie, ought to know, 

proceeds to tell him how distasteful a husband finds such attention 

given to his wife, and further complicates the issue for the distraught 

suitor of Celie when he hints that his wife has cuckolded him. It is 

now Lelie s turn to make what he thinks he has heard fit his previous 

knowledge of the situation, as he now remembers (Sc. 10) that Celie had 

been promised to a decrepit and wealthy husband. The appearance of the 

bourgeois fits this description, and any existing ambiguity in what he has 

told Lelie is immediately clarified by a true fact, which Gorgibus 

indeed mentioned earlier. (Sc. 1, 11. 49 ff.)

A pause is introduced into the furious sequence of erroneous 

perceptions with the first and only appearance of Le Parent in the 

play (Sc. 12). Le Parent comes in at the precise centre of the action, 

when all the characters, with the exception of Celie, have been drawn 

into the mounting confusion. His central position in the structure of 

the play serves as a temporary balance between the two halves of the play 

and what he says emphasizes this. It is true, he tells Sganarelle, 

that one ought to approve the most rigorous conduct on the part of 

husbands whenever their marital honour is threatened, but he points out 

that the would-be cuckold has insufficient evidence before him to 

prove his suspicions. In his advice, Le Parent therefore embodies a 

dual attitude of approval and caution. Sganarelle is right to show 

concern, but wrong to reach precipitate conclusions. Confronted with 

the problem of discriminating between appearances and truth, the only 

course one can follow is to investigate patiently what appears to be 

the case. The appearance of Le Parent has the effect of slowing up the 

tempo of the play, as his ponderous wisdom appears to prevail on



Sganarelle. It also fulfils a function similar to that of Eliante and 

Philinte in Le Misanthrope, who give substantially the same advice to 

the jealous Alceste:

’Une lettre peut bien tromper par l'apparence1 (Act IV, Sc. 2,

1. 1241)

Philinte tells him. Both the raisonneurs of that play and Le Parent 

give objective appraisals of a situation which is being exclusively 

interpreted according to a subjectively coherent view of things. Without 

enjoying as much knowledge as the spectators, who are outside the play 

and in possession of the double vision of the situation, and for whom the 

paradox of true and false appearances can only be of an artificial nature, 

Le Parent is both in the play as well as standing on its periphery, both 

within and without at the same time. His answer to the confusion of 

appearances and reality (or rather to a possible confusion for he does 

not conclude that Sganarelle is either right or wrong) is itself a 

paradox in its dual nature, fully consistent with his position of actor- 

spectator in the play. The first in the long line of the raisonneurs 

gives a sketchy but basic resume of what his more famous successors will 

develop in more elaborate form.

The judicious counsel of Le Parent has an importance in the 

subsequent action out of all proportion to the eleven lines which contain 

it. It has the apparent effect of retarding Sganarelle’s rashness, 

but in actual fact intensifies the comedy of errors by inducing a more 

rational frame of mind in him, for which future perceptions will have 

but additional urgency. It is reason, after all, which has been 

responsible for all the doubtful deductions which he has hitherto made.

Just when he is giving an impression of lucidity, thereby contradicting 

all his previous actions (which he dismisses as 'ces visions cornues1 

Sc. 13, 1. 325) he receives fresh visual evidence of the strongest possible 

nature, overthrowing all his resolutions. He sees his wife not with the



portrait of Lelie, but with. Lelie himself. Le Parent had successfully 

suggested to him that Lelie might well know his wife, and that this 

would provide an innocuous explanation of how she came to be in possession 

of the portrait, and Sganarelle himself had recognized this. Having 

vowed to suspend his judgment of appearances in future, he cannot 

extend the same principle to meet each contingency. The pause 

provided by his new-found lucidity is merely a case of ’reculer pour 

mieux sauter', and his consequent actions illustrate the comedy of 

rationalization at a correspondingly higher level.

The comedy restarts with renewed vigour as Sganarelle sums up 

what Lelie has said to his wife in their formal conversation by saying

!Ce n'est point s'expliquer en termes ambigus’ (Sc. 16, 1. 343)

He now explains his present situation to Celie in more direct terms 

than before:

'Ce damoiseau, parlant par reverence
Me fait cocu, Madame, avec toute licence1 (11. 373-4)

Celie follows the course which each character has taken in turn, and uses

an external event to corroborate her own presentiment. Her suspicion

about Lelie's secret return is now amply confirmed.

With the confusion now embracing all four parties there is a second 

pause in the action as Sganarelle resolves on a more pragmatic course of 

conduct (Sc. 17). The paradox of appearances and reality is now given 

a new development in his character: his reasoning from his perceptions

leaves him in no doubt about the truth, but this creates additional 

problems for his honour. How can he square his desire for revenge with 

his pusillanimous nature? His answer is a subtle variation on the theme 

which all the characters have illustrated so well, that of rationalization

,'Je hais de tout mon coeur les esprits coleriques,
Et porte grand amour aux hommes pacifiques;
Je ne suis point battant, de peur d'etre battu,
Et l'humeur debonnaire est ma plus grande vertu.1 (11. 421-4)
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Yet he reverts to his preoccupation:

*11 faut absolument que je prenne vengeance* (1. 426) 

only to reverse immediately this absolute resolve, as he begins to 

analyse the concept of honour. What will he achieve if he maintains 

his honour and is killed?

'II vaut mieux etre encor cocu que trepasse’ (1. 436) 

he reasons. The next stage of his rationalization of his position involves 

a consideration of the actual state of cocuage as opposed to its 

traditional image. It does not affect in the slightest degree our 

personal appearance, and since it is not our fault, we cannot be blamed. 

Besides, there are plenty of real problems in everyday life

’Sans s’aller, de surcroit, aviser sottement
De se faire un chagrin qui n’a nul fondement’ (11. 455-6)

All the effort of his reason has been devoted to proving without doubt 

his betrayal to himself: when successful in this, however, all the

effort of his reason is in turn devoted to making that reality evaporate.

The logic of reason is convincing, but the logic of instinct he 

finds even more convincing, and arrives armed to challenge Lelie to a 

duel (Sc. 21). He now rationalizes once more his position, but in the

inverse direction, as he attempts to work himself up to the required

pitch of courage by his Cornelian-like language:

fMa colere a present est en etat d’agir;
Dessus ses grands chevaux est monte mon courage;
Et si je le rencontre, on verra du carnage.
Qui, j’ai jure sa mort; rien ne peut l’empecher.
Ou je le trouverai, je le veux depecher.’ (11. 512-16)

When Lelie asks what is wrong, he can save face by yet another 

rationalization of his warlike attitude in banal and inoffensive terms; 

his armour is Vin habillement put on for the rain(ll. 519-21); he 

can also rationalize his inaction to himself:

'si je n'etois sage, on verroit arriver un etrange carnage’

(11. 541-2) (10)



The following scene marks the climax of all the misunderstandings: 

all the characters are now on stage together, whereas previously the 

one character who could have explained the malentendu was generally 

absent from the scene. All the characters can explain the true nature 

of their actions in the light of the subjective interpretations of them.

In spite of this, La Suivante is the only character free from pre

conception, and consequently the one who unravels all the complications; 

she tells them with a high degree of justification:

’Vous voyez que sans moi vous y seriez encore,
Et vous aviez besoin de mon peu d ’ellebore.’ (11. 601-2)

Reason and logic, she implies, are not necessarily to be equated 

with common-sense. ’Le bon sens’ more often than not must rescue them 

from the folly into which they lead those who practise their use too 

systematically.

Sganarelle and his wife illustrate the point which she has just 

made, by the dubious manner in which they accept each other’s explanations 

(11. 603-6). He is however quite happy with his apparent escape from 

cuckoldry and offers a formula for a solution:

’... mutuellement croyons-nous gens de bien:
Je risque plus du mien que tu ne fais du tien;
Accepte sans facon le marche qu’on propose.' (11. 607-9)

The final paradox in this play of paradoxes is, therefore, one 

which Sganarelle willingly imposes on himself, for he accepts the 

apparent solution engineered by La Suivante and does not try to

substantiate it by reason. His acceptance of it enables him to formulate

the witty concluding line:

‘Et, quand vous verriez tout, ne croyez jamais rien’ (1. 657)

In advising us not to trust appearances, he himself is the first to

contradict his own maxim, by his all too ready acceptance of his wife's

apparent fidelity. Sganarelle here amplifies burlesquely the advice



formerly given by Le Parent, as he advises a suspension of reason as the 

best method of avoiding the confusion of true and false appearances.

Better instead to be satisfied, or appear to be satisfied, with things 

as they appear to be, than to continue to afflict oneself needlessly 

by attempting to plumb the unfathomable depths of appearances. But 

what happens if one cannot bring oneself to limit judgment to the 

surface of appearances? That is the problem which confronts the hero 

of Moliere’s next play, Dom Garcie de Navarre.

(2)

Dom Garcie ou Le Prince Jaloux has traditionally been regarded as 

a 'tragedie manquee', and its failure ascribed to the fact that the 

public at the Palais-Royal were not accustomed to see Moliere in a serious 

role. (11) Only one critic, W.D. Howarth, has attempted to show that it 

does not differ radically from plays generally held to be comic in 

Moliere’s theatre: Moliere did, after all, entitle it 'Comedie', and it

was only in the 1734 edition of his plays that it was called 'comedie 

hero'ique'. (12)

Although the play does appear at first sight to be closer to the 

genre of tragi-comedy than of comedy, it has the same recurrent comic 

pattern as that of Sganarelle, namely the systematic and logical 

deductions by a character from reality which are seen to be erroneous. 

However, in spite of having the same general pattern, there are very 

important differences in Dom Garcie, as Moliere moves away from farce to 

comedy of character. In Sganarelle, the confusion of appearances and 

reality arose initially from external reality, and was then confirmed 

by the characters' own individual logic. In Dom Garcie, the source of 

this confusion is situated primarily in the mind of the character, and 

this confusion is subsequently confirmed by reality. Sganarelle's 

’visions cornues' are merely of a temporary nature: but Dom Garcie's



doubt is a permanent feature of his character, deriving from and sustained 

by his jealous temperament which provides the initial premise on which his 

imagination works. There is also an additional element in his confusion, 

which is present from the beginning, rendering it all the more natural 

and inevitable - that is, the deliberately ambiguous attitude adopted 

by the precieuse Elvire towards her suitor. In the first scene, she 

illustrates the posture which she will maintain until the end of the play. 

Faced with the choice of Dom Garcie or Dom Sylve as her suitor, she 

confesses that objectively and rationally there is no ground why the former 

should merit her love. He has no qualities or merits which his rival 

does not possess in at least equal measure. Inexplicably, she feels

✓
drawn tox-zards Dom Garcie. Elise underlines her ambiguous attitude 

when she tells her mistress that

!Cet amour que pour lui votre astre vous inspire,
N ’a sur vos actions pris que bien peu d ’empire’ (11. 15-6)

She admits that she has even tried to balance any preference that 

may have been shown towards Dom Garcie by a display of friendship for 

Dom Sylve (11. 33-6). Her intellectualized approach towards love 

demands adherence to a precieux code of courtship which deems that the 

most discreet ’avowals’ of love must suffice for any suitor: she will

not declare her affection verbally, but in ’un soupir', ’un regard’,

'une simple rougeur’, 'un silence' (11. 69-70). Since her rigorous code 

of precieux honour has no place for unequivocal statement of feeling, 

jealousy is considered to be both irrational and offensive (11. 100 ff). (13)

The comedy is constructed around the conflict between Dom Garcie, 

who perpetually doubts appearances, and Elvire, who by her belief that an 

amant ought to accept appearances unquestioningly, provides the liveliest 

encouragement for those doubts. The conflict is focused most sharply 

in four 'tests’ which confront the hero: on each occasion he promises

not to fall victim to his jealous temperament, and each time he is in



fact mastered by his pathological suspicions about Elvire’s fidelity to 

him. For these episodes as well as for the theme and principal 

characters of his play, Moliere drew on an Italian source, Le Gelosie 

fortunate del Prencipe Rodrigo, by Cicognini, published in 1654.

But there are fundamental features in the French play which mark it 

off definitively from the Italian one. In Pom Garcie, the extreme 

subtlety of Elvire gives some initial credibility to the hero’s 

suspicions (in the Italian play, the corresponding character, Pelmire, 

is not at all reticent or ambiguous in her avowals of love to Dom 

Rodrique; in spite of his jealousy, she admits to her confidente 

that if she does not marry him, she will not marry at all (Act I, Sc. 1), 

and she assures him many times of her love for him (e.g. Act II, Sc. 2,

Act II, Sc. 7, Act III, Sc. 4, etc.)).(14) In the French version, it 

is Dom Lope, a scheming courtier, who contrives to implant the seeds of 

suspicion in Dom Garcie’s jealous mind; (the naive bouffon Arlequin is 

unwittingly responsible for the confusion in the Italian play). Moliere 

changes the order of the successive ’tests’ which confront Dom Garcie, 

making them proceed from the stage of purely imaginary ambiguity to 

highly probable ambiguity. (In Cicognini, on the other hand, these 

episodes are extremely arbitrary, and the possibility of comic progression 

is entirely overlooked). The most important consequence of these changes 

is to be found in the hero of the French play; if it is fully accurate to 

describe Dom Rodrigue as being ’jaloux sans motif suffisant’ the opposite 

description of ’jaloux avec motif suffisant’ is nearer to the truth of 

Moliere’s character. (15)

The first of the ’tests’ which his jealousy undergoes is to be found 

in Act I, Sc. 3. . Elvire has asked her suitor 

’Desirez-vous savoir
Quand vous pourrez me plaire, et prendre quelque espoir?’ (11. 245-6) 

She elaborates in three different forms the indispensable condition



for his courtship, before announcing that he will find favour in her eyes 

’Quand d Tun injuste ombrage
Votre raison saura me reparer 1’outrage' (11. 255-6)

He has no sooner forsworn his jealousy when Dom Pedre brings in a 

letter for Elvire. Instinctively, his suspicions betray themselves 

so much that she can make the apostrophic remark:

’Prodigieux effet de son temperament! (1. 329)

It is perfectly obvious that Dom Garcie1s jealousy originates here 

primarily from his temperament and is thus of an imaginary character.

On this occasion at least, Elvire is correct in her assessment of his 

behaviour, as she adjures him:

fGuerissez-le, ce m a l : il n'est que dans l’esprit’ (1. 342)

She merely confirms something which is self-evident to all with 

the exception of Dom Garcie, by allowing him to see that the letter is 

addressed by Done Ignes to herself. It is significant that this, the 

weakest of all the Dom’s deductions from appearances, forms the initial 

’test’ in the play, whereas in Cicognini it constitutes the second 

episode, in which Dom Rodrigue sees Delmire in the act of writing a letter 

(Act III, Sc. 4.).

It is the arch-schemer Dom Lope who engineers the subsequent ’test’. 

He leaves half of a letter, written by Elvire and tantalizingly incomplete, 

in view of Dom Garcie. (Act II, Sc. 4) Before he comes to read it, Dom 

Garcie follows the same course as Sganarelle after his encounter with 

Le Parent, and lucidly reminds himself that he must at all costs avoid 

precipitate conclusions. Like Sganarelle, however, his apparent 

lucidity only gives a presentiment of the logical cecity of the true 

imaginaire I

’Consulte ta raison, prends sa clarte pour guide;
Vois si de tes soupjions 1’apparence est solide;
Ne demens pas leur voix; mais aussi garde bien
Que pour les croire trop, ils ne t’imposent rien’ (11. 484-7)



To appeal to appearances is, for Dom Garcie, to be convinced by 

appearances, not only because he is an imaginaire, but also because the 

part of the letter which he reads appears as a betrayal of his passion.

It makes mention of a ’rival1 (1. 494), an 'obstacle* (1. 497) and of 

a desire on the part of Elvire to free herself from someone (11. 499-501). 

According to appearances, therefore, his premonition is more sure and more

probable than that in the first ’test*. (This episode makes up the

first ’test* in Cicognini. Arlequin has snatched part of a letter 

written by Delmire to Florante, the amant of her confidente Delia, who 

was unable to write it herself on account of an injured hand. The 

fragment shown by the valet to Dom Rodrigue is signed DEL ..., Act II,

Sc. 3). Delmire, however, still declares her love for her suitor after his 

outburst of jealousy (Act II, Sc. 7) whereas Elvire merely lends 

probability to the Dom*s assumption. When he conjectures that the 

billet has probably been written to a woman friend or a relative, she 

replies enigmatically

’Non, c*est pour un amant que ma main l’a forme',
Et j*ajoute de plus, pour un amant aime* (Act II, Sc. 5, 11. 574-5)

It is paradoxical but fully consistent with the character of the 

precieuse that this, the most direct declaration of love for Dom Garcie 

(for the letter is written to him) is made with the intention of intens

ifying his doubts beyond endurance. For he is only too aware that she 

has not discouraged the attentions paid to her by his rival, Dom Sylve.

Even when the completed letter is read to him, has he not at least a 

point when he counters Elvire’s anger by saying 

' Vous-memes dites-moi si cet evenement
N ’eut pas dans mon erreur jete^ tout autre amant’ (Act II, Sc. 6,

11. 646-7)



The essence of her long reply, to the effect that a true amant would 

not let his faith be shaken by appearances, no matter how compromising they 

seemed to be, rests on the somewhat casuistical assertion that she would 

be incapable of deceiving him. (11. 649-53, 11. 663 ff). Even in what 

purports to be a billet doux, she praises Dom Garcie’s past deeds whilst 

criticizing bitterly his present humour!

Dom Garcie’s third ’test’ comes in Act III, Sc. 3 and has been 

engineered by Dom Lope, as Dom Alvar will presently tell Elvire (Act IV,

Sc. 1, 11. 1104-5). Dom Garcie finds her alone with his presumed rival, 

Dom Sylve. In the previous scene, Elvire has told the latter of her 

preference for Dom Garcie, but the Dom himself can be excused if he is 

still in some doubt about her intentions. When he confronts his 

’rival’, he is merely curious about this unexpected visit. (11. 9/2 ff).

But it is Elvire once more who gives his uncertainty and curiosity a 

firm foundation, as she chooses to remain obstinately enigmatic.

Eventually she does speak in an apparently definite way, but her 

unambiguous words can only serve to heighten and prolong the ambiguous 

situation as she tells him

f... on ne me verra point le butin de vos feuxT (1. 1035)

She deliberately intensifies this paradox to its highest pitch by 

stressing that she speaks nothing but the truth:

’Voila mon coeur ouvert, puisque vous le voulez,
Et mes vrais sentiments a vos yeux etales’ (11. 1038-9)

It is scarcely surprising that the combination of Elvire5s 

ambiguity and his own jealous temperament should render him more certain 

than hitherto in the play about his fate. He is confirmed in his logic 

by the studied'pose struck by Dom Sylve in the following scene and by 

the latter’s hasty withdrawal from his presence.

The fact that appearances have now assumed a more cogent form is 

borne out by the two characters best placed to give an objective appraisal



of the action, namely the raisonneurs Dom Alvar and Elise. Both

perceive clearly how appearances contrive against Dom Garcie: the first

attenuates the Prince’s error by emphasizing the role played by external

events (Act IV, Sc. 1, 11. 1104 ff). Elvire rejects this reasoning

scornfully, but Elise, the principal raisonneur of the play, makes allowances

for Dom Garcie’s jealousy. She does this in an interesting way, placing

the Dom’s jealous humour and Elvire1s attitude towards it in the same

natural perspective, as she tells him that

1... nous avons du Ciel ou du temperament 
Que nous jugeons de tout chacun diversement.
Et puisqu’elle vous blame, et que sa fantaisie
Lui fait un monstre affreux de votre jalousie,
Je serois complaisante......’ (Act IV, Sc. 6,

11. 1182-6) (16)

In her view, Dom Garcie is as justified in following his subjective

vision of reality as Elvire is in adhering to ’sa fantaisie’, which

envisages jealousy as a monstrous offence. The inference to be drawn

from this and other speeches by the raisonneur, whose role is completely

original to Moliere’s play and has no equivalent whatsoever in Cicognini,

is important. It is that Elvire, by her refusal to recognize the equally

valid but necessarily diverse interpretations of the same situation which

can occur, is entirely responsible for Dom Garcie’s misconstruction of it.

When it is recalled that in Cicognini the corresponding episode

simply consists of Dom Rodrigue seeing Delmire’s brother Dom Pedre,
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disguised, in her room, (Act III, Sc. 5 & 6), it is clear how much Moliere 

elaborated it in order to make it fit into his own comic schema.

It is the fourth and last ’test’ which presents Dom Garcie with the 

greatest of all difficulties, as he sees Elvire embrace a man. With 

unconscious irony he says that he has just witnessed

1le renversement de toute la nature’ (Act IV, Sc. 7, 1. 1232) 

for the ’man’ whom he has seen will prove to be none other than Done 

Ignes, disguised as a man. His language at this point takes on a new



certainty:

’Faut-il que je m !assure au rapport de mes yeux?
Ah! sans doute ils me sont des temoins trop fideles’ (11. 1223-4)

In all his previous ’tests’, what he saw had in fact no unambiguous 

visual relation to his own interpretation of it. The letter handed to 

Elvire, the fragment of the billet in her writing, the presence of Dom 

Sylve in Elvire's room, had all to be seen in the distorting perspective 

of his jealous humour before they could become totally unambiguous.

But what he sees now is for the first time in the play totally at one 

with his interpretation of it. The advice of Dom Alvar, which is 

basically the same as that given by Le Parent to Sganarelle, is however 

much less objectively valid at this stage of the play:

’Seigneur, nos passions nous font prendre souvent 
Pour chose veritable un objet decevant.
Et de croire qu’une ame a la vertu nourrie
Se puisse ......... ’ (11. 1246-9)

Le Parent was well-founded in advising Sganarelle to be cautious, 

since he himself is forced to admit that appearances have never actually 

coincided with his interpretation of them (Sc. 13, 1. 328). It seems 

to me that the interpretations given of the Dom’s actions in this scene 

by G. Michaut and J.D. Hubert do not take fully into account the complex 

nature of this comic climax, towards which Moliere has progressively 

and skilfully orientated his play.

For the first critic

fConvaincu de son erreur, il n ’y devrait pas retomber aussitot ...’ 

and for the second

’He rejects, by such irrational means, all previous assurances of 

Done Elvire’s innocence, and considers his ill-founded and frequently ref

uted suspicions as premonitions of the absolute, the external, the awful 

truth.’ (17)



But Elvire's sincerity if not her fidelity is highly debateable, 

and there has been an undeniable progression from the realm of 'the 

purely imaginary to the apparently certain’. (18) Michaut attributes 

the failure of Dom Garcie’s character and therefore of the comedy to his 

inability to correct his faulty apprehension of each occurrence. (19)

But this is surely beside the point, since it is the prerogative of the 

imaginaires in Moliere never to see the incidents of the present in the 

light of their past experience. On the contrary, their nature inevitably 

inclines them to see each fresh event solely in terms of itself: the

fact that A m o l p h e  has repeatedly failed to control reality, in no way 

detracts from the overweening confidence with which he envisages each 

successive occurrence. We find that the opposite is true, for he is 

paradoxically more confident as his failures become more and more 

disastrous.

The comedy of Dom Garcie proceeds in an almost inverse direction 

to that of Amolphe, as he appears increasingly more justified in his 

assessment of each fresh situation. The fact that he appears correct 

in his judgment does not take away from his comic side, but rather 

enhances it. He has hitherto been wrong in each case, appearances to 

the contrary, and although appearances are stronger than ever in the 

fourth episode, we the spectators know and expect to see the familiar 

comic mechanism of logical but erroneous appearances come into play again. 

And what can be more comic than the man \tfho has evident and logical 

justification for thinking that he is right, and who inevitably is proved 

to be wrong? The final ’test’ of Dom Garcie illustrates the fact that 

what might seem superficially to be a straightforward comedy of errors, 

involves in reality the ever ascending comedy of rationality constantly 

thwarted by the intrusion of the irrational. That this is fundamental 

to Moliere's comic design may be seen from the fact that in Cicognini 

there is not at all the very perceptible progression from the third to



the fourth ’test’: he merely repeats the preceding one with no essential

variation, as Rodrigue discovers the Duchesse Belise disguised as a man

in Delmire's room. (Act V, Sc. 3)

The final ’test’ represents not only the climax of Dom Garcie’s

comedy, but also of Elvire’s precieux attitude towards him. Throughout

the play, each fresh outburst on the part of her suitor has occasioned

a firmer rebuke from her and a threat to discontinue her friendship with

him. Now she couches both rebuke and threat in the most extreme form,

as she demands no less than

’Un sacrifice entier de vos souppons jaloux’ (Act IV, Sc. 8, 1. 1375)

Dom Garcie must decide whether he is going to remain true to his

suspicious nature, and thereby forfeit her love, or gain her love at the

expense of his own need for certainty. Since he persists in demanding

an explanation from her, she has an ideal opportunity for strengthening

her resolve. She utters this resolve in terms which echo ironically

those employed by Dom Garcie when vowing to resist his future doubts:

’Et si je puis jamais oublier mes serments 
Tombent sur moi du Ciel les plus grands chatiments ! (Act IV, Sc. 9,

11. 1466-7)
(20)

The last Act is thus predictably concerned with the gradual

weakening of her decision, until she capitulates utterly by admitting that

she will marry Dom Garcie without conditions:

'jaloux ou non jaloux’ (Act V, Sc. 6, 1. 1870)

In the actions of both principal characters, an exact comic parallel 

is cleverly worked out in inverse directions. Dom Garcie progresses 

with apparent logic towards certainty, and is finally most certainly and most 

comically wrong. (21)

Elvire obtains more and more evidence to support her initial premise, 

that she ought logically to choose a different suitor. In both cases, 

the logics of appearances are swept aside, and a happy ending is assured



in spite of and at the expense of reason. Elvire cannot explain 

rationally her choice of Dom Garcie as husband, and is finally forced 

to make room for the irrational as the prime motivating factor in one's 

actions in a much more real if no less puzzled manner than she did at 

the beginning of the play:

1... je vois qu'on doit quelque indulgence
Aux defauts ou du ciel fait pencher 1 Tinfluence’ (11. 1868-9)





43.

C H A P T E R  S 

TARTUFFE

(1)

The paradox of appearances and reality assumes a different and much 

more complex form in Tartuffe from that of the two plays discussed in the 

last chapter. In those and in previous plays, the basis of the comic 

situation, the malentendu, was soon resolved and the original order 

existing at the start of the play restored. Questions such as those 

of guilt and innocence, right and wrong, did not arise in any philosophic 

sense, because they belonged to the moral order of the play, which the 

denouement left intact. The confusion of appearances and reality is more 

intellectual in its nature than moral. Neither Sganarelle’s wife nor 

Elvire are guilty of moral duplicity in any real sense; they are both 

caught up in circumstances from which Sganarelle and Dom Garcie logically 

but erroneously infer that they were guilty. They are, it is true, 

guilty of using appearances to implant suspicion in the minds of

Sganarelle and Dom Garcie as regards their fidelity; they are however
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never guilty of actual infidelity. In L fEcole des Maris and L Ecole des

Femmes the paradox appears in a slightly modified form. Both Leonor 

and Agnes are admittedly guilty of deceiving their guardians, but their 

deception is necessary to re-establish the difference between the 

hypocritical and ascetic morality of Sganarelle and Amolphe, and their 

own complete innocence. It is not the proof of moral ambiguity, but 

rather that of the permanent gulf which separates right from wrong in 

Moliere’s dramatic universe. It is a fact that at no time throughout 

these two plays does the spectator or reader experience the slightest 

feeling of doubt either about the inevitability or the desirability of 

the trick practised upon the barbons . It is they who place their wards



in situations to which deception offers the only issue, and since they 

remain rigidly true to their obsessions, a denouement requires that they 

be deceived.

Tartuffe is also a play centring around the confusion of appearances 

and reality which forms the basis of religious hypocrisy. To the extent

that such hypocrisy is ultimately defeated in the play, one could perhaps
i

think that the denouement leaves the moral order intact, just as it is 

left intact at the end of Sganarelle ou Le Cocu Imaginaire or Dom Garcie.

Tartuf fe, however, circumstances do not merely contrive to lend an 

air of reality to appearances, as was the case in those plays; the moral 

order is here wilfully overturned by hypocrisy, and cannot be re-established 

from within the dramatic universe of the play. Recourse must therefore 

be made to a deus ex machina in the form of Louis XIV, who opportunely 

intervenes to reward good and to punish evil. The paradox of Tartuffe 

lies not only in the confusion of hypocrisy with true religion, but in 

the permanently precarious balance in which good and evil are seen to 

stand in relation to each other.

The fundamental question of Moliere’s vision of life and the thought 

behind the play is obviously bound up intimately with the development of 

this paradox in Tartuffe. In a very real sense, the paradox is at the 

heart of both vision and thought, as I hope to show later. (Section 5)

But before I reach that stage of the argument, I wish to mention 

briefly the argument used by Moliere to defend his play, and the principal 

objection brought against it in order to show how both arguments are 

responsible for beclouding the meaning of the play, and how the paradoxical 

subject of religious hypocrisy leads to the impasse of Moliere and his 

critics being correct in their view of it.



In (3) I suggest the following approach to the play; that of 

considering the evolution of the play over the period 1664-69, particularly 

with regard to the development of the character of Tartuffe. This allows 

me to draw important conclusions regarding the nature of Tartuffe in 

1669; in (4) I trace the development of Tartuffe in the 1669 play, 

using it as a means of penetrating to the philosophical preoccupations 

which underlie the paradox at its centre; (5) describes the philosophic 

vision behind the play’s paradox; (6) seeks the key to the religious 

attitudes of Tartuffe, as opposed to the philosophic vision which 

contains them, not in Tartuffe but in Orgon; (7) deals with the 

opposition of Cleante’s religion to that of Orgon, and its relationship 

with currents of social and religious thought in the 17th Century.

(2)

No other play by Moliere has given rise to so many divergent and

at times totally contradictory interpretations as has Tartuffe.

\ . . A
F. Brunetiere described it in a famous phrase as le pont aux anes des

Molieristes ', but nevertheless went on to point out categorically the 

precise nature of Moliere’s intentions (1). Yet an argument of equal 

weight can always be counterpoised, as Michaut showed when he argued 

specifically against this critic’s view of Moliere’s play as a dangerous 

tract against religion. (2) But personal bias with regard to religious 

views is not entirely responsible for the ambiguity surrounding Moliere’s 

thought in Tartuffe; as Moliere himself perceived, the difficulty lies 

not so much in one’s attitude to religion, as in the nature of the 

subject of the play - hypocrisy. To the basic criticism that the 

religious attitudes which he had satirized bore close similarities with 

those of true religion, Moliere answered that they must necessarily seem 

to be the same, because of the very nature of hypocrisy, which can only 

gain its ends when it convinces people of its authenticity. In August

1664 he wrote that he had done his best to portray



’... toutes les friponneries couvertes de ces faux-monnoyeurs eii 
devotion, qui veulent attraper les homines avec un zele contrefait et une 
charite sophistique.’ (3)

If Moliere saw the necessity of such resemblance, it was left to 

Bourdaloue to see the danger, for in any depiction of religious hypocrisy, 

the categories of vrai and faux devot cannot be absolutely separable:

’Car, comme la fausse devotion tient en beaucoup de choses de la 
vraie; comme la fausse et la vraie ont je ne sais combien d’actions qui 
leur sont communes, comme les dehors de l’une et de I1autre sont presque 
tout semblables; il est non seulement aise, mais d’une suite presque 
necessaire, que la meme raillerie qui attaque l’une, interesse l 1autre, et 
que les traits dont on peint celle-ci, defigurent celle-la; a moins qu’on 
n ’y apporte toutes les precautions d’une charite' prudente, exacte et 
bien intentionnee, ce que le libertinage n ’est pas en disposition de faire.’

(4)

The greatest weakness in Moliere’s position in the controversy over 

Tartuffe lies less perhaps in any doubt about the sincerity of his 

intentions, than in his somewhat facile, though for polemical purposes 

necessary assumption,that these two categories of devot did not and indeed 

could not possibly overlap in his play. All the effort of the long drawn 

out apologia 0n Moliere’s part is bent resolutely towards this end.

In the first Placet (August 1664) he says that in order to retain the 

esteem and respect which one owes to the true devot, he has done his 

utmost to ensure that the two types of devot can be clearly distinguished; 

he has depicted his faux devot in such a way that one immediately recognizes 

him as ’un veritable et franc hypocrite.’ (5) In the 1669 Preface to the 

play he reiterates the same defence; if one examines his play carefully, 

one will see that he has taken all the necessary precautions to avoid 

confusion between the false and true devotI

’... j'ai mis tout l’art et tous les soins q u’il m ’a ete" possible 
pour bien distinguer le personnage de 1’Hypocrite d’avec celui du vrai 
Devot.’ (6)

In fact Cleante, when engaged in pointing out to his brother-in-law 

Orgon the differences between true and false devotion says 

Mais les devots de coeur sont aises a connoitre’ (Act I, Sc. 5, 1.382).



It is interesting to note two contemporary elaborations of Moliere’s 

argument of the Placet and Preface, that one can distinguish between true 

and false religion. The first occurs in the Lettre sur la Cornedie de 

1’Imposteur. The anonymous writer states that religion is really reason 

raised to its highest level, and goes on to say that the province of comedy 

is limited to the irrational and unreasonable aspects of man’s behaviour.

The conclusion which he would like us to draw from these two statements is 

that true religion, that is, reasonable religion, according to his 

definition, must be exempt from comedy. (7) The second of these arguments 

comes from the writer of the Lettre sur les Observations d’une Comedie du 

Sieur Moliere intitulee Le Festin de Pierre (1665), and makes a very similar 

point about the impossibility of satirizing true devotion, when he turns his 

attention from a defence of Dom Juan to Tartuffe!

’Pour moi, je ne sais pas par ou l’on pouroit jouer un vrai devot.
Pour jouer les personnes, il faut representer naturellement ce qu'elles 
sont: si l’on represente ce que fait un veritable devot, l’on ne fera voir
que de bonnes actions; si l’on ne fait voir que de bonnes actions, le 
veritable devot ne sera point joue". L’on me dira peut-etre qu’au lieu 
de lui faire faire de bonnes actions, on lui en fait faire de mechantes.
Si l’on lui fait faire de mechantes actions, ce n ’est plus un devot, c.’est 
un hypocrite; et l’hypocrite, par consequent, est seul joue, et non pas 
le vrai devct.’ (8)

The underlying fallacy of both these arguments, concealed by a 

considerable degree of sophistry, lies in their purely mathematical and 

intellectual treatment of the problem of religious hypocrisy, which allows 

them, as well as Moliere, to draw a precise line of demarcation between the 

two categories of true and false devotion. From such a point of view, 

Tartuffe and Orgon cannot possibly be true devots, for the simple reason 

that true devots do not attempt to seduce their host’s wife, or to 

sacrifice their daughter to the lust of a base hypocrite. Objectively, 

their devotion is false. But in reality, where one is not always 

governed by such an exact logic, the objectively false devotion of 

Tartuffe and of Orgon might well typify the attitudes of all devots, whether



true or false, in the eyes of an irreligious person involved in a struggle 

against the Church.

Moliere and Bourdaloue were both equally aware of the ambiguity 

inherent in the subject of Tartuffe, and both could therefore give different 

yet valid interpretations of its meaning. It is apparent that on the 

level of external argument about Moliere’s intentions in Tartuffe, his 

attitude to religion must remain an inscrutable mystery, the conclusions 

depending on the particular bias with which the critic approaches the 

ambiguous subject of religious hypocrisy. It is precisely at this point 

that the traditional method of interpretation applied to the play seems 

to me particularly vulnerable and unreliable, with the question of Moliere's 

religious views in Tartuffe providing the first and main approach to the 

play. Important as this aspect of Tartuffe undoubtedly is, it is not on 

this level that I think one should begin to attempt an interpretation of 

the play.

(3) •

Interpretations of Moliere’s attitude to religion in Tartuffe are 

generally made on the basis of the only extant version of the play which 

we possess, the five Act play which was performed for the first time in 

February 1669 at the Palais-Royal. It is of course tacitly recognized 

that this version was performed nearly five years after the original 

conception of the play - but it seems true to say that insufficient 

attention has been paid to this fact as a means of understanding the 

thought of the present version. (9) Yet the Tartuffe of 1669 stands at 

the end of this period of development, and is, not surprisingly, Moliere’s 

most complex and ambiguous play. Its history shows that it is a 

compromise between the first version as conceived by Moliere in 1664 in all 

its force and immediacy, and an artificial Tartuffe, the product of an 

enforced afterthought, since Moliere’s personal conception of the play had
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to be modified by considerations extraneous to the creation of a work of 

art, such as that of pressure from organised religion. (10) It would 

therefore seem futile to base any interpretation of Moliere’s thought upon 

the enigmatic play of 1669 alone. This is confirmed by the important fact 

that the character of Tartuffe changes radically between the first version 

in 1664 and the second version of 1667. (11) It is certainly not by chance 

that Moliere gave great prominence to this change, in his second Placet 

of August 1667 where he wrote:

’En vain je l’ai produite (ma comedie) sous le titre de 1’Imposteur, 
et deguise le personnage sous l’ajustement d’un homme du monde; j *ai 
eu beau lui donner un petit chapeau, de grands cheveux, un grand collet, 
une epee, et des dentelles sur tout 1’habit, mettre en plusieurs endroits 
des adoucissements, et retrancher avec soin tout ce que j 1ai juge capable 
de f o u m i r  1’ombre d’un pretexte aux celebres originaux du portrait que 
je voulois faire: tout cela n'a de rien servi.1 (12)

As well as confirming the definite links between the original 

character of Tartuffe and real people, this passage gives us more than an 

indication of what the first Tartuffe was like. It is certain that the 

costume worn by the Tartuffe of 1667 and described above by Moliere was 

the opposite of that worn by the original character in 1664. The costume 

worn by the second Tartuffe, that is ’un petit chapeau, de grands cheveux, 

un grand collet, une epee, et des dentelles sur tout 1’habit’, is likely to 

have been in the 1664 play ’un grand chapeau, de petits cheveux, un petit 

collet, pas d’epee et pas de dentelles’. (13)

The definition given in Furetiere’s Dictionnaire Universel of a

’petit collet’ is illuminating for a knowledge of the first Tartuffe:

/ / /
’On appelle Petits collets en general les gens d’Eglise, ou les

Abbez. On le dit aussi de ceux qui affectent un exterieur reforme^ et 
devot; parce que les gens d’Eglise portent par modestie de petits collets, 
au lieu que les gens du monde en portent de grands. Quelquefois on 
appelle petits collets, en mauvaise part, des hypocrites qui affectent des 
manieres simples et modestes, et sur tout de porter un petit collet.’

The ’petit collet’ of the Tartuffe of 1664 would therefore have 

designated clearly to a 17th Century audience an ecclesiastic or a kind 

of lay confessor, not in holy orders, but fulfilling definite clerical
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functions. Other contemporary indications confirm the strong 

ecclesiastical or semi-ecclesiastical resemblance borne by the original 

hypocrite. Pierre Roulle, the intemperate cure'' of Saint-Barthelemy 

in his violent tract Le Roi glorieux au monde of August 1664, accused 

Moliere of

’mepris du caractere le plus sacre et de la fonction la plus 
divine ... outrageant I'Eglise, la religion, les sacrements, et les 
officiers les plus necessaires au salut' (14)

In the following year, B.A. Sieur de Rochemont accused Moliere of 

having tried to undermine religion in Dom Juan, ’... en derision de tant 

de bons pasteurs que l’on fait passer pour des Tartuffes et dont 1’on 

decrie artificieusement la conduite*. (15)

Tartuffe has certainly entered Orgon’s household in the guise of 

a directeur de conscience; in his function and dress, he must have 

reminded his audience immediately of a type of devot prominent in the 

Counter-Reformation launched by the Church earlier in the century, and 

which was particularly militant in the years 1650-65. (16) We see that 

his relationship with Orgon is in the nature of that of a spiritual 

director and his charge, when the latter divulges his reasons for giving 

a * cassette’ containing secret papers relating to illegal activities during 

the Fronde to Tartuffe. It was on Tartuffe’s advice that he entrusted 

the papers to him, so that he could deny their existence in good faith.

(Act V, Sc. 1, 11. 1585-92). The Tartuffe of 1664 bore an unmistakeable 

resemblance to a d irecteur de conscience, although it seems futile to 

suppose, as do Roulle and Rochemont, that Moliere would have dared to 

portray a hypocrite masquerading in full clerical garb. It seems 

inconceivable that he would have risked such an outrage, especially in the 

presence of the King and Queen. Although the available evidence excludes 

the possibility of the first Tartuffe appearing as a cleric, the play was 

undoubtedly much more unambiguous and more audacious in intention than



51.

either the second or third versions. Moliere doubtless felt sufficiently

secure of Louis XIV1s support, which he had recently shown during the

/ . . .  
'querelle de l'Ecole des Femmes' by refuting the scurrilous accusations

made by Montfleury against Moliere's character, to run the obvious risk of

being seriously misunderstood by ecclesiastical opinion. (17)

In the 1667 version, the character of Tartuffe was no longer

explicitly connected with organized religion, but became a man of the

world, an adventurer, and in Moliere's opinion, less liable to antagonize

the devots. (see second Placet, quoted above). The other changes are

known from a detailed description of the second version in the Lettre

sur La Comedie de L'lmposteur, August 1667. If the change in the

character of the hypocrite indicates Moliere's wish to attenuate his

satire of the devots in the second version, the Lettre contains several

remarks which show that this version is still less conciliatory in tone

than the 1669 version.Cleante, the honnete homme of the third version,

was more closely linked to the action of the 1667 play. In the present

version, the most acerbic attack on the devots made in the first Act is

spoken by the servant Dorine. (11. 121-40). In 1667, she only spoke the

first four lines of this tirade, ending with the line 'Et l'on sait qu'elle

est prude a son corps defendant' (1. 124) with regard to the prude Orante.

According to the Lettre, whose author certainly had access to a manuscript

copy of the play, Cleante continued this diatribe against hypocrisy, from

the point where Dorine originally stopped speaking.* (18)

'Le frere de la bru continue par un caractere sanglant qu'il fait de 
l'huineur des gens de cet age, qui blament tout ce qu'ils ne peuvent plus 
faire.' (19)



This is an exact summary of the remainder of the tirade which is now 

spoken by Dorine. Traces of the origin of these lines remain in the 

present version, however, because the Dorine of 1669 speaks in this 

passage in a lofty and elevated style quite out of keeping with her customary 

plebian earthiness. He continued in the 1667 version to argue vigorously 

with Mme Pe m e l l e  about the difference between true and false devotion; 

in 1669 he speaks the substance of these lines later in scene 5 of the 

Act I, as he tries, calmly and reasonably, to demonstrate to Orgon the 

error of his ways. (20) From such details of Cleante in the Lettre, 

it is obvious that in the 1667 version he occupied a more dramatic role 

than in 1669, being at once more vigorous in his condemnation of 

bigotry and less reflective and philosophically persuasive than in the 

final version, in which Moliere has obviously striven to present him as 

a man of scrupulous honnetete, and the epitome of moderation in all things.

(21)

We know nothing about the role of Cleante, or if it existed, in the 

first version. If it did exist, it could scarcely have taken the present 

form of the raisonneur; in a comedy of three Acts there would have been 

little place for the development of his lengthy academic arguments on true 

and false religion. But bearing in mind the aggressive aspect of the role 

in 1667, it seems inconceivable that the turgid tirades of Cleante in the 

1669 play could have been part of Moliere's original plan. (22)

In spite of the regrettable absence of precise accounts of the 

original version of Tartuffe, it is clearly beyond doubt that it differed 

radically from the 1667 and 1669 plays. I have stressed the modifications 

in the conception of the role of Tartuffe in particular during 1664-69, 

and to a much lesser extent in the role of Cleante (1667-69) because they 

serve to illustrate saliently the different nature of the two earlier 

versions. The most promising indication of the meaning of Tartuffe for 

Moliere lies not in the final version, but in the changing expression of 

his subject, symbolized in the evolution of the character of Tartuffe.
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It has already been noted that the character of Tartuffe was certainly 

more unambiguous from a satirical point of view than his successor five 

years later. The nature and meaning of the first version were also 

doubtless less ambiguous both for Moliere and his audience.

The first version was performed for the first time at Versailles as 

part of Les Plaisirs de l’lle Enchantee. Or rather, according to the 

Registre of the secretary of the troupe, La Grange:

’On y a represented .... trois actes de Tartuffe, qui estoient les 
trois premiers.’ (23)

The perennial question of whether or not these three Acts constituted a 

complete play need not be discussed here. (See Appendix I). La Grange 

obviously refers to the first three Acts of the 1669 play. This would 

mean that the 1664 performance ended with the events set in motion by 

Damis’ accusation that Tartuffe is attempting to seduce Orgon’s wife.

The hypocrite’s unexpected avowal of his sins and his self-condemnation 

and Orgon’s equally unexpected justification of Tartuffe’s behaviour 

would have followed. Far from advising Tartuffe to avoid Elmire in future, 

he encourages him to frequent her company. This would indeed have made 

for a hilarious ending in the nature of the denouement of George Dandin; 

if both Damis and Dandin are correct in the accusations which they make, 

this is quickly forgotten as we watch the process of ’the gradation in 

absurdity’, in which both Orgon and the Sotenville steadfastly refuse 

to countenance the truth; both denouements also contain, although in 

slightly different forms, the piquant humour of the situation in which 

the helpless cocu has inadvertently contributed to his own cocuage 

(as has Dandin), or in which he ensures that he himself is a cocu en herbe 

(as does Orgon). Admiration for Tartuffe’s verbal adroitness would have 

added undeniably to the mood of comic euphoria on which the first 

performance would have ended. (24)



The content of these three Acts may well have differed from those of 

the final version, and may well have formed a complete play - that is a 

matter for speculation. What La Grange is; at pains to underline in

Registre is that the 1664 performance certainly did not proceed beyond 

the present ending to Act III of the present play, which represents 

one of the comic apexes of Tartuffe. The contemporary description of the 

1664 performance in the ’Relation des Plaisirs de l’lle Enchantee' as 

’fort divertissante’ would thus square with the essential part of La Grange’ 

statement. (25) Accordingly, the episode of Tartuffe ordering the family 

out of the house (Act IV, Sc. 7), and the consequent intervention of the 

King (Act V) were not part of the original version of the play. Even 

without the confirmation of La Grange’s statement, it is patent that the 

deus ex machina is a later addition, which, whilst present in 1667, is 

meant to symbolize Moliere’s gratitude to Louis XIV for his support during 

the Tartuffe controversy. The political motivation for Tartuffe’s 

threats to the family (involving a ’donation’ and ’certaine cassette’, 

see Act IV, Sc. 8) are also later additions, for they serve both as 

pretext and condition for the King’s intervention. But more importantly, 

they constitute, with the final Act, a fresh and more sinister turn of 

events for the family, which were entirely absent from the 1 cornedie 

divertissante’ of 1664.

In 1664 the Tartuffe of the three Act performance at Versailles was 

therefore unequivocally comic, even farcical in his nature. By 1667-9 

he had become a complex figure, no longer simply a figure of fun but one 

capable of threatening the existence of Orgon and his family. The

judgment of E. Rigal on the 1669 character of Tartuffe has been re-echoed

by critic and actor alike!

’ .... Tartuffe reste dans son ensemble un personnage a la fois
sinistre et comique.’ (26)



In the present version of the play, it is possible to see how the 

character of the hypocrite evolves from its original conception to that of 

the later versions. By following the dramatic development of Tartuffe 

in the 1669 play, it is also possible to trace the evolution of Moliere's 

thought, of which Tartuffe is the changing aesthetic expression.

(4)

The first three Acts of the 1669 play are faithful in spirit, if 

not necessarily in content, to the ’comedie divertissante' of 1664.

Indeed, there is little room for ambiguity in Moliere’s portrayal of the 

hypocrite. The first reference to him is made by Damis, who seems to 

provoke Mme P e m e l l e  deliberately into mentioning his name.

'Votre Monsieur Tartuffe est bien heureux sans doute ...’ (1. 41)

This slighting reference to Tartuffe allows Moliere to give a description 

of him through the eyes of Mme Pemelle, that is, the character least 

liable to endear him to us. From the start of the play, she is presented 

as a farcical and grotesque caricature of religious austerity, so that we 

are, so to speak, conditioned to believe precisely the opposite of what 

she says. (2.7) Damis goes on to speak of Tartuffe contemptuously as ’un 

cagot de critique’ (1. 45) and ’ce pied plat’ (1. 59), and this initial 

impression of extreme mediocrity is reinforced by Dorine’s reference to 

him as a ’gueux’ (1. 63) (28). By insisting on the cecity of those who 

refuse to see the real contemptible Tartuffe, Moliere ensures that our 

scorn for them reflects also onto the source of their cecity - namely 

Tartuffe. The absent Tartuffe and Orgon and Mme Pernelle - they are the 

comic heroes of the first Act.

This process of a double-edged satire is continued throughout the 

next Act. In the second scene, although Orgon is principally the comic 

subject, he is comic only because of his absurd obsession with Tartuffe, of 

whom Dorine gives a physically grotesque description (11. 191-4). She



repeats this description in Sc. 4 (11. 233-40), and in the following 

scene Orgon attempts to convince Cleante of the worth of his guest.

Once again, Orgon and Tartuffe are comically discredited at one and the 

same time: all Orgon?s grandiloquence only serves to convince us that

Tartuffe is, in the words of the Lettre sur la Comedie de l fImposteur

... un fourbe, un mechant, un traitre et un animal tres pervers 
dans le langage de l’ancienne comedie.’ (29)

The whole of the second Act is dominated by the impending threat 

of Orgon to marry Mariane to Tartuffe. This could of course seem to 

be the tragic sacrifice of innocence to his lust. But Tartuffe has not 

yet outgrown his comic stature of the previous Act; Dorine continues the 

process of creating a farcical Tartuffe by suggestion and depiction, 

drawing attention to the gross disparity between the youthful Mariane and 

the physically grotesque faux devot (11. 502-517). The serious import 

of Orgon’s decision is further lessened by Dorinefs verbal dual with him, 

and by her constant asides, in one of which she refers to Orgonfs object 

of veneration as ’un beau museau’ (1. 560). The retirement of Orgon, 

without having achieved his expected acquiescence from Mariane, is 

symbolic of the triumph of the comic spirit, incarnated here in Dorine, 

over potential disaster.

Scene 3 follows a similar pattern; Mariane realizes the serious 

consequences of Orgon's threats, and Dorine keeps the tone resolutely burl

esque with her description of Tartuffe’s appearance, and of their idyllic 

marriage and triumphant return to his provincial town. (11. 636 ff.)

Her vision of Mariane’s marriage to Tartuffe is in fact so in

expressibly comic that she has to invent a new word to describe the 

experience - that of being ’tartuffiee’ (1. 674) Thus in spite of the 

fact that no stratagem has been adopted to prevent the marriage, the 

Tartuffe described in this scene is still too far removed from the 

scelerat of the later action to threaten the unreality of the comic



spectacle.

Before Tartuffe’s entrance in Act III Sc. 2, Dorine (and Moliere) 

take care to suggest once again that the faux devot is in love with Elraire:

’Sur 1’esprit de Tartuffe elle a quelque credit;
II se rend complaisant a tout ce qu'elle dit,
Et pourroit bien avoir douceur de coeur pour elle.’ (11. 835-7)

(Cf. also 1.84)

The suggested contradiction in Tartuffe’s behaviour is comic within 

the terms of the Lettre sur La Come'die, that is

’... toute apparence differente du fond, ... toute contrariete^ 
entre actions qui procedent d ’un meme p n n c i p e . 1  ̂ (30)

We are henceforth prepared to scrutinize the behaviour of the 

hypocrite to find the astonishing contradiction suggested to us by 

Dorine - that of a saint who nourishes a romantic passion, an ascetic who 

happens also according to Dorine to be a glutton. In the presence of 

characteristics which seem to us so mutually exclusive, our astonishment 

gives way to that state of mind which Ramon Fernandez aptly termed ’la 

conscience critique’, and which is the condition par excellence of the 

perception of the ridiculous. (31)

This preposterous paradox in theory, which we have so far refused to 

accept in any serious sense, assumes flesh and bones in the second scene, 

and the ’critical idea’ receives instant confirmation of its suspicion, for 

before he speaks, his rubicund appearance has made an indelible impression 

upon us. He may well begin his famous speech’Laurent, serrez ma haire avec 

ma discipline’ - our imagination will continue to confront tenaciously 

these two contrary pictures of him, however convincing he may be verbally. 

The logic of our imagination is, we feel, preferable to the logic behind 

his words. (32)

G. Michaut did not find Tartuffe at all comic in this scene:

’Sa pudeur dans la scene du mouchoir est grotesque? II l’a voulu; 
il joue son role.1 (33)



But this judgment does not take into account the important fact that 

Moliere has carefully and deliberately implanted the critical idea in our 

mind; Tartuffe is thus undeniably comic in this scene, because, although 

he is playing the verbal part of his role with consummate skill, he is 

still unaware of the contradiction implicit in the condemnation of Dorine's 

physical appearance by someone who, reason as he may, cannot camouflage 

his own ruddy exterior; how could one listen to him saying to the 

servant:

'Couvrez ce sein que je ne saurois voir;
Par de pareils objets les ames sont blessees,
Et cela fait venir de coupables pensees.1 (11. 860-2)

without becoming aware of the discrepancy between his spiritual sensitivity

and his lecherous mien? Acting a part which is at variance with his

physical appearance, he betrays his real thoughts more fully than he could

ever know in the last of these lines. Here the guilty thoughts, Moliere

would have us believe, come more naturally to Tartuffe's mind than his

lofty spiritual admonition. Dorine seizes immediately on such an

interpretation of his lines, as truly revelatory of the man beneath the

saint, and thus keeps him in comic perspective, suggesting:

'Vous etes done bien tendre a la tentation,
Et la chair sur vos sens fait grande impression?1 (11. 863-4)

Tartuffe may be rationally in control of his role in this scene,

as Michaut suggested, but he is none the less comic because of the 

instinctive ascendancy of the logic of the imagination over reason, a 

logic which forces us to measure his solemn spiritual injunctions with

Dorine’s hypothetical picture of him!

'Et je vous verrois nu du haut jusques en bas,
Que toute votre peau ne me tenteroit pas.' (11. 867-8)

The Lettre sur La Comedie .... draws attention to his more obvious 

comic side (or 'disconvenance') at the end of this scene, when Dorine 

gives him Elmire's message:



’... il le recoit avec une joie qui le decontenance et le jette 
un peu hors de son role: et c’est ici ou lTon voit representee mieux
que nulle part ailleurs la force de l famour, et les grands et les beaux 
jeux que cette passion peut faire par les effets involontaires ... ’ (34)

But for us to see him as comic, it is not necessary that we should 

actually see the mask fall - it is necessary that Moliere should subtly 

confront us with an interpenetration of contradictory images, which force 

us to look for possible discrepancies in the character. This point 

seems to me to be worth stressing, because critics of Moliere constantly 

speak of his comic as though it only occurred at a precise and given 

moment, that is, when the mask of the character is actually seen to fall. 

Naturally, the comic will in such cases be theatrically more obvious but only 

because the author has carefully orientated his play towards those central 

comic moments. It is, however, in the process of orientation that the 

psychological foundations of the comic are laid - in Tartuffe’s case the 

spectator deduces his moral character from his physical appearance and his 

judgment is confirmed by the character’s actions - without which the fall of 

the mask would greatly lose its impact. (35)

Michaut once again saw no comedy in the first of Tartuffe’s 

entretienswith Elmire, in the following scene. (36) As I have tried to 

show, such a view does not take into account the fact that the dramatist 

has prepared us for this scene, by his previous juxtaposition of extreme 

opposites, sexual lust with holiness, gluttony with asceticism. It has 

been left to the logic of the imagination to interpenetrate these opposites. 

Now, in the scene with Elmire, the comic is more direct because Tartuffe 

himself chooses to fuse these apparently incompatible elements, justifying 

his illicit passion in terms of high-flown devotion, and immorality in the 

language of morality. It is important to note that he only makes use of 

the vocabulary of religion because he is speaking to the wife of his spiritual 

charge, just as ’apercevant Borine’ he had begun to speak of his spiritual 

obligations. His intellect is firmly in charge of the situation, at least
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at the outset of both scenes; the proof of this lies m  the fact that 

he never ceases to couch his passion in religious terms. With line 930,

’Mon sein n ’enferme pas un coeur qui soit de pierre’ W.G. Moore sees

Tartuffe beginning to leave his role of devot. (37) I should prefer to

say that rather than leave his role, Tartuffe extends the scope of it to

embrace even extramarital adventures. The crux of his speech illustrates 

this:

’Mais les gens comme nous brulent d’un feu discret,
Avec qui pour toujours on est sur du secret;
Le soin que nous prenons de notre renommee 
Repond de toute chose a la personne aimee,
Et c’est en nous qu'on trouve, acceptant notre coeur,
De l’amour sans scandale et du plaisir sans peur.’ (11. 995-1000)

For the same critic

’This is the complete avowal>by the masque, that his mask is a mask.

It may not be funny; it is deeply comic.’ (38)

But nowhere throughout the play does Tartuffe choose to drop his 

mask of a devot: even when he accuses himself (truthfully.’) of heinous

sins (11. 1091-1106), he is not abandoning his mask. It is merely a 

case of ’reculer pour mieux sauter.’ Even when he reveals his true nature 

to Orgon in Act IV Sc. 7, he will still cling to the fiction of his 

devotion, as he outlines his spiritual duty which compels him to evict 

the family. (11. 1563-4)

The comic here derives not from the fact that he abandons his mask 

of devot, but from his attempt to reconcile such incompatibilities such as 

illicit passion and religious devotion, love of the creator with love of the 

creature, and from the dimension of irony which Moliere inserts subtly 

into his lines:

’All.’ pour etre devot, je n ’en suis pas moins homme, (1. 966)
Mais Madame, apres tout, je ne suis pas un ange.’ ( 1. 970)

which produce a totally different impression on Elmire and the audience

from that which he imagines he is giving. It is this dislocation of ends



and means, the disharmony between effect and cause, that the writer of 

the Lettre sur La Comedie sees as one of the conditions of the comic 

of Tartuffe’s actions in his scenes with Elmire:

’... quand des moyens produisent une fin fort differente de celle 
pour quoi on les emploie, nous supposons, avec juste sujet, qu’on en a 
fait le choix avec peu de raison, parce que nous avons cette prevention 
generale qu’il y a des voies partout, et que quand on manque de reus sir, 
c’est faute d ’avoir choisi les bonnes.’ (39)

Thinking that he is reconciling convincingly two irreconcilable 

modes of behaviour, he merely convinces us more firmly than ever of 

their irreconcilable nature. His expenditure on rational argument thus 

proves useless, for at each moment we are subtly assured by Moliere that 

the hypocrite’s ’thesis’ cannot possibly be both rationally and emotionally 

acceptable to us at one and the same time. Whilst rationally we are 

obliged to accept his answer to Elmire’s question as true (Que fait la

• o A .
votre main? He answers: Je tate votre habit: l’etoffe en est moelleuse

(11. 916-17)), emotionally we refuse his explanation. In Pascalian 

terms ’La nature soutient la raison impuissante ...’(40) If he is able 

to rationalize brilliantly his actions and desires, we know only too well 

that they are all too human in origin.

Nevertheless our attitude towards Tartuffe here is not merely one of 

detachment, as a reading of the play can too easily suggest. In the 

theatre we also identify ourselves with him, because we are aware that we 

are in the presence of ’un parfait comedien’, as R. Bray describes him, 

one who is able, by a brilliant tour de force,,to rationalize sin and to 

prove intellectually that he is not contradicting his profession of devot 

in the slightest. As the same critic points out, such identification 

belongs to the domain of the comedy of euphoria, as opposed to the comedy 

of satire which is founded upon detachment from the character:



TNon sculeraent le spectateur ne s oppose pas au personnage dont 
il rit, mais il s’identifie a lui dans une sorte de communion. Le rire 
nait la dans une expansion de l Tetre, que facilite une disposition 
agreable du corps et de l’ame, le spectateur sentant qufil est entre^ 
dans le royaume de la joie en meme temps qu’il a quittef la rue pour 
passer les portes du theatre, et qui s’appuie sur 1’intuition de la 
fratemite qui lie les creatures.1 (41)

In this scene, we both laugh with Tartuffe and at him almost 

simultaneously; certainly no rigid line can be drawn between the 

provinces of these two types of comedy here.

When Damis has discovered Tartuffe’s motives by overhearing his 

entretien with Elmire (Act III, Sc. 4 and 5), Orgon’s expulsion and 

disinherison of his son in favour of the hypocrite ensue (Sc. 6 and 7).

As in Act II, all the elements of a very poignant human tragedy are 

present, but this impression given by the text is quickly dispelled in 

the theatre. We admire once again the alacrity and ingenuity with 

which Tartuffe extricates himself from a seemingly irretrievable position, 

not by lying, as we unconsciously expect him to do, since dissimulation 

of the truth seems to be the only possible stratagem to employ, but by 

telling Orgon nothing less than the strict truth about himself. Of 

course Tartuffe is secure in the knowledge that Orgon will be deceived by 

his false parade of truthful humility, just as he was when he saw an 

impoverished penitent pray so fervently in Church. (42) W.G. Moore speaks

in his discussion of this scene of Tartuffe once again dropping the mask of

/ . . . .  • •
a devot; more exactly, Tartuffe is refining his role, giving his mask the

maximum of flexibility as he deliberately pushes deception to its highest 

level - that of the supreme paradox in which truth is made to justify 

falsehood. (43)

Verbally, his self-accusation (11. 1074 ff) tells us the moral truth 

about his character, whilst intending to deceive Orgon into believing in 

his moral innocence. At the same time as he apparently tells the objective 

truth about himself (that is as it appears to the rest of Orgon’s family and 

the audience) he so adroitly evades Orgon’s question about what has just



happened, and takes refuge in generalities. His ’defence1 of Damis 

in front of the enraged father sustains this masterly use of paradox:

’Ah! laissez-le parler: vous l’accusez a tort,
Et vous ferez bien mieux de croire a son rapport.
Pourquoi sur un tel fait m ’etre si favorable?
Savez-vous, apres tout, de quoi je suis capable?
Vous fiez-vous, mon frere, a mon exterieur?
Et, pour tout ce q u’on voit, me croyez-vous meilleur?
Non, non: vous vous laissez tromper a 1'apparence.’ (11. 1091-7)

As he advises Orgon not to be deceived by appearances, he carefully 

calculates his future actions in the household upon the certain knowledge 

that his host will do precisely that.

In this scene between Orgon Damis and Tartuffe, which is probably 

one of the most comic scenes of the play when acted, it is nevertheless 

difficult to see Tartuffe himself as intrinsically comic. If one 

invokes the criterion of the comic elaborated in the Lettre sur La Comedie.. 

namely the disharmony of ends and means, a situation in which Orgon 

wrongfully concludes in favour of the hypocrite’s innocence when the 

hypocrite has just spoken the truth about his own baseness, would 

admittedly exemplify it. But from Tartuffe’s own point of view, the 

result (the renewed favour with Orgon, the dismissal of the rightful heir)

;'-s Precisely what he wished to achieve. Objectively, absolute truth is

spoken concerning Tartuffe’s character; spoken by Tartuffe it becomes 

falsehood masquerading as truth, whereas for Orgon it is complete and utter 

truth. Tartuffe is well aware of the paradox of the hypocrite telling the 

truth, because the ability to sustain this paradox in his actions by giving 

falsehood a convincing appearance of truth grounds his very existence as a 

faux devot. What is_ comic here is the hiatus which Tartuffe and we 

perceive between verbal truth on the one hand, and intention on the other, 

and Orgon’s total blindness to it. Underlying the dramatic situation, 

however, is the idea of the extreme uncertainty of language and reason as 

means of revealing objective truth. They are unreliable because their 

correct interpretation may well depend, as it does here, on a hidden sense



64.

attached to them by the speaker; they may also be misinterpreted by 

the hearer, as they are in this scene; and the meaning which the hearer 

thinks he is giving to them may in fact be subtly predetermined by the 

form in which the speaker chooses to present his statement. (An 

excellent example of such "predetermined" judgment is to be found at 

the end of the following scene, where Tartuffe says to Orgon:

’J'e fuirai votre epouse, et vous ne me verrez .... 

to which Orgon ’gives’ the reply which Tartuffe has shaped discreetly for 

him:

’Non, en depit de tous, vous la frequenterez1 (11. 1171-2))

Tartuffe in this scene refines the basic elements of hypocrisy 

(the confusion of truth and appearances) to the point where he compels us 

to be spectators, as he himself is one, of the comedy in which truth is 

continually mistaken for falsehood (Damis’ statement disbelieved by 

Orgon, his self-description disregarded, Cleante’s distinction between 

the true and false devot dismissed as calumny of Tartuffe, etc.) and 

falsehood mistaken for truth (Tartuffe’s intention to deceive Orgon taken 

as proof of his humility). A  perspective is thus opened by this confusion 

of values, in which not only the normal assumptions of language are 

overturned (this is, after all, the basis for the most elementary type of 

comedy, see Part I), but in which those of language as a vehicle of truth, 

together with its dependent notions of right and wrong, are shown by 

systematic exploitation to be interchangeable and expendable at will. In 

short, this is a sceptical perspective which Moliere’s conception of this

scene has opened on language as the basis of human relationships. (44)

In Tartuffe’s clever manipulation of language, we glimpse fleetingly 

something of the serious implications of his hypocrisy, which are

developed in the following Act. But this does not mean that the end of this

Act must be taken as serious or tragic. The expulsion of Damis by Orgon



can no more be taken seriously in the theatre than the malediction 

which Ilarpagon pronounces on Cleante in L ’Avare, for the spectator 

knows only too well the impotence concealed by this show of external 

violence on the part of the barbon. The comic of this scene is real and 

immediate; once again we admire Tartuffe’s virtuosity in his use of 

language, but here he uses his skill not to make Orgon believe him, but to 

make him disbelieve him utterly; he gains a permanent foothold in the house 

and acquires a carte blanche as regards Elmire, by resolving to leave 

both immediately. Orgon is the puppet which Tartuffe can skilfully 

manipulate, because he has discovered the key in Orgon’s pertinacious wish 

to ’faire enrager le monde.’ But Tartuffe the hypocrite can also 

manipulate at will truth and falsehood, right and wrong. His successful 

manipulation of these values as well as of Orgon is certainly comic as he re

veals their multiple contradictions, but at the same time it shows up his 

limitations as a comic figure in himself, as he extends the domain of 

comedy to include the bases of society and its institutions.

The first scene of Act IV, between Cleante and Tartuffe, acts as 

an intermediate stage in the evolution of Tartuffe’s hypocrisy; it is 

neither the hypocrisy of the end of Act III, where its serious implications 

were glimpsed but not emphasized, nor yet the sinister hypocrisy of the end 

of Act IV. But in this scene we, and the most able representative of the 

family, Cleante, nevertheless realize for the first time the complex 

and alarming nature of Tartuffe's hypocrisy. Whilst there is once again 

admiration on our part for his verbal dexterity, as he answers objections 

to his acceptance of Orgon’s estate and legacy by pretexting the will of 

Heaven, the flexibility of his use of language and morality shades into 

elusiveness, and elusiveness makes us realize how effortlessly superior 

he is to the arguments put forward by Cleante in the name of reason and 

justice. There is an important difference too in his attitude here 

which confirms this impression. In previous scenes, his existence in



Orgon's household was grounded upon his ability to play his part as a true 

devot convincingly (that is to say, as convincingly as possible in a play 

in which comic effect depends upon contradiction in behaviour) in order 

to achieve his designs. When we see him in this scene, he has already 

achieved those designs and has displaced the rightful heir, Damis; he 

need not therefore be primarily concerned with the maintenance of his well- 

knitted pretence of devotion. He is here merely going through the motions 

of his role as a true devot, treating it as a perfunctory academic exercise, 

as does Dom Juan in the last Act of Moliere1s play. He knows that Cleante 

penetrates the hypocrisy of his performance, just as Dom Juan knows that 

Dom Carlos sees through his hypocritical gestures, but he keeps up the 

fiction of devotion (he invokes the authority of 'Le Ciel1 no less than 

four times to cover his actions) in order to preserve his religious 

appearances - for appearances are not merely reality to Orgon, but eventually 

serve to render his position as heir virtually unassailable in law.

The analysis of Tartuffe as a comic figure on the basis of contradiction 

('disconvenance1, 'contrariete' according to the terms of the Lettre sur 

la Comedie ...) seems to me particularly vulnerable here, as he is far from 

blind to the contradiction of piety and unlawful dispossession. In fact 

he exploits this discrepancy between his profession and practice so subtly 

that he is able to practise his baseness to its maximum extent, whilst 

at the same time keeping up the mere appearance of a religious motivation 

for his actions. His instinct and nature, he tells Cleante, would like 

to restore Damis to his place as heir; yet Heaven makes his harsh duty 

incumbent on him. (cf. 1. 1203; 1. 1229; 1. 1237) Indeed within the 

definition cf the comic provided by the Lettre sur la Come'die .. . , which 

sees it arising from the 'disconvenance' or lack of reason between ends 

and means, it is Cleante who, paradoxically, would be closer to a comic 

figure than Tartuffe, because he vainly insists on reasoning with him on 

the inhumanity of his action in dispossessing Damis, an argument which



could only make an impression on someone who recognized the moral premises 

of right and wrong on which it is based. Tartuffe’s aim, on the other 

hand, is to achieve the permanent inversion of these values. The fin de 

non-recevoir which Tartuffe opposes to Cleante’s reasons is well 

characterized by the commentary of the Lettre sur La Comedie ,.« on the 

end of this scene:

’ ... la maniere dont il met fin a la conversation est un bel 
exemple de 1’irraisonnabilite ... de ces bons Messieurs, de qui on ne tire 
jamais rien en raisonnant, qui n ’expliquent point les motifs de leur 
conduite, ... et qui, par une exacte connoissance de la nature de leur 
interet, ne veulent jamais agir que par 1*autorite seule que donne l’opinion 
qu’on a de leur vertu.’ (45)

In the light of Tartuffe’s apparent invulnerability in this scene, 

his second entretien with Elmire is potentially serious. In his first 

entretien with her, he still needed Orgons and success for him depended 

upon his ability to escape compromise in his host's eyes; now it does 

not matter if he is discovered in his attempt to seduce Elmire, since he 

is independent of Orgon. But these implications are far from the 

spectator’s mind in the theatre. He sees the scene between Tartuffe 

and Elmire set against the background of Orgon’s obstinacy in clinging 

to his belief in the hypocrite’s saintliness. Orgon refuses to believe 

for one moment that Tartuffe is capable of such deception: in Scene 3

Elmire asks him to consider the question even as a remote hypothesis:

fMais supposons ici que, d’un lieu qu’on peut prendre,
On vous fit clairement tout voir et tout entendre,
Que diriez-vous alors de votre homme de bien?

Orgon: En ce cas, je dirois que ... Je ne dirois rien,
Car cela ne se peut.’ (11. 1345-9)

Like Elmire, we are further exasperated by his repeated and lofty 

dismissals of the slightest possibility of such betrayal and are therefore 

disposed to welcome the scene between Tartuffe and Elmire with the comic 

expectation that Orgon’s arrogance will suffer public deflation.



Tartuffe himself once more reveals the comic side to his actions, 

because, as in his first entretien with Orgon's wife, his intelligence, 

which grounds his existence as a true devot,is at variance with his emotions. 

His initial wariness of Elmirefs confidences (’vous parliez tantot d ’un 

autre style’ he tells her (1. 1410)) is dispelled once he is convinced that 

her fear of offending ’Le Ciel’ is the only obstacle to his passion.

(11. 1481-3) Once it is a question of conciliating piety and passion, 

he feels sure of his own ability to explain away her scruples. He 

imagines that his rationalization of passion is successful in convincing 

her of the moral rightness of his proposals; never in fact has he been so 

intellectually persuasive in the play as he expounds his casuistry:

’Selon divers besoins, il est une science^
D ’etendre les liens de notre conscience,
Et de rectifier le mal de 1’action
Avec la purete de notre intention’ (11. 1489-92)

But never has his intellect been at the mercy of such a violent 

passion as the one which, previously frustrated, is now promised 

satisfaction. Seeking to harmonize his casuistical arguments to reconcile 

passion and piety, he begins to lose control of the very instrument which 

he imagined was assuring his triumph - namely his reason. The 

Lettre sur La Comedie ... underlines the ascendancy of his passion over 

his intellect here:

’... insensiblement emu par la presence d ’une belle personne qu’il 
adore, ... il commence a s’aveugler, a se rendre ...’ (46)

Tartuffe also is the comic victim in a situation, the secrecy of 

which,he i m a g i n e s ,  assures his triumph. ’Ce n ’est pas pecher que pecher 

en silence’ (1. 1506) he confides to Elmire, unaware that he is being 

overheard by the man against whom he is sinning. In addition, he betrays 

in confidence his opinion of Orgon:

’C’est un homme, entre nous, a mener par le nez; (1. 1524)
Et je l’ai mis au point de voir tout sans rien croire.’ (1. 1526)



This is of course a perfectly apposite comment on Orgon!s cecity, 

but it is wrong here, for Orgon has indeed seen everything. Perhaps 

Tartuffe’s description of the husband would once again have been confirmed 

(as in Act III, Sc. 6), perhaps he would have been able to justify himself 

against all compromising appearances, had he not made this unfortunate 

remark about his host. (For it was the husband who enjoined him earnestly 

to see Elmire as frequently as possible). It is not the truth about 

Tartuffe which makes the obtuse Orgon grasp finally the implications of the 

situation, but the grievous injury to his amour-propre which makes him 

act. Orgon, seeing the real Tartuffe for the first time, nevertheless 

manages once more to take the shadow for the substance, for, as the 

Lettre sur la Coinedie ... perceptively notes, it is the personal insult 

which he deems to be more outrageous than the adulterous proposal of 

Tartuffe to his wife. (47)

The hypocrite tries to repeat the tactic which worked so well in 

Act III, Sc. 6, but cannot develop his verbal ingenuity when faced with an 

Orgon enlightened by his hypersensitive amour-propre. (48) The tone 

changes drastically from pure farce (Tartuffe on re-entering the room finds 

Orgon instead of Elmire in his arms) to drama, as the hypocrite sees that 

the appearance of a devot will no longer convince Orgon. W.G. Moore sees 

a comic contradiction in his reaction: according to him, his threat:

’C'est a vous d ’en sortir, vous qui parlez en maitre’ (11. 1557 ff) 

contains ’a final glimpse of the real m a n’. (49)

But once again the Lettre sur La Comedie ... provides us with an 

invaluable indication as to the way in which Moliere wished his hypocrite to 

be played, as it emphasizes the basic unity of Tartuffe’s behaviour at this 

point:



Corame Panulphe voit que ces charmes ordinaires ont perdu leur vertu, 
sachant bien que, quand une fois on est revenu de ces entetements extremes, 
on n ’y retombe jamais, et pour cela meme voyant bien qu’il n ’y a plus 
d Tesperance pour lui, il change de batterie; et sans pourtant sortir
de son personnage nature1 de devot ... il repond a ces menaces par d'autres
plus fortes ... * (50)

As in the scene with Cleante (Act IV, Sc. 1) Tartuffe is fully aware

that he is now emphasizing a different aspect of the same role, namely that 

of outraged innocence. His role here is compounded of the exact amount of 

truth and falsehood which the circumstances demand from him. His intellect, 

the foundation of his role as faux devot, is once again firmly in control 

of the situation: he still remembers to cover his action in evicting the

family with the sanction of Heaven:

’... j ’ai de quoi confondre et punir 1’imposture,
Venger le Ciel q u’on blesse, et faire repentir
Ceux qui par lent ici de me faire sortir.' (11. 1562-4)

The intimidating attitude of Tartuffe has, as its immediate consequence,

the introduction of the political elements (involving 'certaine cassette'

which Orgon has entrusted to Tartuffe and which, he tells Cleante in

Act V, Sc. 1, compromises him legally) and the intervention of the King.

This entire episode, initiated by Tartuffe’s threat to the family in

Act IV, Sc. 7, was certainly added by Moliere in his reconstruction of the

play during the period 1664-67. Tartuffe’s menace of eviction is by no

means rhetorical - Orgon, dull-witted though he be, shows the reality of

it by his frantic reaction (Act IV, Sc. 7, Act V, Sc. 1). For Tartuffe,

the arch-hypocrite, who has used dishonest means to dispossess the rightful

heir to Orgon’s b ien and donation, has also the secret papers which point

to Orgon’s political guilt at the time of the Fronde. Now, he has not

only the appearances of justice and legal authority on his side - he has

also their tangible evidence. Morally wrong, he is nevertheless

judicially correct within the framework of the play. It is, therefore,

beside the point to argue, as does A. Adam, for example, that the donation



made by Orgon to Tartuffe would have been illegal in reality under existing 

practice of law.

This is to import a false standard of reference into the play; 

on entering the theatre, we put aside reality, and consent to inhabit, for the 

duration of the play, the imaginary world with its own coherent moral 

structure created by the dramatist. (51) The family, on the other hand, 

whilst morally correct, is legally wrong within the context of the play.

As we sympathize instinctively with the family, a tragic outcome to the 

situation seems inevitable, within the context of the play, that is, with 

the issue solely dependent on the actual protagonists.

This potentially tragic situation creates an unusual perspective of 

the relationship between Good and Evil in a comedy, and makes us aware of 

issues transcending by far the purely localized incident of a clever rogue 

insinuating himself into a Parisian bourgeois family. The representatives 

of moral values within the play, that is,the members of the family, are 

menaced seriously not only by the hypocrite Tartuffe, but also by the secret 

machinations of a cabale of faux devots, the ramifications of which extend 

throughout each stratum of society, and of which the triumphant hypocrisy 

of a Tartuffe is but an isolated example. The arrival of Loyal, (Act V,

Sc. 4) to effect the eviction of the family, confirms the extent to which 

the leaven of hypocrisy has permeated the social orders outside the play.

The Lettre sur La Comedie ... draws attention to the concerted and insidious 

activity of people for whom hypocrisy has become a profitable way of life 

when commenting upon his appearance:

'Ce personnage est un supplement admirable du caractere bigot, et 
fait voir comme il en est de toutes professions, et qui sont lies ensemble 
bien plus etroitement que ne sont les gens de bien, parce qu’etant plus 
interesses, ils considerent davantage et connoissent mieux combien ils se 
peuvent etre utiles les uns aux autres dans les occasions, ce qui est 1 !ame 
de la cabale. 1 (52)

It is to this circle of hypocrites that Dom Juan has recourse, when 

he finds himself in an impasse at the end of the play:



’Le personnage de l’homme de bien est le meilleur de toiis les 
personnages qu’on puisse jouer aujourd’hui, et la profession d’hypocrite a 
de merveilleux avantages ... On lie, a force de grimaces, une societe' 
etroite avec tous les gens du parti. Qui en choque un, se les jette tous 
sur les bras ... On a beau savoir leurs intrigues et les connoltre pour 
ce qu’ils sont, ils ne laissent pas pour cela d’etre en credit parmi les 
gens, ... Que si je viens a etre decouvert, je verrai, sans me remuer, 
prendre mes interets a toute la cabale, et je serai defendu par elle 
envers et contre tous. Enfin c’est la le vrai moyen de faire impunement 
tout ce que je voudrai.’ (Dom Juan, Act V, Sc. 2) (53)

# V
Moliere s constant preoccupation with the reality of evil in the form 

of concerted hypocrisy from 1664 onwards is shown by the sinister 

development of this vice in the final two Acts of Tartuffe, which were added 

to the three Acts by the end of November of the same year, according to 

La Grange (See Appendix I). The sinister aspects of Tartuffe's character 

foreshadow the preoccupations of Dom Juan (1665) and Le Misanthrope (1666).

But unlike those plays, the heterogeneous nature of the principal character 

reflects with great force and clarity the changing dramatic vision of 

Moliere after 1664, as it evolves from untroubled optimism to incorporate 

more sombre elements. As later additions to the earlier and more 

unambiguously comic conception of Tartuffe, these elements do not in any 

way contradict it, making the character a contradictory amalgam of the 

type described by J. Lemaitre. For this critic, Moliere developed separately 

the ’pourceau beat’ and the ’fourbe renomme’, enlarging the first to include 

the second, but ’sans trop se soucier de le mettre d ’accord avec le premier’ 

(54). Whilst it is true that chronologically there are two Tartuffes, one 

belonging to farce and the other to drama, dramatically they form a single 

coherent character. This unity derives from two sources: from the nature

of hypocrisy, and from Moliere’s changing conception of the nature of 

hypocrisy. However far the transparent hypocrisy of the Tartuffe who 

reprimands Dorine for her decollete may appear to be from the cold 

inexorable hypocrisy of the Tartuffe who utters the dark warning to the 

family, the second is but a logical development of the first. The ruse 

of the first is based upon an inversion of appearances and reality which



our laughter attacks because we do not imagine (nor are we given 

sufficient reason to imagine) that it can establish itself other than 

temporarily. The second is impervious to our laughter because it has 

merely succeeded in making the temporary into the permanent. Our attitude 

tox'/ards TartuffeTs evolution reflects closely Moliere's own dramatic 

experience of the years 1664 69; having at first been inclined to treat 

the question of religious hypocrisy as merely a social phenomenon (cf. his 

attitude to the Precieuses) , capable of being dealt with by means of 

ridicule alone, he came to see it as constituting a more permanent moral 

problem as he met with determined opposition from 1664 onwards. A moral 

problem, not for himself alone, but for the whole of society, against 

which the weapon of ridicule blunts itself. It is from this discovery 

of Moliere that comedy is powerless in the face of irreducible moral evil 

that the vision of life and man proceeds which I have described as 

philosophic1. What are the bases of that vision, and to what philosophy 

is it to be attributed?

(5)

The difference in tonality between the Tartuffe of 1664 (which did not 

proceed beyond the present Act III), and that of 1667-69 is that between 

farce arid drama and the unifying factor to be found in Moliere’s own 

changing experience of the nature of good and evil, as illustrated dramatically 

in the problem of religious hypocrisy. In the remarks on the role of 

Tartuffe, I tried to show that his limitations as a comic character (that is, 

one who transcends any contradiction or ’disconvenance’ in the words of the 

Lettre sur La Comedie ...) are reached in the scenes in which he himself 

exploits systematically the ’disconvenances’ inherent in the common 

assumptions of speech and reason. (Act III, Sc. 6; III, 7; IV, 1; IV, 7).

He uses reason to exploit the lack of reason and the ambiguity of language: 

it is this ability which grounds his existence as a faux devot. Moral

73 (a)



ambiguity, the wilful confusion of true and false devotion, is only 

possible in the play because language and reason are themselves exposed 

to ambiguity. The second kind of ambiguity leads to the first, and both 

derive from the same philosophic vision, which is, as I hope to show, in 

complete opposition to the ideas of the Lettre sur La Comedie ..., 

written in collaboration with Moliere to defend the moral value of his 

play.(55)

Tartuffe’s success in manipulating language for his own ends is a 

measure of Moliere’s acute awareness of what has been called ’the 

philosophy of language’. (56) His understanding of the nature of 

language as illustrated in the role of his hypocrite is profoundly 

nominalist in inspiration; deeply embedded in the structure of the play 

is the notion that there is no objective or necessary correspondence 

between a word and the reality which it purports to represent; words are 

only subsequent approximations to reality, describing it but inevitably 

failing to coincide with its essence. They are, as Montaigne described 

them:

’une piece estrangere joincte a la chose, et hors d’elle’ (57)

In addition, language is dependent upon subjective judgment, use 

and interpretation, hence the fact that ambiguity is one of its permanent 

concomitants. The dictum of Aulus Gellius and Chrysippus to the effect 

that ’omne verbum ambiguum esse’ could stand as an epigraph to the 

philosophy of language in Tartuffe, By using Tartuffe to uncover the 

multiple contradictions and ambiguities to which even the simplest form 

of language is exposed, Moliere shares this philosophy with Montaigne, 

when he illustrates the unreliability of language in his Essais:

’... Prenons la clause que la logique mesmes nous presentera pour 
la plus claire. Si vous dictes: II faict beau temps, et que vous
dissiez verite, il fait done beau temps. Voyla pas une forme de parler
certaine? Encore nous trompera elle......Si vous dictes: Je ments,
et que vous dissiez vray, vous vous mentez done. L ’art, la raison, la 
force de la conclusion de cette cy sont pareilles a l’autres; toutes 
fois nous voyla embourbez.’ (58)



As I have pointed out in the preceding section, Tartuffe the 

diamatic creation is made to illustrate the same dichotomy of language 

and intention (speaking the verbal truth about himself to Orgon, whilst 

lying in that he intends to deceive his hearer,etc.) In such scenes as 

this he symbolizes dramatically the fallibility and malleableness of 

reason which may be employed to justify any course of action, provided that 

one possesses, as Tartuffe undoubtedly does, what Montaigne described as 

'... la suffisance de .. scavoir contoumer' such a pliable instrument. (59) 

Tartuffe then escapes regularly from the domain of the comic 

'disconvenance' because his sceptical awareness of the ambiguities 

obtaining in reason and language does not contradict but rather confirms 

a comic vision which is itself in the process of becoming a sceptical one.

It is the central part of this vision, the moral ambiguity occasioned by

Tartuffe’s exploitation of the ambiguity inherent in reason and language 

which makes it totally incompatible with the arguments emphasized by 

Moliere's zealous defender, the author of the Lettre sur La Comedie ... 

and by Moliere himself to justify the moral innocence of his play.

The entire demonstration of the moral value of comedy contained in 

the Lettre sur La Comedie ... is based on a rational argument about the 

nature of the comic; according to this argument, there is no room for 

any ambiguity concerning either the comic of Tartuffe or the moral view 

of Moliere: the ridicule says the writer, is

*... la forme exterieure e t  sensible que la providence de la nature 
a attachee a tout ce qui est deraisonnable, pour nous en faire apercevoir,
et nous obliger a le fuir.'

The Lettre ... goes on to equate vice (which is, according to 

Furetiere, 'une habitude de l'ame qui porte au mal') with 'tout ce qui est 

deraisonnable', and therefore the object of comedy:

A ’.. . l a  projvidence de la nature a voulu que tout ce qui est mechant 
eut quelque degre de ridicule ... La raison de cela est que si le ridicule 
consiste dans quelque disconvenance, il s'ensuit que tout mensonge, 
deguisement, ... toute apparence differente du fond ... est essentiellement 
ridicule.' (60)



Reason enables one to distinguish clearly between vice and vertu; 

and the comic or ridicule is but the sanction or sign of the fixed gulf 

between the two moral categories. Likewise Cleante, in his speeches on

the differences between true and false religion (Act I, Sc. 5), claims to 

be able to discriminate with clarity between the type of religious impostor 

represented by Tartuffe and the true devot. If there is always such a 

clear distinction to be drawn between them, it is because reason enables 

him to pierce through the disgxiise of the hypocrites and see them as they 

really are (cf. 11. 339-44). Both Cleante and the author of the Lettre 

use reason in the same neo-stoic sense, to mean the principle implanted 

by nature in man, which renders both the intellectual perception of the 

true and the false, and the ethical choice between vice and vertu obvious. 

(61) Transgression against this principle is automatically to come under 

the judgment of the comic. It has already been seen how Tartuffe succeeds 

in obscuring the intellectual difference between the true and the false by 

his manipulation of language and reason, thus escaping the judgment of the 

comic. But he also obscures the difference which the Lettre convenientlv 

draws between ’vice deraisonnable’ and ’vertu raisonnable’.

In fact the mechancete of the hypocrite is not as uniformly comic 

as the author of the Lettre wishes us to believe, simply because his vice 

is not always irrational in the sense in which the Lettre understands the 

word. The only way in which the Tartuffe at the end of Act IV could 

possibly be termed irrational within the definition of the Lettre would 

be in acting as he does without the awareness of the inevitable intervention 

of the King at the end to thwart his evil designs. And without this 

reference to a deus ex machina which is by its very nature an intrusion 

into the dramatic universe of the play, Tartuffe’s behaviour is strictly 

rational in this scene. There is an exact ’convenance’ (the opposite of 

the ’disconvenance’ which results in the perception of the comic) between



the means which, he employs and his desired end. He can legally evict the 

family as he is the rightful proprietor of the house; both the family and 

he know that according to the logic of the situation Tartuffe cannot be 

defeated. Once this fact is realised, that vicieux can and indeed do 

act rationally, the whole argument of the Lettre and of Cleante crumbles. 

Raison and vertu on the one hand, and ridicule and vice on the other, 

are not so clearly demarcated within the play. Of course it could be 

argued (and the Lettre does suggest this) that TartuffeTs behaviour is 

irrational and therefore comic in the wider metaphysical sense of a wicked 

man thinking that he could escape the consequences of his own evil doing 

witli impunity, unaware that a just Providence (symbolized by the King) 

governs the world, ensuring the defeat of the wicked and the certain 

triumph of the weak and oppressed. But even the Lettre draws attention 

to the dramatically illogical aspect of such a denouement when describing 

the situation of the family at the end of the fourth ActI

!... il paroit que e'est une affaire sans ressource dans les formes, 
de sorte qu’a moins de quelque Dieu qui y mette la main, c fest~a-dire de 
la machine, comme parle Aristote, tout est deplo r e .1 (62)

The intervention ex machina of the Prince obviously represented in

# \
Moliere1s eyes an ideal poetic triumph over the enemies who opposed him 

tenaciously after the first performance of his play; perhaps it was also 

an expression of gratitude to the King for his support during the struggle 

over Tartuffe. In any case, it would appear to be a very flimsy basis for 

a theodicy in which Truth and Justice ultimately triumph over the forces of 

Evil.

The contradiction between the ordered view of Right and Wrong as set 

forth by the Lettre and indicated by Cleante on the one hand,and the strong 

implication of the supremacy of Evil in the dramatic situation on the other, 

bears witness to the uncertainty and necessary ambiguity which form the 

bases of the moral and dramatic structure of the play: both are also the



cornerstones of the sceptical vision of life. 1 wish to illustrate 

Tartuffe's sceptical vision by reference to one of the central ideas 

which underlies the philosophy of La Mothe Le Vayer, the Sceptic 

philosopher and close friend of Moliere. (On Moliere's friendship with 

Le Vayer, see Appendix II). In Le Vayer's philosophy, the argument of 

the Lettre and Cleante that vice can be easily discerned from vertu, and 

is ultimately defeated, is paralleled by a counter-argument which expresses 

the same sceptical implications of Tartuffe. Both arguments constitute 

equally an integral and permanent part of the Sceptic's thought, and 

indicate, as does the play, the unresolved tension which he and Moliere 

see in the precarious balance of Good and Evil. (63) In a disquisition 

De la Prudence, he discusses the relationship of vice and vertu: here

he speaks with the certainty of Cleante and the Lettre :

'En effet la mechancete la plus fardee se remarque toujours, parce 
que Dieu permet qu'elle soit aussi toujours imprudente. Et que serait- 
ce de la vie humaine, si le Ciel n'en avait dispose' de la sorte?
Quelle Vertu pourrait se garantir de 1'oppression des vicieux, s'ils 
avaient pu conjoindre la prudence avec leur malice?'

Those who masquerade in the disguise of the virtuous, he goes on to

say, have merely 'un masque trompeur de cette vertu' and their imposture

is easily discerned and punished. (64) In Des Habitudes Vertueuses, 

however, he is less sanguine about this proposition as he reflects that 

life would be less problematic if

'... le Ciel avait donne^ des marques certaines pour discerner un
hypocrite d'un ve'ritable vertueux, de meme que nous en avons pour 
reconnaitre une piece de fausse monnaie, et pour la distinguer de la 
bonne ...' (65)

He is more explicit in a treatise entitled Du Mensonge, where 

he expresses his sceptical misgivings about such an unambiguous view of 

life; he is not, he writes, of the opinion of Polybius who stated 

categorically that virtue may be compared to a great Goddess, who is 

always recognized immediately on account of Truth which she represents.

He goes on to draw the same doubting inference as that in Moliere's play,
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when he says that he is also led to doubt whether it is true to say that 

she triumphs naturally over deceit and untruth. (66) Elsewhere, in De la 

Fortune, he states his doubts concerning this view much more explicitly: 

from time immemorial it has been an observable fact that

1... une infinite de gens Vertueux ont ete de tout temps exposees 
aux injures de la mauvaise fortune ...’

Often it would appear that the inscrutable order of Providence 

renders the most virtuous and innocent people incapable of avoiding 

disaster. (67) In De la Vertu des Payens the same basic doubt assumes a 

different form, as he opposes the moral paradoxes and ambiguities of 

experience to the rational order which the dialecticians ascribe to it:

’... le vice et la vertu se brouillent quelquefois de telle sorte, 
qu’on voit des hommes fort vicieux faire de tres bonnes actions; et d’autres 
au contraire qui en commettent de tres mechantes, bien qu'ils soient 
d’ailleurs dans l’exercice de beaucoup de vertus.1 (68)

Vice and Vertu are so inextricably entangled in Tartuffe that both 

aspects of this extreme sceptical paradox are clearly evident in the play.

At the end of Tartuffe, the hypocrite is objectively performing an 

immensely valuable function for the state in denouncing Orgon to the 

Prince - Orgon is, after all, a traitor to the Royal cause, having 

attempted to thwart the proper course of justice by his unlawful possession 

of the secret papers and 'cassette’ entrusted to him by his accomplice Argas. 

(69) Tartuffe the vicieux thus acts apparently as a responsible citizen, 

whose primary concern is the maintenance of truth and justice in society. 

Conversely, Elmire, acting in the name of the family, uses deceitful tactics 

in order to outwit Tartuffe.

If such moral ambiguity is a recurrent theme in the sceptic vision 

vice and vertu, its attitude towards the hypocrisy of a Tartuffe who 

presents a danger to the social order, is paradoxically, unequivocal:

Tartuffe must be unmasked at all costs because he threatens to disrupt the 

life of the family, which in the play is a microcosm of society, by a vice 

which is, as Moliere wrote:



... dans 1 Etat, d ’une consequence bien plus dangereuse que tous 

les autres.1 (70)

Some twenty years before Tartuffe, Le Vayer draws attention to the 

danger in the pernicious inversion of the normal meanings of language in 

terms similar to those of Moliere:

’Si la parole de l’homme est 1’unique lien de toutes les societes
civiles, quand elle sert de fidele interprete k l’esprit, on ne saurait
nier qu elle ne devienne l 1instrument de leur destruction etla ruine
certaine des Polices, lorsqu’elle s’acquitte mal de sa charge, et q u’elle
substitue une chose fausse au lieu de la Verite' ... entre tous les de'fauts
de notre humanite, il n ’y en a point qui soit d ’une si grande consequence 
que celui du Mensonge.’ (71)

Both Le Vayer and Moliere share a similar notion of the uncertainty 

and relative nature of reason and moral values, but both unite in 

declaring that there are certain and absolute limits beyond which it is 

dangerous to exploit them in practice. But once hypocrisy is abroad in 

society, some compromise with its means, if not its ends, is necessary to 

defeat it. ’... il y a des occasions ou on doit mentir’ says Le Vayer, 

and quotes as justification examples of deception undertaken to save the 

established order. His guiding principle in such cases is that lying 

should not be practised ’avec mauvaise intention’. (72) Faced with the 

reality of concerted hypocrisy, the virtuous may not be morally 

reprehensible for having recourse to the weapons of the vicieux.

The hypocrisy of Tartuffe obviously involves Elmire in such moral 

compromise, as’ she uses means no different from his in appearance to 

protect the order of family life. Just as hypocrisy masks itself with the 

appearance of truth, so its opposite must mask itself with the appearance 

of falsehood before being accepted as true by Tartuffe. (73) For a 

moment virtue and deceit must appear to be authentically indistinguishable 

in the play, so much so that Damis, although forewarned by Dorine of 

Elmire’s stratagem, is in doubt about her intentions after listening to 

the first entretien with Tartuffe. When his step-mother tells him that 

a woman ought to be able to laugh at such galanteries without troubling
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her husband, he replies that she has her own reasons for doing so (11.

1034-5). In the following scene, he informs his father that she listened

to TarLuffe s outburst of passion without objection, and insinuates that

Elle est d ’une humeur douce, et son coeur trop discret 
Vouloit a toute force en garder le secret.’ (11. 1063-4)

But it seems gratuitous to suggest, as do several critics, that

Moliere might wish us to doubt her fidelity to her husband: the fact that

the impetuous Damis rushes to the conclusion that her conduct is dubious 

only confirms the central theme of the play — that appearances are an 

extremely uncertain indication of the moral quality of any action. Besides, 

Elmire, as a sophisticated honnete femme, is well used to worldy ways, 

and knows that she is dealing with a consummately skilful rogue. She 

must therefore convince Tartuffe in her entretien that she is not averse 

to his declaration of love, or else fail in her attempt to divert his 

attention from the projected marriage with Mariane. And if to convince 

him of this necessarily involves appearances casting doubt upon her 

fidelity to Orgon, the circumstances which make for such moral ambiguity 

must be blamed and not Elmire (74).

At the end of the play, the Prince ’ennemi de la fraude’ (1. 1906) 

acts in a similar way to Elmire; he does not scruple to use slightly

devious means to ensnare the hypocrite in order to protect society.

His emissary, the Exempt, has orders to beguile Tartuffe into thinking 

that he has agreed to accompany him to Orgon’s house in order to evict 

the family and arrest the owner. La Mothe Le Vayer is again in agreement 

with such action when he states that

’... le devoir des Rois les oblige souvent a mentir, pour le salut 

du peuple qui leur est soumis.' (75)

In spite of this subterfuge, the Prince is still the representative 

of all Truth and Justice in society just as Elmire remains virtuous and 

exemplary in spite of her stratagem. In both cases, the end justifies
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the means, since hypocrisy renders an intentional and utilitarian criterion 

of actions necessary.

There is a particular aspect of Tartuffe’s hypocrisy which brings 

into sharp relief the leitmotiv of moral ambiguity so fundamental to the 

conception of the play - that is Tartuffe’s practice of casuistry. Critics 

have diligently underlined the satirical and contemporary import of his 

casuistry - for one of them it meant that Tartuffe was ’Escobar traduit 

sur le theatre’ and for others proof of Moliere’s attack on some ’cabale 

des devots’ - but preoccupation with a particular aspect of the role is 

dangerous because it tends towards an interpretation of the whole in the 

light of the part, losing sight of what L. Goldmann has termed ’la 

notion de vision du monde,’ to which any satirical element is necessarily 

subservient. (76)

Allusions to what Moliere himself recognized as common themes of 

contemporary satire leave unanswered the real question of why casuistry 

should become an integral part of the hypocrite’s role. (77) If he did 

choose to incorporate important elements of casuistry, they presented a 

crucial point of analogy with the experience out of which the play 

developed - that of the realisation of the precarious proximity of vice 

and vertu and the ease and apparent success with which the Tartuffes of 

the world could present deceit in the guise of truth. What could have

been a mechanical stereotyped addition, and one remove from the vision of

the play, provides, with its rational reconciliation of apparently 

incompatible actions, powerful confirmation of the ambiguity of language 

and ethical values which sustains it. As such, it fuses perfectly with 

the sceptical outlook, and a quotation from Le Vayer’s Prose Chagrlne serves 

to illustrate this perfectly:

’Le vice et la vertu ne sont presque plus reconnaissables, et les 
cas de conscience ont quelquefois tellement sophistique" le bien et le mal,
qu’il est tres difficile de les discerner.’ (78)
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There is one point in Tartuffe’s development where his use of

casuistry seems to me to make such implications very explicit, that is, as

explicit as possible without making the play into a tragedy. It is not 

in his famous second entretien with Elmire, in which he explains to her 

the theory behind the direction d’intention (the fact that his passion 

is at variance with his professed purity of intention allows the spectator

to dominate him), but in Act IV Sc. 1. Here the hypocrite answers

Cleante’s charge that his devotion is not compatible with his acceptance 

of Orgon!s donation in the following terms:

’Et si je me resous a recevoir du pere 
Cette donation qu’il a voulu me faire,
Ce n ’est, a dire vrai, que parce que je crains 
Que tout ce bien ne tombe en de mechantes mains,
Q u’il ne trouve des gens qui, l’ayant en partage,
En fassent dans le monde un criminel usage,
Et ne s’en servent pas, ainsi que j ’ai dessein,
Pour la gloire du Ciel et le bien du prochain.’ (11. 1241-8)

The direction d’intention is here implicit in Tartuffe’s reasoning, 

and assumes a less specialized and therefore more dangerous form: no

casuistical theorising need precede it (such as that employed with Elmire) 

because it constitutes, in itself, an argument which could and would be 

used naturally, with irreproachable moral propriety by people completely 

opposed to Tartuffe. The reasons employed by ’l’ame de toutes la plus 

concertee’ according to the description given of him by the Lettre sur La 

Comedie .., could easily pass for virtue within the moral framework of 

the play - being those of an apparently public-spirited and responsible 

individual concerned with the protection of society from pernicious 

influences. (79)

For Moliere, the practical consequences of casuistry seem to have been 

infinitely more dangerous than its theory, and he uses Orgon’s less 

subtle usage of it to suggest this. ’Vous-voulez manquer a votre foi?? 

Cleante asks him with regard to his promise to marry his daughter to 

Valere: ’je ne dis pas cela’ he temporizes, adopting Tartuffe’s direction
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d * intention (Act I, Sc. 1, 11. 415-6). (80) As with hypocrisy, so with 

casuistry, which must be rejected not because it is tainted with untruth 

(Elmire and the Prince use means similar to it) but because it is a 

particularly insidious form of hypocrisy which leads to dissolution both 

within family and State. Once more, Le Vayerfs ironic comment on the 

use of mental reservations seems to sum up the view of the play: there

are already too many people, he writes, prepared to break their word, who 

do not need the provision of additional pretexts and conditions such as 

those so neatly provided by casuistry:

’Des 1'heure que vous la (la Foi) voulez accommoder a toutes 
ces subtilites d ’Ecole, il n'y a personne qui ne pretende avoir droit 
d’en penser a sa mode.' (31)

The analogies in idea and structure between scepticism and Tartuffe 

emphasize the predominant elements of the play’s moral vision. The 

increasing awareness on Moliere’s part of the absence of a formal 

distinction between vice and vertu resulting in the possible triumph of 

the Tartuffes of society with apparent impunity, is underlined by the 

similarity of the actions undertaken by the protagonists. Although the 

ends of the family are diametrically opposed to those of Tartuffe, the 

family must use similar means to those of the hypocrite in order to forestall 

his designs. Even the Prince, who is the repository of Truth and Justice 

in society, the earthly embodiment of ’l’equite supreme’, is characterized 

by the same readiness to employ morally mediocre means in the interest of 

the public good. Intention is obviously the principal moral factor to 

be considered in these actions, but even this criterion is subject to 

qualification, as Tartuffe can manipulate it to make seduction justifiable. 

The solvent of hypocrisy and casuistry can dissolve the apparently clear 

barriers which separate vice from vertu - the actions of the Prince and 

Elmire are not, after all, so apparently different from those of Tartuffe.

The hypocrisy of Tartuffe must consequently be seen as both sign and cause 

of an all pervasive moral ambiguity which grounds the sceptical vision of
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Tartuf f e t in which no one in sociGty is or indeed. can be exempt from some 

degree of moral corruption. For the sceptical mind, the most radical 

confirmation of this truth lies in the perception that not even religion 

escapes from the influence of such moral ambiguity. If Le Vayer writes 

that

f... a peine pouvons-nous dire que nos Autels soient exempts de 
cette corruption ’

a similar vision animates Tartuffe: we find Moliere writing in his

Preface that

’Les choses memes les plus saintes ne sont point a couvert de la 
corruption des hommes.’ (82)

If in the sceptical vision not even religion can be exempted from 

the moral ambiguity which characterizes all actions, one may well ask:

What then are the implications of such a vision regarding the delicate 

subject of religious hypocrisy, in which the discrimination of true from 

false devotion is of such crucial importance?

(6)

The vision of the play yields a strong inference about Moliere’s 

treatment of his theme which tends to embarrass seriously the arguments 

which he and those who defended his play in print used in all good faith.

For there is absolutely no evidence to suppose, as did F. Brunetiere, 

that he was attacking true religion deliberately under the guise of 

religious hypocrisy. (83) On the one hand, I have stressed that the 

moral vision of the play suggests firmly at each level of the action 

that truth in general is not always distinguishable from falsehood, and 

that religion in particular is subject to the confusing inversion of 

true and false devotion. Reality within the play is rarely what its 

appearances suggest it to be. Faux devots pose as vrais devots, but the 

latter may only survive the machinations of the former by employing their 

methods. Obviously the judgment of the spectator or reader is exempt 

from such confusion of true with false piety: he is left in no doubt by the



contradictions in Tartuffe between his nature and profession, and he 

shares the opinion of the family about him. In spite of this, the 

definite implication of the last Act is that in reality hypocrisy of the 

most elementary kind can and does pass for true religion. Tartuffe 

in fact is, as I hope to show, a play in which implication clearly 

outstrips the overt intention of the author. In such a play it was 

manifestly important for Moliere that the spectator be told that Tartuffe 

was not a vrai devot>but if the detached onlooker does not have such 

information, how does he judge the intentions of true and false devot if 

both appear identical? Extreme care and prudence are required if one is 

not to be deceived by appearances and come to precipitate conclusions.

That Moliere should simultaneously make this so clear through the role 

of Cleante and create a hypocrite who can be so successful in the opposite 

direction, indicates how difficult such an achievement is made by the playh 

vision of ambiguity.

On the other hand, we have Moliere’s undoubtedly sincere and confident 

assurance that he did in fact make the required distinction clearly. In 

his Preface of 1669 (see 2 .) he writes plainly that he has employed all 

his care and skill to distinguish the character of the hypocrite from the

✓
true devot. In his two Placets, he likewise makes similar assertions. (84) 

We recall that the same conviction about the radical distinction between 

true and false devotion underlay the Lettre sur La Come^die, as well as the 

lengthy speeches of Cleante.

But in both cases their distinction was fundamentally at variance 

with the philosophic vision of the play, and indeed seemed to be 

swept away by its dramatic momentum. In the light of this, the 

situation of Moliere claiming to have discriminated clearly between true and 

false piety is not without a certain similarity to the character to whom he 

entrusted such a function, i.e. Cleante. If the author of Tartuffe were 

ln fact so penetrated by a sense of confusion in moral and religious



values, as the deep sceptical inspiration of the play indicates, could 

he expect, or be expected to resist such inspiration entirely in 

differentiating between true and false religion? Although Cleante is 

at no time deceived by Tartuffe’s hypocrisy, yet his confident theorising 

about the distinction which can so easily be drawn between true and false 

religion, (or between artifice and sincerity, the shadow and the person, 

’fausse monnoie’ and ’bonne monnoie’ as he expresses it in Act I, Sc. 5,

11. 331 ff) contrasts strongly with the perplexity which Tartuffe’s 

consummate use of religious appearances induces in him (Act IV, Sc. 1).

He simultaneously sees through Tartuffe and is frustrated by his 

hypocrisy, and crystallizes neatly the problem of the play. Like Cleante, 

Moliere in no way confuses Tartuffe’s hypocrisy with true religion: 

whatever arriere-pensee he may conceivably have had, however much he may 

have admired his hypocrite’s theatrical ingenuity, no ambiguity is possible 

concerning Tartuzfe the devot — ’C’est un scelerat qui parle’ Moliere 

tells us. (85) But Tartuffe the faux devot symbolizes the precarious 

difference between true and false piety: if one is constantly frustrated

by the fact that one is able to penetrate such hypocrisy but not unmask 

it, can one still claim to be able to distinguish true from false religion 

with accuracy and without trace of confusion?

Moliere goes a step further than Cleante, as he illustrates in his 

defence of his play the risk of confusing true and false religion to which 

Tartuffe exposes him unconsciously. For there, the name Tartuffe is 

employed by him as a kind of generic title, synonymous with hypocrite 

or -_a.ux devot, but designating in reality those people who opposed his 

play whether from hypocrisy, fanaticism, or sincere misgivings about the 

place of religion in comedy. Irrespective of the wide difference between 

such religious professions, they nevertheless find themselves readily 

assimilated into the category of hypocrites. (86) In the first Placet, 

for instance, he complains that the Tartuffes of society have insinuated
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themselves into favour with the King; and as an example of this, he makes 

unambiguous reference to the virulent pamphlet written by the imprudent 

Cure de St. Barthelemy, Roulle (Le Roy Glorieux au Monde, July-August 1664). 

His conclusion is significant:

'... sans doute Elle (i.e. votre Majeste) juge bien Elle-meme 
combien il m'est facheux de me voir expose tous les jours aux insultes 
de ces Messieurs...’

The term ’ces Messieurs' alludes to certain ’Tartuffes’ previously

mentioned, to whose number the intemperate cure now belongs. (87)

The action of M. de Lamoignon, Premier President, in imposing an

interdiction on the second version of the play, Panulphe, (August 1667)

fits him for a similar description. The principal reason for this ban

was, as Moliere himself heard Lamoignon say, that

'Ce n ’est pas au theatre a se meler de precher l'evangile.' (88)

In his Preface of 1669, Moliere spoke of Les Hypocrites who attempted

to prevent the performance of his play. One of the reasons alleged by

them against it was precisely that used by the Premier President:

Dour repondre ces Messieurs tachent d'insinuer que ce n ’est 
point au theatre a parler de ces matieres’ (i.e. of the difference between 
true and false religion) (89)

It is true that in the same Preface, Moliere does appear to draw a 

theoretical distinction between hypocrites and the zeles indiscrets whom 

they provoke against him. (90) But in the hostile atmosphere of the 

polemics, such a fine distinction is quickly discarded. In reply to one 

of these zeles indiscrets which was certainly composed with Moliere’s 

active collaboration, we read of B.A. sieur de Rochemont that ’son zele 

est devenu indiscret’. (91) But if he has sollicited support from the 

Queen Mother against Moliere, her devotion is too solid to be deceived 

by his malicious rumours:

’qui ne sont de consequence que pour des tartufles’ (92)

Further on, the Lettre refers to this zele" indiscret as being ’le 

defenseur des tartufles', and eventually as a faux devot. It is such
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l a.ux-d.evot.s who calumny Moliere by insisting that he was attacking true 

• How then are these tartufles to be recognized? The criterion 

of true and false devotion is, predictably, the same as that in Moliere’s 

Placet and Preface:

Moliere n ’a fait que deux pieces que les tartufles reprennent ... 
et le zele reformateur des ouvrages du theatre, le bras droit des 
tartufles, ... a ecrit contre lui ...* (93)

It is beyond doubt that terms which cover a wide range of true and 

false religion are used by Moliere interchangeably - because all are 

opposed to Tartuffe and Dom Juan all qualify as tartufles. (94) The 

extremely ambiguous use of terms such as faux devot, zele" indiscret, 

zele reformateur, hypocrite, etc. reflects fully Moliere’s confused 

attitude towards the essence of religious hypocrisy. Devots vociferous

in their objections to his play, such as Rochemont, Roulle, Lamoignon, 

Hardouin de Perefixe, etc. were all characterized by a dogmatic 

intransigent piety which impelled them to oppose Moliere — but they could 

not all conceivably be termed hypocrites, at least in the accepted 

traditional sense which Furetiere in his Dictionnaire Universel gives to 

that word:

’deguisement en matiere de devotion, de probite', d ’amitie, ou 
de vertu; feinte de ce qu’on n ’est pas.’

Intransigence or fanaticism is not quite the same religious 

phenomenon as hypocrisy. The point is of crucial importance for the 

thought of the play when one considers Moliere’s treatment of Orgon.

He shares with those devots mentioned the inflexible cast of mind of the 

rigorist devot. Like a Roulle or a Rochemont he condemns unequivocally 

those who do not share his precise religious opinions (i.e. Cleante, 

Elmire, and the family). He is quite clearly neither a hypocrite nor a 

^an^devot; (95) he is a religious fanatic, guilty, not of hypocrisy, but 

of what Fernandez has aptly termed

’une grave deformation du sentiment chret ien’ (96)



The important point is not that he is a fanatic, but that Moliere 

does not choose to present him simply as a fanatic, and his treatment of 

him bears out the ambiguity of the polemics. Instead, he draws attention 

to the multiple comic contradictions which underlie the religious fanatic. 

For instance, the perceptive Dorine referring to his excessive devotion 

exclaims :

'Ah! vous etes devot, et vous vous emportez?' (Act II, Sc. 2, 1. 552)

When Orgon tells Cleante that the religious fervour inspired in him by 

Tartuffe makes him wish to forget family and friends, the raisonneur 

deliberately draws attention to his misguided religious zeal with the 

ironic observation:

'Les sentiments humains, mon frere, que voilal’ (Act I, Sc. 5, 1.280)

Moliere thus uses both the native wit of Dorine and the nxDre 

sophisticated irony of Cleante to underline in the spectators* mind the 

comic contradictions between behaviour and profession of the choleric 

imaginaire - and the nature of the contradiction is such that it is tant

amount to religious hypocrisy. Moliere himself unwittingly confirms 

this interpretation of Orgon: in his Preface, 1669, he writes that his

intention in writing his play was to correct hypocrisy. This must apply 

to Orgon first and foremost, for, as both Michaut and Fernandez have 

pointed out, the real hypocrite Tartuffe is not corrected of his hypocrisy, 

(all he learns is that he will have to be more cautious in future) but rather 

Orgon and his mother, Mme Pemelle. The exceptional violation of the

normally immutable psychology of the comic hero at the end of the play 

(his conversion to a more sane and humane outlook) emphasizes Moliere's 

conscious attempt to illustrate the thesis of his Preface. Orgon is 

nevertheless corrected not of hypocrisy, as Moliere imagined, but rather 

of fanatical religiosity. (97)

Orgon's hypocrisy is therefore closely bound up with his role as 

the principal comic character in the play. In fact, it is possible to
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see how his comic psychology contributes to the confusion of rigorist 

devotion and hypocrisy in Moliere’s eyes. He takes his place in Moliere’s 

theatre as one of the most famous of all his imaginaires - that is, comic 

protagonists who fall prey to an obsessive fixation which so dominates 

them as to become the unique and omnipresent motive behind thought and 

action. Hypnotized, so to speak, by their inner vision of reality, they 

attempt to remould it in conformity with that vision. (98)

So far, the psychological structure of Orgon may be said to differ 

in no essential way from that of Sganarelle, Amolphe, etc. But in his 

case, his particular fixation assumes the form of religious fanaticism, 

and the combination of these elements makes of him a more complex and 

ambiguous character than any of his confreres. This may be seen in 

his dialogue with Cleante (Act I, Sc. 5) where he lauds Tartuffe’s 

spirituality to his bemused interlocutor. The example of Tartuffe, he says, 

teaches him to divest himself of all affection for both family and kin 

and leaves him with no regard whatsoever for the world. On the level of 

comic psychology, his attitude reflects the usual state of mind induced

imaginaire by his totalitarian vision of things - that is complete 

imprisonment in his subjective universe and radical separation from the 

rest of the world. On another level, that of religion, he reflects, 

whether intended to or not by Moliere, radical Christian separation from 

the temporal scene, and absolute commitment to higher spiritual reality. 

Fernandez has put this point pertinently when he writes:

’L’isolement chretien devient le type de l’isolement comique.’ (99) 

Perhaps it would be more equitable to Moliere to reverse this order, 

and to say that comic technique, taking as its basis the typical raideur 

(to use Bergson’s term) of the imaginaire detached from the world of 

empirical reality, fuses automatically with the raideur of the rigorist devot 

attached to the supra-empirical order. As Bergson has so well demonstrated, 

the most elementary source of the comic lies in the tension between the



raideur of the comic character and the elasticity of life to which he 

will not be reduced. In Tartuffe, this tension is translated into 

terms of the raideur of religious fanaticism, and elasticite^ of the 

true devot (Cleante). Because the nature of Tartuffe is such that comic 

technique and religious attitude could not possibly be separated, 

opposition to Orgon, the ’fantoche ... lunaire et guignolesque* as Adam 

terms him, is,by the same token, unconscious opposition to the 

transempirical type of religion which he represents in distorted but 

essentially recognizable form. (100)

There is then implicit in Moliere’s comic technique, and without

presupposing any irreligious intentions on his part, a natural scepticism

with regard to the otherworldly dogmatism of Orgon. It is directly

responsible for the character's ambiguity, making him both a comic hero

as well as a hypocrite, or, to put it more precisely, a comic character

who in this context automatically becomes a hypocrite. He becomes comic

because he is prepared to dogmatize about something (his fixation) that is

neither apparent nor evident to the representative of reality, Cleante.

Like the other imaginaires, he claims to see life through the eyes of

reason. But unlike them, he claims to possess, in Tartuffe, Heaven’s

supreme revelation and proceeds to prove to his brother-in-law in Act I,

Sc. 5 why he too ought to believe in Tartuffe. As this scene suggests,

• • /
it is not Cleante but rather Orgon who is the real raisonneur of the play. 

The first limits himself to making one simple point to Orgon, concerning 

the difference between true and false religion, the substance and the 

shadow. (11. 318-45, 11. 351-407) Beyond this he does not and will not go. 

It is rather Orgon who claims the exclusive prerogative of reason for 

himself, here and elsewhere throughout the play. It is he who 

characteristically says to his daughter:

1... comme s age
J ’ai pese murement toutes choses’ (Act II, Sc. 2, 11. 557-8)
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He qualifies perfectly for the admirable description which Jouvet 

has given of the comic heroes in Moliere who are

A*des imaginaires ou des imaginatifs, des homines en proie a 
eux-memes, des deraisonnables qui raisonnent dans la deraison' (101)

His interminable reasonings about Heaven’s will and Tartuffe bear 

this out: it is of his captious ratiocinations that Cleante says:

’Avec^de tels discours vous moquez-vous de moi? (1. 312)
Voila de vos pareils le discours ordinaire.’ (1. 318)

He is the supreme sage who possesses religious truth in toto. When 

Cleante ventures to contradict him, he replies in absolute terms which give 

the clearest insight into his own pretentions to wisdom:

Qui, vous etes sans doute un docteur q u’on revere;
Tout le savoir du monde est chez vous retire;
Vous etes le seul sage et le seul e'claire',
Un oracle, un Caton dans le siecle ou nous sommes;
Et pres de vous ce sont des sots que tous les hommes.’ (11. 346-50)

Cleante, on the other hand, distrusts such arrogant confidence in 

one’s own reason. To Orgon’s extravagant discours, he opposes his less 

pretentious and more modest idea of wisdom:

'Les hommes la plupart sont etrangement faits!
Dans la juste nature on ne les voit jamais;
La raison a pour eux des bornes trop petites;
En chaque caractere ils passent ses limites.' (11. 339-41)

The deep paradox behind these simple words emphasizes the natural 

scepticism of Moliere's comic technique. Taken in themselves, they are 

no more than platitudes about the golden mean and the juste-milieu which

have often been seen as Moliere's philosophy. In their comic context,

however, they express the fundamental thought implicit in the comedy, in 

the light of which Orgon is seen as a comic figure. Cleante, pleading 

that one should control one's speculations and reasonings, and not go 

beyond empirical reality to claim a supernatural basis for one's conduct, 

fulfils the similar function of Chrysalde, Ariste, Philinte and the 

other raisonneurs; he provides the necessary perspective in which the 

comedy of Orgon may be viewed. And this comedy consists precisely in
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leaving reality behind for a subjectively fabricated world, from which 

Orgon claims to derive his vision of truth.

That is to say that the comic perspective of Cleante here on Orgon 

is automatically a sceptical one. For the reason to which he alludes in 

the lines quoted can only be understood when one realizes the futility 

of what Montaigne terms pejoratively ?cette apparence de discours que 

chacun forge en soy’, that is* the speculative faculty of the mind which 

experience shows to be fallible and variable in the extreme. (102) And 

the comedy of such reasoning can, by the same token, only be perceived 

by the reason which perceives the absurdities of which reason is capable.

The reason of comedy here coincides with the reason of Le Vayer, 

which excludes its scope from embracing what he terms ’les mysteres' of 

religion. When such ’mysteres' come under the purview of human reasoning, 

irreparable confusion is the inevitable result. (103) In its reaction to 

Orgon's confidence in his own power of reasoning, the wisdom of comedy 

comes into natural accord with the discreet ideal of folle sagesse, so 

central to sceptical thought and to Le Vayer in particular. In his Dialogue 

sur la D ivinite'.Le Vayer describes this paradoxical conception of reason as 

follows:

Saint~Paul ne se lasse point de nous faire apprehender toutes ces 
sciences, qui ne font que nous bouffir d'une vaine enflure, ces sagesses 
qui ne sont que folie devant Dieu, et ces prudences humaines desquelles 
il se declare si capital ennemi, et cela pource que notre Religion etant 
toute fondee sur 1'humi 1i t e , voire meme sur une respectueuse abjection 
d esprit, elle a promis le Royaume des Cieux expressement aux pauvres 
d entendement.' (104)

This notion of folle sagesse is naturally embedded in the comic texture 

of the play, enshrining the folly of reason, and the reason of folly which 

is the true wisdom. Orgon is the supreme sage possessing his great 

revelation to whom the wise fool Cleante can say with perfect truth 

’Parbleu! vous etes fou, mon frere, que je croi.' (1. 311)

In the comic framework of the play, Orgon becomes a hypocrite because 

he is the comic character, and he is the comic character because he is the



Fool: his essential folly is not merely in contradicting what he professes,

but rather in displaying that complete unawareness of human limitation and 

the frailty of human reasoning so characteristic of the imagi.naire.

How does the folle sagesse, the comic and sceptical norm for human nature 

and religion, situate the thought of the play, particularly with reference 

to religious belief in the century?

(7)

Cleante rejects the intrusion of Orgon’s dogmatic reasoning in the 

domain of religion, and is content to oppose his more moderate idea of 

human wisdom, la raison. In his use of the term, he designates not a

theoretical concept but a practical and empirical criterion of conduct, 

identifiable with la juste nature, and able therefore to take full account 

of human nature. It is certain that the Lettre sur la Comedie has the 

true devot of the play in mind when it writes of religion as follows:

II est certain que la religion n ’est que la perfection de la raison, 
du moins pour la morale, qu’elle la purifie, qu’elle l’eleve, et qu’elle 
dissipe seulement les tenebres que le peche d ’origine a repandues dans le 
lieu de sa demeure, enfin que la religion n'est qu’une raison plus 
parfaite ...’(105)

This conception of reason as the basis of religion places Tartuffe 

at the centre of the debate about man and his nature which occupies such a 

prominent part in the history of religious thought in the century. It is 

a debate embracing Jansenism and Molinism, the rigorist Ecole Franchise, 

and the Christian humanists and Deists. There is certainly no doubt that 

the author of Tartuffe was no stranger to the moral issues involved in this 

debate, for, as H. Busson has reminded us,

'... les hommes du XVIIe siecle vivaient dans une atmosphere de 
theologie.’ (106)

If the writer of the Lettre and Cle'ante believe that religion consists 

principally in following one's natural reason, they implicitly accept man's 

ability to perform good works unaided by gifts of supernatural grace.

Cleante, for example, is warm in his praise of those devots who adopt, not a 

theological or dogmatic approach to human nature such as that of Orgon (and



the devots who criticized Tartuffe) : rather

T On les voit, pour tous soins, se meler de bien vivre.' (1. 398)

He considers the religion of such people as authentic principally on 

account of the good works produced, and by the fact that they sit lightly 

to theological exactitude, but are content to allow others of differing 

opinions to live as they wish without interference (11. 382 ff). It is

significant that Le Vayer, in his De la Vertu des Payens (1642), written 

against the Jansenists, should make such requirements the essence of his 

religion. He pleads for the salvation of those pagans who have been 

virtuous, that is, who have followed their lumiere naturelle, enabling them 

*dfaimer Dieu ... et son prochain comme soi~memeT (107)

To the Jansenists, any indulgence to human nature was heretical, 

good works being but the products of what A m a u l d  in reply to Le Vayer 

stigmatized as 1 idolatrie de soi—meme, lfamour—propre, l'orgueil:* 

to follow reason was still to leave intact 'ce vilain fond de l'homme, 

ce figmentum malum which for Pascal rendered good works morally null and 

void. (108) Cleante on the other hand, has as little room in his religion 

for dogmatic theological notions such as original sin as the writer of 

^ e  Lettre sur la Comedie and Le Vayer. He extols especially those 

people who, unlike Orgon, are not prepared to attribute the faults of 

others to evil tendencies. On the contrary

TL fapparence du mal a chez eux peu d fappui.T (1. 395)

This is by no means to infer that Moliere conceived of Cleante’s 

views on human nature as a deliberate or intentional attack upon Port-Royal. 

In spite of the attack upon his theatre by the Jansenist B.A. Sieur de 

Rochemont, we do know that he was friendly with certain Jansenists, with 

whom he had arranged to read an early version of Tartuffe* (109) 

Nevertheless, the Jansenist view of man as corrupted and sinful is 

fundamentally at variance with the more tolerant cast of mind of Cleante.

But it is in the portrayal of Orgon that we find a much more explicit

9 5.



refutation of Jansenism in particular and rigorist piety in general - 

a condemnation which also embraces Stoicism and brings into sharp focus 

the playTs conception of folle sagesse as an ethical and religious guide.

The analogy between the traditional sage of the Stoics and the 

linag1P.fI.1.:Je in Moliere has sometimes been noted - both are characterized 

by their exclusive pretention to total wisdom and by their desire to 

subordinate reality to their own inflexible will. (110)

In spite of the obviously irreconcilable differences between Stoic 

moral philosophy and the Jansenist view of man - the Jansenists unequivocally 

condemned the Stoics for the primacy which they gave to unregenerate human reas 

and will (111)-it is nevertheless a fact that in the minds of 17th Century 

humanists such as the author of Tartuffe and La Mothe Le Vayer, the 

absolute intransigent piety of rigorist devotion and Jansenism could seem to 

merge easily with the rigorous moral attitude of the Stoics. Le Vayer, 

for example, discovers and emphasizes subtly the common characteristic of 

moral austerity and uses Stoicism as a means by which he can attack the 

strict piety of Jansenism and Christian devotion. In De la Secte Stoique. 

(1642), he writes that the Stoics display such a steadfast attitude to 

misfortune that they may be compared to the glorious martyrs of the Church.

He notes carefully that the most austere of all the Jewish sects (the 

Pharisees!) was practically the same as the Stoics in moral belief and 

practice. But his principal attack on the Stoics is intended specifically 

for the Jansenists, against whom he wrote his treatise in the first place:

'La morale des Stoiciens a ete reprise par tout le reste des 
Philosophes, d'avoir rendu les vertus si inseparables les unes des autres 
qu il etait impossible a leur dire, d'en posseder une sans les avoir toutes;
ar le meme raisonnement, il ne se pouvait faire qu'un homme vertueux eiit 

le moindre vice, parce que celui, qui se rendait coupable d'un seul, le 
evenait de toutes sortes de crimes; ... un seul defaut dans les moeurs 

rendait un homme tout a fait vicieux, nonobstant toutes les bonnes habitudes 
qu il avait acquises auparavant.' (112)

The doctrine of Jansenism is similarly absolute in its requirements: 

the actions of those people not solely and absolutely motivated by love of



God, are sins, just as morally negligible as more heinous and intentional 

acts, even though good results from them. One is either in possession 

of divine grace enabling one to perform truly virtuous actions, or bereft 

of it and capable only of sins. If an apparently virtuous action does 

not satisfy this condition, then it is no longer virtue, but merely sin 

in disguise. (113)

It is a criterion of such an absolute kind which the sage Orgon 

applies to others, and by which he claims to be able to judge their moral 

standing. The honnetete of Cleante which the more moderate members of the 

family and society regard as a positive moral attribute, is peremptorily 

dismissed as libertinage (Act I, Sc. 5, 1. 314). Of Valere, whom he does 

not see frequenting church, he says

’Je le soupponne encore d'etre un peu libertin* (Act II, Sc. 2, 1.524) 

Once Tartuffe’s machinations have been exposed, he begins to rain 

abuse on his erstwhile saint: ’te voila, traitre ...’ he exclaims before

he is interrupted by Cleante. (Act V, Scene derniere, 1. 1947) Earlier, 

he announces that he will henceforth adopt an attitude of total mistrust 

towards devots of whatever kind, as a result of Tartuffe’s treachery:

’C’en est fait, je renonce a tous les gens de bien;
J ’en aurai desormais une horreur effroyable’ (Act V, Sc. 1, 11. 1604-6) 

It is left to the equitable Cleante to reiterate the lesson already 

spoken at the beginning of the play, but unheeded:

’He bien! ne voila pas de vos emportements’.
Vous ne gardez en rien les doux temperaments;
Dans la droite raison jamais n’entre la votre,
Et toujours d’un exces vous vous jetez dans 1’autre.’ (11. 1607-10)

The exercise of la droite raison, continues Cleante, consists in 

constant discrimination between imposture and authenticity. Such 

discrimination in turn leads to a balanced outlook on life, which is 

disrupted once the process of weighing up the good and the bad, the true

and the false, is replaced by the systematic attitude of his brother-in-law.



Rather than take his verbal revenge on Tartuffe, Orgon ought instead 

to hope that he may amend his nefarious way of living, according to 

Cleante. This seems to me to be more than a facile attempt on the

• s
part of Moliere to introduce a harmonious note on which to terminate his 

play. These words are the very embodiment of Cleante!s humanism, which, 

in contradiction to absolute doctrine such as Stoicism and Jansenism, 

perceives that ethics, no less than religion, is not an exact science, 

such as logic or mathematics, which do not admit inconsistency, irrational 

change and contradiction, but a sphere where relativism reigns supreme. 

Consequently men, even Tartuffe, are beings compounded of both good and 

bad qualities, among whom, to quote Le Vayer,

’Les plus vertueux de ce monde sont simplement ceux qui ont le 
moins de vices.’ (114)

The humanist outlook of the play not only attacks absolute divisions 

vice anc* vertu on the grounds that it is incompatible with human 

nature, but also on account of the absurdity which it sees in the 

application of moral absolutism to infirm human nature. The Lettre sur la 

Cornedie provides an excellent commentary on the inevitable failure which 

ensues, in its description of Act IV, Sc. 3. Here the falsely authoritative 

Orgon is attempting to coerce his daughter Mariane into marriage with the 

hypocrite:

’D’abord Mariane se jette a ses genoux et le harangue si bien, 
qu elle le touche. On voit cela dans la mine du pauvre homme; et c’est 
ce qui est un trait admirable de 1’entetement ordinaire aux bigots, pour 
montrer comme ils se defont de toutes les inclinations naturelles et 
raisonnables.^ Car celui-ci se sentant attendrir, se ravise tout d’un coup, 
et se disant a soi-meme, croyant fair une chose fort heroique: Ferme, ferme,
mon coeur, point de foiblesse humaine.’ (115) ~

The pathetic failure of Orgon to maintain his Stoic-like pose of apatheia, 

or freedom from passion, is clearly attested by Moliere’s stage direction 

at this precise moment of the role; Orgon, se sentant attendrir. According 

to the Stoa, passion was a perturbation of the mind, contrary to right 

reason and nature. (116) Moliere deliberately reverses the Stoic equation



of freedom from passion with reason: an irrational movement of the soul

against reason and nature becomes something natural and raisonnable.

As seen in the second optic, Orgon the sage becomes comic and therefore 

foolish in the deepest sense of the word because he affects to despise 

human nature. Just as there can be no absolute division between vice 

3X1(1 so there can be none between sagesse and folie for the human

condition is shown to be one of folle sagesse in the comic perspective. 

Because of the relative nature of man, he may represent both sides with 

the greatest unpredictability. Le Vayer puts the truth of folle sagesse 

into one of his more extreme paradoxes, when he writes that fools and 

wise men are sometimes scarcely to be distinguished from each other, 

so much so that

. comme faire le sage est quelquefois ... une espece de Folie ... 
cette meme folie passe en tel lieu, et en telle occasion, pour une grande 
sagesse.*

There is no one, he adds, so penetrated by wisdom that he is not 

occasionally abandoned by it. (117) It is at such points in the role of 

Orgon in particular that the comedy ox character and the philosophy behind 

the comedy are indissoluble.

Jansenism and Christian rigorism were not content to condemn human 

passions in the abstract, as did the Stoics, but linked their condemnation 

with an attack on the theatre, which, in their view, set out intentionally 

to excite them. The Jansenist Nicole may be quoted in this connection, 

not only because his attitude represents that of the rigorist tradition 

of the Church (Bossuet in his Maximes sur la Comedie will say precisely 

the same) but because he seemed to have intended his Traite^ de la Comedie 

(1667) as a specific attack upon Moliere's theatre. In this treatise, 

he stigmatizes in particular the use which comedy makes of the passion 

of love:
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’Oil doit toujours la regarder connne le honteux effet du peche', 
comme une source de poison capable de nous infecter a tous momens, si 
Dieu n en arretoit les mauvais effets. Ainsi de quelque honnetete^ 
apparente dont les Comedies ... taciient de la revetir, on ne peut nier 
qu en cela meme ils ne soient contraires aux bonnes moeurs puisqu’ils 
impriment une idee agreable d’une passion vicieuse ... ' (118)

Moliere’s Preface to Tartuffe of 1669 isolates this central 

objection of devots to his theatre, and is obviously couched in the form 

of a reply to Nicole:

’Je sais q u’il y a des esprits dont la delicatesse ne peut 
souffrir aucune comedie, qui disent que les plus honnetes sont les plus 
dangereuses , que les passions que I’on y depeint sont d’autant plus 
touchantes qu’elles sont pleines de vertu, et que les aines sont 
attendries par ces sortes de representations (cf. Nicole: cette passion
y paralt avec honneur et d une maniere qui, au lieu de la rendre horrible, 
est capable au contraire de la faire aimer ... On y fait gloire d’en etre* 
touche). Je ne vois pas quel grand crime c’est que de s’attendrir a la vue 
d une passion^ honnete; et c’est un haut etage de vertu que cette pleine 
insens ibilite' ou ils veulent faire monter notre ame. Je doute qu’une si 
grande perfection soit dans les forces de la. nature humaine; et je ne 
sais s’il n ’est pas mieux de travailler a rectifier et adoucir les passions 
des hommes, que de vouloir les retrancher entierement.’ (119)

This entire passage seems to designate Stoicism as well as all forms 

of austere piety such as Jansenism. The first is rejected because 

Moliere holds that the extirpation of the passions, even if such a thing 

were possiole, would not be compatible with the psychological structure of 

human nature. The second is also rejected by implication, for Moliere 

confesses himself completely unable to grasp the position of those people 

who think that it is wrong to be moved by a ’passion honnete’. By 

admitting the nature and existence of such passions, he displays the same 

indulgence towards human nature as Cleante does, underlining how 

irreconcilable it is with Christian rigorism. Far from allowing the 

existence of honnete passions, Nicole insists forcefully that, however 

honnete they might appear to be, they are nevertheless fundamentally 

'vicieuses’, and ’illegitimes’ in so far as they do not originate from the 

creature’s love of God. The human heart must not tolerate the sharing of 

any attachment whatsoever for the creature with the attachment due alone 

to the creator. (120)



He anticipates Bossuet when he conceives of the fixed gulf between 

comedy and piety as but one manifestation of that between the principle 

of the world ( concupiscence*) and God. (121) Comedy cannot therefore 

on any account serve as a legitimate divertissement for the Christian: 

xor, if loved for itself, it is sinful in that it usurps the rightful 

place of God, and if regarded as pure relaxation for the mind, it is 

equally so, since the Christian must always seek in his recreation 

activities which predispose him to a deeper piety and sanctity of life: 

that is, which intensify still more his love of God. Comedy, as Nicole 

makes explicit, does not equip one more fully for the Christian duties of 

prayer and holy living ... (122) Moliere’s Preface makes another un

mistakable reference to this part of the Jansenist’s argument, by apparently 

conceding this point to him in theory. But he then proceeds to advance 

a view of man as observed by him in reality which opposes it all the more 

to the essence of Nicole’s argumentT

'/v ^ avoue q u’il y a des lieux qu’il vaut mieux frequenter que le
theatre, et si l'on veut blamer toutes les choses qui ne regardent pas 
directement Dieu et notre salut, il est certain que la comedie en doit 
etre, et je ne trouve point mauvais qu’elle soit condamnee avec le reste. Mais 
suppose, comme il est vrai, que les exercices de la piete/ souffrent des 
intervalles et que les hommes aient besoin de divertissement, je soutiens 
qu’on ne leur en peut trouver un qui soit plus innocent que la comedie.’ (123)

Moliere in common with Le Vayer, bases his rejection of Stoicism, 

Jansenism and austere religious practice upon a concept of reason which 

takes full account of man with his manifest weakness and imperfection.

Unlike both these teachings, they make no attempt to force human nature 

into the mould of absolute reason or absolute love of God, because they 

recognize it as incapable of attaining either. Man is neither a being of pure 

reason, or of complete spirituality, but composed of both body and mind, 

both of which are equally and intrinsically essential to authentic humanity. 

Once this unity and equality has been accepted, the raison d’etre for 

any duality of inind-body or any tension between a higher and lower order 

disappears, precisely because no duality or tension is seen. The true



reality of the human condition is, as Montaigne says, that ’Les hommes 

vont ainsin , and in one’s attitude to humanity one must be guided by this 

empirical truth in establishing human principles, otherwise it incurs the 

risk of becoming unreasonable, that is rational and absolute, therefore 

unnatural and paradoxically inhuman. (124)

Hence it is natural that Cleante should praise those devots of whom 

he can say unreservedly that ’leur devotion est humaine, est traitable’

(Act I, Sc. 5, 1. 390). Orgon, in extolling Tartuffe’s piety to him, 

had sounded the note of Stoic—Jansenist tension between body and spirit 

when he had proclaimed

Qui suit bien ses lecons goute une paix profonde,
Et comme du fumier regarde tout le monde.
Qui, je deviens tout autre avec son entretien;
II m ’enseigne a n ’avoir affection pour rien,
De toutes amities il de'tache mon aine;
Et je verrois mourir frere, enfants, mere et femme,
Que je ne m ’en soucierois autant que de cela.’ (11. 213-9)

Cleante replies laconically! ’Les sentiments humains mon frere, 

que voila’ (1. 230) As I noted when discussing the ambiguity of comic 

technique in the case of Orgon, his comic status stems from what is 

regarded as his involuntary hypocrisy, that is, his inhumanity. It is

also on the basis of humanity that Le Vayer rejects the Jansenist notion

that the unbaptised child which dies goes to h e l K

... je ne vois personne, qui ait assez d’inhumanite^ pour le jeter 
dans les flammes de l’Enfer.’ (125)

In one of his Discours ou homilies academiques,Le Vayer amplifies his 

criterion of ’humanite’ and allows us to see the implications which it 

contains for religion. The homily, Des Peres et des enfants, is of the 

greatest relevance to the passage spoken by Orgon to Cleante which was 

quoted above, as regards both theme and more importantly, the way in which 

it is treated. Noting the natural bond of affection which has existed 

since time immemorial between parent and child, he observes that it has 

been implanted by nature in all animals and human beings. Once he has
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established the sacred nature of this principle, he evokes, with feigned 

surprise, the tension between body and spirit which the Christian religion 

teaches. The passage of Scripture which he paraphrases to illustrate 

the apparent contradiction between such teaching and nature, is precisely 

the same one which Orgon has just adapted so clumsily to his own ends, 

and through which his inhumanity is comically revealed:

'Mais que dirons-nous a ce que 1*Auteur de cette meme nature, apres 
tant de preceptesyen faveur des Parents; ne laisse pas de prononcer par 
la bouche de ses Evangelist.es, que celui qui ne hait pas son pere et sa 
mere, n'est pas digne d'etre son disciple?' (126)

He goes on to suggest that it is scarcely possible to believe that 

we are intended to become our own enemies by the same God who enjoins us to 

love our neighbour as ourselves. In the presence of a text which, 

although couched in dramatic language in order to emphasize the s t e m  

nature of Christian discipleship, nevertheless poses a tension, a 

discipline and a form of abnegation as a basic principle of the Christian 

religion, Le Vayer does not attempt to refute its meaning directly.

Instead, he prefers to undermine its force by a process of studied 

exaggeration. He underlines, by the use of emotive terms, the inhuman 

and totally unreasonable nature of Christianity, were such a tension between 

life and religion taken seriously. The necessary consequences for us would 

be 'une aversion de notre propre vie, une haine criminelle’ of our own 

selves. Once the caricature has been carefully evoked, it is shown to be 

so grotesque that the reader immediately acquiesces with Le Vayer1s 

rejection of it. But the essential question of any tension between the

temporal and the spiritual orders has, by the same token, been subtly

avoided. (127)

Is this not somewhat akin to the procedure which Moliere employs

in Tartuffe? In Orgon he gives a caricature of piety which even religion

itself is bound to reject as inhuman and unreasonable. (128) But the 

true problem is also dismissed, or rather not perceived, behind the
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subject of ridicule. The caricature of the conflict between the temporal 

and the spiritual cannot however be so lightly dismissed when Moliere 

claimed at such great length that his play was in no way of an irreligious 

nature. Moliere’s claim becomes less credible when the conflict is seen 

as an integral part of the Christian attitude to life. For the contrast 

between the two orders is not a posterior version appended to the 

Christian faith by a rigorous form of piety. One need only quote 

several of the many passages of the Pauline writings to realize that from 

the inception of Christianity, this contrast formed an intrinsic part 

of its doctrine:

 ̂ Et meme je regarde toutes choses comme une perte, a cause de 
1 excellence de Jesus-Christ mon Seigneur, pour lequel j Tai renonce' a 
tout, et je les regarde comme de la boue, afin de gagner Christ* (Epltre 
gux Philippiens, Ch. Ill, V.8 (Version L. Segond)).

Affectionnez-vous aux choses d ’en haut, et non a celles qui sont 
sur la terre (Epftre aux Colossiens. Ch. Ill, V.2).

Both Le Vayer and Moliere show the extreme poverty of their 

understanding of Christianity here less in any explicit hostility to it 

than in their obvious determination to show that no such tension need 

exist. It is true that Le Vayer does give an appearance of orthodoxy 

m  the course of his interpretation from the passage from St. Luke, when 

he writes that its lesson is that the love for our creator must be 

incomparably stronger than our love for his creatures. The exegesis is 

formally correct, but nowhere in his work does it impose itself with the 

semblance of a vital conviction. (129) Similarly, Cleante’s devotion is 

impeccably orthodox in appearance but like that of Le Vayer balks at the 

suggestion of any sacrifice imposed by a higher order on humanity, because 

for him, humanity is the highest moral and spiritual order. As Le Vayer 

is astonished that the notion of retribution should be connected with 

religion, so too Cleante is scandalized at any sanction invoked by it 

against humanity. That such a humanist attitude prevailed in the circle 

m  which Moliere is certainly known to have moved, is suggested by the
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similar reactions of two of his most intimate friends to the idea of 

religious discipline and penance. Chapelle, describing the austerity 

of a religious order at Saint—Lazare, displays in his humorous lines 

a total incompreaension of religious discipline: he watches cadaverous

devots who force themselves to penance day and night because they stand 

in dread of eternal torment, and who

1 ... pour mieux surmonter la chair,
Se donnent cent coups d fetrivieres,
Ce qui s’appelle en triompher.* (130)

Bernier, in his travels in the Mogul empire, looks at the flagellations 

of the religious in a spirit of incredulous detachment, concluding

T... et tout cela, ce semble, par devotion comme j 1 ai dit, par 
motif de Religion, ou on n fen saurait seulement decouvrir l’ombre.’ (131)

The deep gap between humanism and the rigorist piety of Jansenism, 

of the Ecole francaise of Berulle and Condren, of Charpy de Ste-Croix (for 

whom the Christian life consisted ’a mourir a la chair et aux choses du 

monde ... et ne vivre qu’en Dieu avec luy), of Olier and Bossuet, does not 

in itself make any fusion of Christianity and humanism impossible in the 

17th Century, although it does tend to give an impoverished appearance to 

such a fusion. (132) In spite of the fact that the century was one in 

which Christian rigorism flourished in many forms, it is nevertheless 

dangerous to overlook the extent to which humanism and Christianity 

apparently could and did merge harmoniously. As P. Benichou has judiciously 

pointed out, the logical incompatibility between the natural wisdom of 

Moliere and the folly of the Cross might well have posed no problem to the 

conscience of the honnete devot, even though it was recognized keenly by

Christians of more austere bent. (133)

It is true that there was a more moderate form of religion which did 

not preach the mutually exclusive nature of honnetete^ and piety, and

H. Bremond has aptly termed this current of belief V humanisme devot.

It accepts as one of its bases the antique formula of Terence 'nihil



humani a se alienum putet’, and attempts to synthesize the central aspects 

of humanism and Christianity. In this synthesis, emphasis is willingly 

placed upon the divinity of man's reason, as well as upon his natural good

ness which grace can bring to perfection. Grace indeed is not 

parsimoniously bestowed on the chosen few alone, but generously on all men, 

for all are held capable of responding to it. Rigorism is anathematized 

because it offends against the definition of humanity accepted by 

isme devot. Just as Le Vayer has been seen to condemn the 

Augustinian doctrine which consigns children who die unbaptized to eternal 

torment, so too does Christian humanism. (134) A theology which stresses 

reason and humanity as worthy attributes, lends itself easily to honnetete, 

which draws its inspiration from the same humanist principles. It is 

therefore not surprising to hear the greatest and most representative of 

the humanistes devots, St. Franpois de Sales, not only re-echoing the 

adage of Terence, but also apparently epitomizing the spirit of folle 

sagesse in his rejection of absolute moral doctrines as he exclaims 

’Grande folie de vouloir etre sage d’une sagesse impossible’.’ (135)

His .Introduction a la vie devote (1608) is undertaken with the precise 

intention of demonstrating the possibility of being honnete and Christian 

at the same time. One finds here not the harsh absolute note of 

austerity, but an insistance that the Christian life need be neither rigorous 

nor separate from society, but rather ’douce, heureuse et amiable’. (136) 

Devotion need not necessarily be the cheerless and exclusive exercise of 

an Orgon or a Mme Pernelle:

C est un vice sans doute, que d’etre si rigoureux, agrestre et 
sauvage, qu’on ne veuille prendre pour soi ni permettre aux autres aucune 
sorte de recre'ation. ’ (137)

Indeed, he seems to show complete indulgence to Philothee, the 

subject to whom he addresses himself, and permits her activities which to 

other devots symbolize the pernicious spirit of the world:

les jeux, les bals, les festins, les pompes, les comedies, en
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leur substance ne sont nullement choses mauvaises ains indiffe'rentes, 
peuvent etre bien ou mal exercees.’ (138)

He also extends his approval to attendance at fashionable gatherings 

and Moliere s ridicule of Mme Pernelle’s condemnation of such innocent 

pleasures would seem to indicate substantial agreement:

’Ces visites, ces bals, ces conversations 
Sont du malin esprit toutes inventions,
La jamais on n ’entend de pieuses paroles;
Ce sont propos oisifs, chansons et fariboles.’ (Act I, Sc. 1, 11.151-4)

But in fact Christian humanism, of which St. Franpois is the most 

authentic and orthodox of representatives, is far from the humanism 

of lartuffe in spite of similar appearances. If St. Francois permits 

Philothee to indulge in worldly activities freely, he continually warns 

her of the danger of attaching her affections to the temporal instead of 

the spiritual:

’Mais surtout prenez garde, Philothee, de ne point attacher votre
affection a tout cela; car pour honnete que soit une recreation, c'est
vice d’y mettre son coeur et son affection.’

He accompanies this with an admonition to flee all forms of human

vanity, and he devotes a chapter to reminding her that during the time 

spent in worldly pleasures, she could have been engaged in more spiritually 

profitable service. (139) In other words, he still retains, in modified 

form, the Pauline antithesis of the world and God. Although expressed in 

an attenuated way which is far from the denunciatory tones of a Bossuet or 

a Nicole, yet his concessions serve only to palliate what is a predominantly 

Christian rather than humanist attitude to life. In spite of ’la devotion

• /  I \

aisee of Pere Le Moyne, the naive optimism about human nature displayed by 

Yves de Paris, and the casuistical attitude of the Jesuits in Pascal’s 

Lettres Provinciales towards moral questions, Christian humanism is very 

different from the humanism which H. Bremond characterizes as 1’humanisme 

/
in which no place is reserved for dogmatic concepts such as 

original sin and which reduces all religions to the same position. (140)



Both Christian humanism and Christian rigorism affirm in their 

characteristic ways man’s need of and dependence upon his creator. Both 

thus display what one might term a Christian instinct, which leads them 

at different stages of their religious thought to introduce some standard 

other than a solely human one to their consideration of man. It is such 

a Christian instinct which Tartuffe seems to me to lack. I said above 

that in the play implication tends to outstrip overt intention. It is 

by implication rather than by intention that the thought of the play 

appears to me to relate more closely to the humanist libertin erudit 

of the century than to the Christian humanist. In the remainder of 

this chapter I should like to develop this line of thought in a more 

detailed way.

According to the dogma of the Church, man is formed in the image 

and likeness of God: consequently the motivation for all his actions is

deemed to be an innate desire towards God, whether implicitly or explicitly

expressed. This notion of innateness, based firmly upon the doctrine of 

St. Augustine and St. Thomas, forms the cornerstone of the arguments of 

17th Century apologists for the Christian religion. (141) It is against 

people such as the humanist libertin erudit who apparently have no innate 

desire for God, that Pascal formulates the famous argument of the Pensees, 

specifically designed to re-awaken the dormant’sentiment de Dieu’in the 

unbeliever. (142) La Mothe Le Vayer was one of the most notable and 

intelligent of such libertins erudits, apparently devoid of all religious 

awareness. According to him

’... si cette connaissance d ’un Dieu dependait de la lumiere 
naturelle, personne n ’en serait prive ...’

But since this is manifestly not the case, he concludes that

’On ne peut done pas dire qu’elle soit nee avec nous et que
naturellement nous la possedions.’ (143)
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With the demolition of the innate notion of God, the libertin 

e m d 11 1 educes it (though always by implication, never by rebuttal) to 

one more example of the aberrations of which the human mind is capable.

In the same dialogue, Le Vayer writes that there is no other belief held 

by humans qui decouvre davantage notre irobecillite ... n ’y ayant point 

ae proportion du fini a 1’infini, et du Createur a la creature.’ (144)

Tartuffe is written from a standpoint which seems to share 

something of this incredulous detachment with regard to man’s faculty for 

credulous belief. The Lettre sur La Comedie lets us glimpse this, when 

the writer speaks of what he terms ’le pouvoir vraiment Strange de la 

religion sur les esprits des hommes’.(145) What is the source of this 

strange capacity for belief on the part of Orgon, of whom the Lettre 

is speaking? Simply what has been called by R. Fernandez ’1’instinct du 

salut au spirituel.' (146) He possesses, in hypertrophied form of course, 

a Christian instinct which is nothing less than an innate aspiration 

towards God, which he deforms into worship of the god Tartuffe. The 

ultimate objective in his worship of the hypocrite is, as he himself 

confesses, ’Le Ciel’. It was the extreme ardour with which Tartuffe 

prayed to ’L^ Ciel’ which initially attracted his attention to him.

And observing his acts of charity, it was ’Le Ciel’ which impelled him to 

offer Tartuffe the hospitality of his home. (11. 381-310) It is noticeable 

that Moliere throughout the play scrupulously avoids the use of such an 

undoubtedly emotive term as God, which is clearly the synonym of the 

euphemism ’Le Ciel’. Tartuffe, the presumed mediator of God’s grace to 

Orgon, has become god himself in the eyes of the worshipper. For Orgon 

is throughout the play in a state of religious ecstasy. Dorine, if 

somewhat more earthy in her description of him, confirms this impression 

(11. 195-8) (147). A  recent critic of the play, L. Gossman, has 

described Orgon’s worship of Tartuffe so well that he is worth quoting in 

full at this point:
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'Orgon does not demand that he should be the centre of attention, 

he demands that lartuffe should be; he does not put his health and 

well-being before that of his wife and children, but Tartuffe's; he does 

not require that his own innate superiority be recognised by his family, 

but that TartuffeTs should be. It is not he who is quasi—divine, but

Tartuffe ... Indeed, Orgon presents Tartuffe as a kind of Christ figure.' (148)

Tlie Lettre Sur la Comedie underlines the holiness with which Orgon 

invests Tartuffe, when it employs the former’s habitual description of his 

idol as ’le saint homme’ ’le saint personnage*in ironic vein. (149) There 

is of course nothing at all divine in the ribald impostor Tartuffe, but 

the manifest falsity of the idol ought not to blind us to the fact that in 

Orgon's worship of him, indeed in his need to worship him, comedy has laid 

bare, however unintentionally, a certain mechanism of belief shared by 

both fanatic and true devot but not by the hypocrite. Man must 

instinctively reduce God to finite proportions; he must, as Montaigne 

writes in his Apologie, ’(le) compiler en certaine image a son modelle’. (150) 

Both Montaigne and Le Vayer show how religious belief originates in a

naturally explicable way. In so doing, they are careful to distinguish

between the idea which man forms of the existence of God, and the actual 

existence of God which they accept fideistically. (151)

Both isolate anthropomorphism*or the ascription of human characteristics 

to God, as one of the ineradicable elements of human belief. Orgon's 

belief in the god Tartuffe also originates from his own autocratic and 

choleric temperament. All his actions are motivated by his temperamental 

desire to antagonize the family: as he tells Tartuffe, 'faire enrager le

monde est ma plus grande joie' (Act III, Sc. 7, 1. 1173). It is his 

natural perverseness which he willingly confuses with the will of heaven 

(In Act I, Sc. 5 he rationalizes his procrastination with regard to the 

marriage of his daughter to Valere by invoking the will of Heaven; in 

Act III, Sc. 6 he drives his son angrily from home for the same reason).



In Tartuffe he perceives the means of imposing his perverse will on others, 

whilst at the same time giving this desire the highest possible motivation 

and justification. His god is one who only too readily allows him to 

indulge his whimsical bad humour - not of course for the reasons which he 

ascribes to him. Tartuffe in fact is something more than Orgon’s god; 

he becomes an intermediary in Orgon’s worship of himself and his imagined 

domination over others. He is, without knowing it, his own god, just as 

Argan becomes his own doctor at the end of Le Malade Imaginaire.

Cleante, on whom the ’divinity’ of Tartuffe makes no impact whatever, 

rejects Orgon’s crude anthropomorphic form of religion, but has not the 

Christian instinct which his brother-in-law deforms. Perhaps he is 

closest to that select group of Deists as far as his religion is 

concerned, whom one of Moliere’s friends, D ’Assoucy,wittily characterizes 

as

’... des Esprits en qui la lumiere naturelle est trop puissante 
pour laisser aucune entree a la surnaturelle.’ (152)

They agree in regarding the natural credulity of man as the perpetual 

source of religious superstition and excess, which they equate with the 

supernatural aspects of religion. Le Vayer uses credulity as his means 

of classifying religions, of which

’... la moins humaine et la plus surnaturelle, pour ne pas dire 
extravagante, sera d ’autant plus opiniatrement soutenue q u’elle tombera 
moins sous l’examen de notre raison.’ (153)

This is the main burden of Cleante’s two lengthy speeches to Orgon 

m  Act I, Sc. 5. He draws the clear distinction which he perceives between 

true and false piety: the faux devot is characterized by a parade of

religion at odds with reason and moderation. Reason is a value singularly 

overlooked in the behaviour of the devots whom Cleante estimates as 

hypocrites. They display ’le dehors platre' d’un zele specieux’ (1.360),

they wear a ’trompeuse grimace’ (1.362) and achieve the desired effect 

upon the naively credulous ’a prix de faux clins d ’yeux et d’elans affectes’
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(1.363). The true devot, on the other hand, is distinguished by a 

tranquil and reasonable piety which avoids all the inhuman and 

extravagant trappings of superstition. In Cleante and Orgon these two 

types of devotion are embodied: the first lives in harmony with himself

and others, the second is constantly a prey to agitation and intolerance.

The way in which Tartuffe illustrates the theory of Cleante resembles 

closely the remarks of the Deist Pierre Charron on true and false religion. 

His treatise, De la Sagesse (1601) forms an important link between the 

Essais of Montaigne (from whom he borrows much) and the sceptical dialogues 

of Le Vayer (who quotes him frequently). (154) In a chapter entitled 

Estudier a la vraye piete" he begins by emphasizing the same argument 

which Cleante’s speeches labour. In order to know truly what piety is, 

one must be able to distinguish it from spurious devotion. He ascribes 

the same qualities to each as Cleante does:

f... les differences des deux, sont que la religion ayme et honore 
Dieu, met l'homme en paix et en repos, et loge en une ame libre, franche, 
et genereuse; la superstition trouble et effarouche l’homme et effray; 
se cacher et s Tenfuir de luy s’il estoit possible, c’est maladie d’ame 
foible, vile et paoureuse.’

He then gives a portrait of the superstitious devot, which describes 

accurately the irascibleytetchy Orgon:

’Le superstitieux ne laisse vivre en paix ny Dieu, ny les horames: 
il apprehende Dieu chagrin, despiteux, difficile a contenter, facile a se 
courroucer, long a s’appaiser, ... II tremble de peur, il ne peust se fier 
ny s’asseurer, craignant n ’avoir jamais assez bien fait, et avoir obmis 
quelque chose, pour laquelle omission tout peut-estrene vaudra rien.’ (155)

The same picture of the superstitieux is given in the anonymous 

Quatrains du Deiste, or L ’Anti-Bigot, which summarizes at the beginning of 

the century objections to the traditional conceptions of God as enshrined 

in the Judaic-Christian religions. The type of devot which Orgon represents 

is qualified as an ’homme bigot’, ’ furieux’, ‘cruel’, fimpitoyablef, ’plein 

d’inquietude’. This is because of the inborn fear of eternal retribution

at the hands of a vindictive deity which he nourishes. The unconscious 

practice of anthropopathy by him in his ascription of human passions to God,



is naturally denounced and attnouted to the two familiar faults of 

ignorance and superstition, in answer to which the Deist proposes his 

own superior form of religion. (156)

The belief of the true devot is antithetical to such crude and 

material conceptualizing about God. Cleante does not make any precise 

statement about his belief in God (nor should he be expected to in what 

is after all a comedy and not a theological discourse): but it is evident

that his God is believed in without any of the direct fervour and 

passionate attachment of Orgon. His attitude in this respect harmonizes 

singularly with the approach of the Deist, who is content that his worship 

should consist of admiration and contemplation of the greatness and 

majesty of the Supreme Being, and that it should be devoid of what Charron 

describes as grande declaration et determination ... ou prescription de 

son service. In other words, there is no religion or form of service 

which may be said to be more exclusively true than any other. The Deist 

transcends all human conceptions of religions, acknowledging God as 

'la bonte', perfection et infinite' du tout incomprehensible et 

incognoissable'. (157) As Montaigne writes in the Apologie, God is the 

ultimate effort which it is possible for the imagination to make in 

conceiving of perfection. Once one attempts to go farther than this 

spiritual conception of religion, one risks falling into the error of an 

Orgon, who worships a visible God, perceptible to the senses. (158)

One might well ask the 'petite question indiscrete' which Sainte- 

Beuve poses regarding Cleante: 'Ce Cleante fait-il encore ses Paques?'

(159) How do the Deistic Cleantes lead their lives within the context 

of a predominantly Christian society? As one might expect, they will 

most assuredly not contradict or oppose openly the conventional forms 

of religious tradition. Charron defines their attitude in a way which is 

perfectly consistent with what Moliere tells us of Cleante's moderate line 

of conduct (the observation of the juste-milieu) :



’Ne faut toutesfois mespriser et desdaigner le service exterieur 
et public, auquel il se faut trouver, et assister avec les autres, et 
observer les ceremonies ordonnees et accoustumees, avec moderation, sans 
vanite, sans ambition, ou hypocrisie . ..’

Although such a believer is fully aware that

’... ce qui se fait au dehors est plus pour nous que pour Dieu, 
pour l’unite et edification humaine que pour la verite divine ... ’ (160)

Charron is not guilty of contradiction in expressing the wish that 

such observation should be without hypocrisy. For there is an authentic 

conviction at the basis of the difference between the religious theory 

of the Deist and his religious practice. On the one hand he knows as 

well as Montaigne that

’... nous sommes Chrestiens a mesme titre que nous sommes ou 
Perigordins ou Alemans.’ (161)

But on the other hand, his public attitude results from his wish 

to maintain the established order in society. Any innovation in religious 

practice, such as the rigorism of Orgon and his friends, is regarded as a 

threat to private and public tranquillite'. The principal advantage cf 

religion is seen to reside not in its theological value but in its 

importance as a restraining and stabilizing factor in society.

One can see now an additional significance in Cleante’s warm praise 

of those devots whose only concern is to live well, and one borne out by a 

scrutiny of their social conduct. Their most outstanding feature is that they 

neither do or say anything which could possibly disturb the even surface 

of social existence. As exemplified in the true piety of Ariston,

Periandre etc. (11. 385 ff.) religion forms a powerful corollary to Cleante’s 

desire for tranquillite , since it inculcates the social virtues of tolerance, 

mutual respect, restraint of passion, and respect for authority. But 

great care must be taken not to disassociate the secular from the religious 

virtues otherwise one falls into the extremity of the iconoclastic Orgon, 

who allows his individual view of religion to determine his actions in 

society and in the family. It is scarcely surprising to find Pierre



Charron laying great store on the same point. Piety in a purely 

religious sense must never be divorced from ’la vraie preud’hommie’, 

a virtue which exists independently of religion, and which may be said 

to be social honesty and integrity. The pursuit of the first to the 

detriment of the second can only issue in ’superstition’ or ’hypocrisie’. 

The true mainspring of conduct is simply the aspiration to be ’homme de 

bien’, to follow ’cette equite^ et raison universelle qui esclaire et 

luit en un chascun de nous’. (162)

It is this balance between ’piete’ and ’preud’hommie’ that Cleante’s 

true devots reflect so well:

’U s  ne censurent point toutes nos actions;
U s  trouvent trop d ’orgueil dans ces corrections;
Et laissant la fierte' des paroles aux autres,
C’est par leurs actions qu’ils reprennent les notres.
L ’apparence du mal a chez eux peu d’appui,
Et leur ame est portee a juger bien d’autrui.’ (11. 391-6)

They refuse steadfastly to interfere with the opinions, beliefs 

and behaviour of others. They are at once ’hommes de bien’ and 

constantly exercising the ideal of charite, which is the expression of the 

truly religious man. There is an invaluable commentary on this ideal, 

in Lettre sur les Observations d’une come'die du sieur Moliere (August 1665), 

which was written either by Moliere or by one of his friends in defence of 

Dom Juan. It deals particularly with the accusation of impiety made by 

Rochemont against Moliere’s religion. Moliere, he writes, is not well

qualified to write about devotion, with which he is so little concerned, 

since he has never experienced it in theory or practice. The writer 

°f the Lettre professes himself unable to believe that such a statement 

could have been made by a charitable person. How has he been able to 

make such an observation? Has he plumbed the depths of Moliere's 

conscience or does he know him intimately enough to pass judgment on him?

He then makes his essential argument clear by asking:

'Est-il enfin un homme qui puisse parler de la conscience d'un autre 
par conjecture, et qui puisse assurer que son prochain ne vaut rien et 
qu il n'a jamais rien valu?'



He goes on to quote the injunction of St. Paul to the Romans that 

one should neither despise nor judge one’s brother, and alleges that

Rochemont has offended against the cardinal principal of religion, that is 

charity:

’Mais ce qui regarde la religion percant jusques a l'ame, il n ’est 
pas permis d’en parler, ni d’accuser si publiquement son prochain.’ (163)

The exercise of charity is in the last analysis determined by one’s 

inability to judge the innermost spiritual state of one’s neighbour.

Whilst the deception of a Tartuffe is clear to most people, one must 

nevertheless accept the appearances which people present, or choose to 

present. This is what Cleante must do himself. He has no proof other 

than that provided by appearances of the authenticity of the devots whom 

he so much admires. As a recent critic has said, they might merely be

more skilful impostors than Tartuffe. (164) Cleante’s position is

finally that of the nominalist Sceptics such as Le Vayer, Gassendi and 

Montaigne, who accept that there must ever be a separation between things 

as they appear and things as they are in reality. Orgon is totally 

unaware of the problem of real appearances when he chooses to categorize 

people conveniently as saints or libertins. All Cleante can say of his

own spiritual state is that

'Je sais comme je parle, et le Ciel voit mon coeur.' (1. 324)(165) 

Cleante's charitable refusal to judge others is primarily defensive and 

negative in its nature. It lacks something of the spontaneous altruistic 

character of personal sacrifice which religion demands of its adherents.

It is adopted by him in order to preserve his own tranquillite" from the 

curiosity of others and imposed on him by the knowledge that he lives 

in a world where appearances offer the only truth. Outwardly he combines 

two attitudes which ultimately stand in direct opposition to each other - 

that is the Christian attitude of charity and preoccupation with self- 

interest. This fusion of the sacred and profane, compatible for the



moment in CleanteTs honnete conduct, will reveal their deep incompatibility 

in the philosophy of his successor, Philinte of Le Misanthrope.

Nevertheless,the essentially sceptical perspective which Cleante has 

on society does lead to a positive attitude of tolerant open-mindedness.

If one is convinced that appearances are truth, one is more likely to 

countenance divergent opinions than the dogmatists of society. This is 

an important step towards that detachment from one’s own opinion itfhich 

enables Le Vayer to envisage all shades of opinion with sceptical moderation 

and equanimity. The most vital conviction behind the writing of Tartuffe 

seems to me to be that of the necessity of possessing such qualities in 

one’s religious outlook. Le Vayer,in one of his Petits Traites,stresses 

this in a way particularly germane to the subject of the play:

’... on abuse souvent du mot d’impie, quand on l’attribue a tous 
ceux, qui pensent autrement que nous des choses divines, encore qu’elles 
soient problematiques, et qu’ils s'en expliquent avec beaucoup de 
circonspection.’

Often, adds the Sceptic, our categorical statements about what is 

or is not religious truth are founded on nothing more solid than our 

amour-propre, which induces us to defend them with obduracy

’.... n'en reconnaissant point d’autres pour orthodoxes.1 (166)

Cleante and Moliere would be in agreement with him most assuredly when 

he writes elsewhere that there is more than one way which leads to Heaven, 

and that God probably takes as much delight in such variety as in the 

diversity of nature itself. (167)

The last word on religion in Tartuffe does not however rest with 

Cleante. The denouement, which Moliere certainly added to his play when 

victory over the intrigues of the devots was secure, contains in idealized 

form his conception of the role which the monarch ought to play in the 

affairs of religion. It is left to Louis to re-establish order in the
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household and society, an order that the moderation of Cleante could 

never restore, by his punishment of the hypocrite and his acolytes.

Moliere thus makes the King the epitome of established authority both 

in the secular and religious spheres, and the play ends with the 

restoration of the status quo 011 both levels. Just as Cleante's 

conservatism in religious practice transcends the implications of his 

beliefs, so too the conclusion transcends the idea, so fundamental to the 

conception of the subject, that the individual has a right to hold his 

own view of religion independently of any external authority or pressure.

R. P m t a r d  observes the same voluntary illogicality in the typical 

attitude of the libertins erudits towards absolutism. One would expect, 

he writes, of such independent thinkers in religious matters, a hostility 

to the very idea of constraint and dependence embodied in any concept of 

absolutism. Yet he observes that precisely the reverse is found to be 

true. (168) Le Vayer, for example, recognizes that the monarch must be 

an undisputed autocrat in matters of authority, whose primary duty is 

to dispense justice. He considers religion as a mere extension of his 

secular authority, as ’un acte de justice'. (169) As one of the cohesive 

elements in society it must be protected by the monarch and his rule must 

exemplify this. (170) Le Vayer, in common with Charron, encourages the 

monarch to conceive of himself as God’s representative on earth in his 

discrimination between right and wrong and in his dispensation of justice. 

The conception of divine right invested in God’s temporal representative 

confers weight and authority upon all his decisions. But in no question 

will he have to display this authority more fully than in that involving the 

distinction of true from fraudulent piety:

'Comme il y a des zele's indiscrets, il s'en trouve aussi d'hypocrites, 
et 1 on voit assez de p.ersonnes qui n'emploient la piete'' que comme un fard 
sur le visage, dont ils se tiendraient interesses au dedans.' (171)
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The theocratic conception of the monarch is embodied in the final 

Act of Moliere’s play, where the omniscient and omnipotent Louis XIV is 

able to make this distinction with rare clarity of vision. As L’Exempt 

announces

’Nous vivons sous un prince ennemi de la fraude,
Un prince dont les yeux se font jour dans les coeurs,
Et que ne peut tromper tout 1’art des imposteurs.
D ’un fin discemement sa grande ame pourvue 
Sur les choses toujours jette une droite vue;
Chez elle jamais rien ne surprend trop d’acces,
Et sa ferme raison ne tombe en nul exces. ’ (Act V, Scene demiere

11. 1906-12)

Le Vayer1s corollary to this ideal theodicy, that the monarch ought 

to be indulgent to individuals but ruthless whenever society is threatened, 

is illustrated by the King's pardon of Orgon (in gratitude for past 

services to the royal cause rendered during the Fronde, 11. 1937-44) and his 

punishment of Tartuffe. The exercise of unbiassed judgment, Le Vayer 

stresses, is only possible whenever the monarch is acting independently of 

any particular religious influence or cabale. There can be no 

possibility of sharing his secular and religious authority with anyone 

else. He alone is the divine representative, carrying out God’s 

ordinance in both spheres. (172) The ’juste trait de l’equite supreme’

(1. 1922) which assures the happy denouement, is logically at variance 

with the philosophic and religious vision of the play: yet the supreme

act of the King does paradoxically reflect the ideal sceptical view of an 

ordered society, founded upon the unquestioned autocratic authority of the 

monarch.
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C H A P T E R  4 

DOM JUAN (1)

(1)

The second play which Moliere wrote during what I have termed the 

Tartuffe period was Dom Juan ou Le Fes tin de Pierre. Although it seems 

to me to be less important than its predecessor for an understanding of 

the thought in comedy, it has proved nonetheless to be even more enigmatic: 

the 19th Century critic Jules Lemai'tre aptly described it as ’etrange, ... 

bizarre, ... hybride, ... obscure endiable’. (2) It was immediately 

attacked on its appearance at the Palais-Royal by the devots who had reacted 

so violently to the satire of religious hypocrites in Tartuffe. Rochemont 

and the Prince de Conti in particular accused Moliere of committing an 

outrage against decency and piety. (3) It was also defended by the well 

meaning but ineffectual author of the Reponse aux Observations Touchant Le 

Festin de Pierre ... and the more stringently argued Lettre sur les 

Observations d’une Comedie du Sieur Moliere intitulee Le Festin de Pierre, 

the author of which was certainly one of Moliere’s intimate friends if not 

the playwright himself. (4) This initial division of opinion about the 

intention of the play persists today; it has been seen as a play which is 

not essentially subversive in design, or as thoroughly impious in intention. (5) 

If Moliere’s intentions have been seen as obscure, his reasons for

writing the play in the first place would appear to be vague and ill-defined.

/ . . v 
Most Molieristes have tended to accept the traditional account of why Moliere

should have been attracted to the legend. According to this account, Dom

Juan was hastily improvised as a oeuvre d’occasion after the unexpected

interdiction of Tartuffe: in addition, Moliere did not chose to treat the

theme himself, but was persuaded by the members of his own troupe to write

a play on the theme of the legend, in order to benefit from its current



popularity in Paris. (6) At first sight this may appear acceptable, since 

the original theme of Tirso de Molina’s El Burlador de Sevilla had been used 

by Dorimond in his Le Fes tin de Pierre ou Le Fils Criminel (performed in 

Paris in 1661, but published in 1659) and by Villiers in a play of the 

same title (performed in Paris in 1659 and published the following year).

It was left to G. Michaut to point out the weakness of this assumption.

He argued that when Moliere wrote his own version of the legend, that is, 

four and seven years after the other Parisian theatres had first played the 

contemporary French versions, the theme of Don Juan could scarcely be said 

to be still in vogue. (7) It is highly improbable, to say the least, that

Moliere was unaware of this fact, or that he should have needed to rely on

the suggestions of others for the choice of a play to succeed Tartuffe.

As the successful directeur of a troupe of actors, he must have known that

he needed a play in reserve to meet the contingency of a ban on the

controversial Tartuffe. The source of this traditional account was 

La Serre, writing not in 1665 but in 1734 in his Memoires Sur la Vie et 

les Ouvrages de Moliere. In fact, it is clear that he attributed the 

manner of origin of Villiers’ play to Moliere, for the former recounts in 

his preface how his actors encouraged him to write a French version of the 

legend, when they saw the popularity enjoyed by the current Italian 

scenarios of the commedia dell’arte. (8)

The real reason why Moliere chose to treat the legend of Don Juan 

at this particular time seems to me to be found elsewhere, and is bound 

up with the question of his intentions in writing his play. It is of 

the utmost importance to remember the context in which the play was 

written. Dom Juan was first performed in February 1665, and was most 

likely finished if not conceived during the period from September 1664 to 

January 1665, that is, after the interdiction of the first Tartuffe and the 

Premier Placet to the King in August 1664. In other words, the play was 

cast in its final form, and performed, at a time when its author was
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profoundly and personally committed to his unrelenting struggle against the 

devots who had secured the interdiction of Tartuffe, thereby threatening 

to ruin his theatrical career. To remember this is neither to read into 

the play an extraneous autobiographical meaning, nor to add a false 

dimension to a work of art, but merely to record the objective fact that 

whatever subject Moliere turned to at this time would be treated by a man 

ruled by genuine indignation and bitter disappointment. It could of

course be argued that in theory, art and life do not necessarily need to

share such a common element of inspiration, and that ’art is art ... 

because it is not life’. (9) But in the case of Dom Juan, the 

contemporaries of Moliere were fully aware of the connection between his 

experiences after Tartuffe and the present play. There is a suggestive 

passage in the anonymous reply to Rochemont’s strictures of the play 

which underlines the continuity of inspiration which they saw between 

the two plays:

’A quoi songiez-vous, Moliere, quand vous fites dessein de jouer 
les tartufles? Si vous n ’aviez jamais eu cette pensee, votre Festin de
Pierre ne seroit pas si criminel.’ (10)

The experience of Tartuffe is at the origin of Dom Juan, shaping 

Moliere’s treatment of the legend’s structure, and re-casting it in its 

own terms. The continuity with Tartuffe accounts for the original 

manner in which Moliere handles the theme of Don Juan, and in order to 

determine this more clearly, it will be necessary to consider very briefly 

the use made of the legend by the dramatists before Moliere. (11)

The dramatic theme of Don Juan originates with Tirso de Molina’s 

play El Burlador de Sevilla (1630) and was quickly taken up by both the 

commedia sostenuta and the commedia dell’arte in Italy, as is shown by 

Cicognini’s II Convitato de pietra (before 1650), and an extant scenario, 

L’Ateista fulminato, probably written about the same time as Tirso’s play. 

It has been convincingly established, however, that Moliere’s version of 

the theme owes nothing to these plays, but rather draws for the material
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details of plot and character on the plays of Dorimond and Villiers. (12) 

These two authors used a common source ~ another Italian version of the 

legend by Giliberto, II Convitato de pietra, written around 1652, but 

unfortunately not extant. (13)

The plays by Dorimond and Villiers are very similar in structure and 

in plot, and differ only occasionally with regard to the order and length 

of scenes. It will be helpful to give a concise summary of their versions. 

Act I - Dom Juan overhears Amarille expressing her love to Dom Philippe and 

immediately plans to supplant him by force. Before executing his 

plan, both dramatists give a lengthy discussion between the Dom1s 

valet (in Dorimond he is called Briguelle, in Villiers Philipin) 

and his father about Dom Juan’s libertin behaviour. The 

concluding scene of Act I consists of a confrontation between 

father and son. In both plays, Dom Juan behaves callously towards 

his father: in Dorimond he insults him, and in Villiers he strikes

him.

Act II - D o m  Juan attempts to seduce Amarille, is discovered, and kills

her father before escaping. Amarille’s long lament is followed 

by Dom Philippe’s resolve to avenge himself on his rival. The 

archers begin the search for Dom Pierre’s murderer.

Act III This opens with a long soliloquy by a Pelerin on the tranquillity

of solitude. Dom Juan and his valet appear, each disguised in the 

other’s clothes. The valet tells Dom Juan that he has been the 

cause of his father’s death from grief. Dorimond’s Dom Juan 

shows genuine remorse at this news, whereas Villiers’ hero is 

content to reproach destiny which persecutes him. Dom Juan offers 

the Pelerin money in exchange for his habit; when he refuses, he 

forces him to change clothes with him using threats of violence. 

Disguised as a pilgrim, Dom Juan meets his enemy Dom Philippe, and 

under the pretext that heaven forbids the wearing of arms in a
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holy place where they go to pray, he persuades Philippe to 

relinquish his sword and then reveals his true identity.

In Dorimond, he merely humiliates his rival, in Villiers’ play 

he kills him.

Act IV Master and Valet are shipwrecked and rescued by villagers. Dom 

Juan seems to repent sincerely for his past misdeeds and gives 

thanks to Providence for having saved them. But at the sight of 

a shepherdess, he promptly yields once again to his natural inclin

ations and seduces her. In Dorimond, after the seduction he 

glimpses a rustic wedding and abducts the bride. Act IV ends 

with Dom Juan and his valet coming to a tombstone, on top of 

which sits the shadow of the murdered Dom Pierre. Dom Juan insults 

the memory of his victim, and to provoke his superstitious valet, 

issues a cavalier invitation to supper which the shadow accepts.

Act V This begins with the traditional supper scene. The shadow arrives 

and in Dorimond delivers a lengthy moralising tirade of 42 lines.

Dom Juan insults it, and accepts its invitation to supper that 

evening at the grotto where the Commander (Dom Pierre) is buried.

In Dorimond there is a scene with Amarille and Dom Philippe, in 

Villiers this is replaced by the wedding scene where Dom Juan 

abducts the bride. The second appearance of the shadow follows 

the traditional pattern of the legend. Dom Juan draws his sword 

in order to kill it, and is struck down by divine vengeance.

It will be seen at once that Moliere’s play adheres to the basic

structure of the legend, at least as it was transmitted to him by the two

contemporary French versions. Apart from traditional features of the

legend, such as the seduction of the fiancee and of the peasant girls, the

humiliation of the poor pilgrim, the murder of Dom Pierre and the

• • , , , \

intervention of divine justice, Moliere also accepts largely the traits
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of his hero from Dorimond and Villiers, although he does modify him 

slightly. The libertin of these plays, who nevertheless continues to 

believe in a supreme monarch of the universe, becomes in Moliere’s play 

a cavalier atheist, in the style of many contemporary French noblemen. (14) 

But the principal difference lies in the manner in which the plays are 

constructed. Although the two contemporary versions are diffuse and 

romanesque melodramas, full of excessive action and violence, their 

authors have endeavoured to make them into pieces bien ecrites and to 

provide fairly logical motivation for the sequence of the plot. By 

comparison, Moliere’s schema is bare to the point of stark simplicity 

with little or no emphasis on actions external to the minds of the 

protagonists. Dom Juan does not kill the Commander before our eyes, 

instead of two lengthy scenes at his tomb there is an extremely brief 

discussion at the tombstone between master and valet and the intervention 

of the statue at the end is so rapid that it seems designed to have little 

or none of the theatrical effect which it is intended to produce in the two 

French plays. It is probably such differences in treatment which account 

for the standard judgment that the play is incoherent, and that it gives 

the impression of a series of tableaux hastily strung together. (15)

In spite of this undeniable impression of incoherence, there is a 

recognizable unity in Moliere’s version of the legend, a unity which is 

provided not by the traditional and ’set’ episodes of the theme as in 

Dorimond and Villiers, but by the developing relationship between 

Sganarelle and Dom Juan,who thereby acquire a complexity and depth not 

to be found in the types of the other French versions. This structural 

and thematic innovation by Moliere gives rise to important considerations 

which arise only with Moliere’s treatment of the material. Who, for 

example, is to be taken as Moliere’s porte-parole, Sganarelle or Dom Juan? 

Or, as Michaut has suggested, does Moliere convey his intention through 

the secondary characters of the play instead? (16) Bound up with this
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problem is the question of whether or not Dom Juan is a comic figure, 

or whether he is immune from comedy. (17) The basic contention of this 

chapter will be that Dom Juan does have an organic and thematic unity 

not to be found in the other versions, a unity which resides in the comic 

principle underlying the relationship of man and master, which at once 

sheds light on the questions raised above and roots the play firmly to 

the philosophic preoccupations of Tartuffe.

(2)

In my analysis of the play, I propose to devote as much attention to 

Sganarelle as to Dom Juan. It is probably true to say that most critics 

have concentrated largely on the eponym, doubtless because Moliere’s 

treatment of the libertin was considered to indicate clearly his intention 

in writing the play, and also because he seems at first sight to enjoy a 

manifest superiority over the other protagonists. But it is important 

to note that the role of the valet was played by Moliere himself, whereas 

La Grange played the part of the hero (18); and in many respects it is 

the valet who, like Orgon in Tartuffe, provides the key to Moliere's 

attitude towards his libertin. As A. Simon has remarked perceptively

'... (Moliere) a choisi le meilleur poste pour rester en vue de son 
heros; pour le voir et etre vu de lui.' (19)

It has also been noted that out of twenty-seven scenes in the play, 

Sganarelle is on stage for twenty-six of them. (20) This represents 

the single greatest innovation by Moliere in his treatment of the legend;

in the other French versions, the valet appears merely as the stock

character of farce, whose function is to add set pieces of comedy to the

melodrama. At all times he is nothing more than an episodic and

subservient type, whereas in Moliere’s play he has an importance at least 

equal to that of Dom Juan.

The role of Sganarelle is not only central to the comedy; in his 

opening speech on the virtues of ’tabac’ (11. 1-13) he illustrates the
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main theme of the play. (21) It is not just another proof of the play's

incoherence, or merely un hors d'oeuvre d'actualite' as Arnavon supposed

it to be (22); the valet's burlesque reasoning exemplifies that subtle 

transmutation of trivial reality (here tabac) into an object worthy of 

veneration, which illustrates the basic paradox at the heart not only of 

the most elementary type of comedy (see ch. I) but also of the philosophy 

of Tartuffe. It has been said that Sganarelle ’est de nature un 

raisonneur’;(23) it is true that he has this natural predilection for

argumentation and reasoning, but what is even more important to note in

this scene is the skilful manipulation of appearances and reality, which 

not only forms the basis of his nature, but also defines his paradoxical 

relationship with his master. For Sganarelle is simultaneously engaged 

in the service of Dom Juan and in satirizing him to others. After 

having told Gusman the unpleasant truth about his master, he then adds 

that

’s’il fallait qu’il en vint quelque chose a ses oreilles, je dirais 
hautement que tu aurais menti.’ (11. 89-91)

Dom Juan is the catalyst who provokes criticism and acquiescence, 

truthfulness and lying on Sganarelle’s part, and the instantaneous 

conversion of the one into the other. Without having seen his master, 

we glimpse the element that links his valet to him; this is none other 

than his own nature which is grounded on the expedient conversion of 

appearances into reality and vice versa.

Their ambivalent relationship is fully illustrated in their first 

dialogue in the second scene, when Dom Juan tries to elicit his valet’s 

reaction to the abandonment of Elvire: ’Que t’imagines-tu de cette affaire?’

(11. 106-7) he asks. When Sganarelle expresses his suspicion that some new 

infatuation has been responsible for the Dom’s latest infidelity, he is 

asked again for his reaction to such a state of affairs.'

’Et ne trouves-tu pas que j ’ai raison d’en user de la sorte?’ (1. 118)
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The truth is that Dom Juan is not at all interested in Sganarelle’s 

answers as such, for his questions are !en creux’, to use Jacques 

Guicharnaud’s expression. (24) He certainly does not envisage any 

possible change of his conduct depending on Sganarelle’s response. The

valet’s answer is equally as paradoxical as his master’s question.'

’Assurement que vous avez raison, si vous le voulez; on ne peut 
pas aller la contre. Mais si vous ne le vouliez pas, ce serait peut- 
etre une autre affaire.’ (11. 121-3)

His paradoxical answer is b o m  of the valet’s instinctive fear of 

his master (’la crainte en moi fait 1’office du zele’ he had said to 

Gusman in the first scene, 1.84) and of the fundamental characteristic 

of his own nature, his predilection for argument, which I noted above.

Right and wrong depend apparently for him not on any objective principle, 

but on his master’s will. But Dom Juan sees the expediency of such an 

answer; nothing less than an unambiguous and truthful reply from 

Sganarelle will satisfy him. Thus liberated from his fear of reprisals 

for being honest, Sganarelle can now express his utter disapproval at the 

Dom’s recent actions. (11. 126-8) The latter has now achieved what he 

planned in his initial question: having isolated for a brief moment the

true Sganarelle, that is the valet too deeply steeped in traditional moral 

beliefs to share the libertin notions of his master, he can now afford 

himself his principal pleasure of overthrowing Sganarelle’s absolute 

condemnation of his conduct. He achieves this by a brilliant 

rationalisation of his own libertinage, and his argument proceeds in 

three successive stages:

’Quoi? Tu veux qu’on se lie a demeurer au premier objet qui nous 
prend (11. 129 ff.)

To be faithful to one’s fiancee is to cut oneself off from all objects 

of beauty, to die in one's youth ...; constancy and fidelity are therefore 

only the prerogative of fools, who blind themselves to the fact that beauty 

has the right to charm us wherever we are; (11. 135-9) it is therefore
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unjust to refuse to recognize the beauty and merit of others by 

withholding one’s affections. (11. 139 ff.)

Dom Juan is not at all concerned here with a moral justification 

of his conduct, as a recent critic has rightly supposed. (25) He is 

merely content to demonstrate to his bewildered valet that reasons can be 

effortlessly adduced against the traditional moral standards of fidelity, 

honour and chastity, which thereby lose that absolute character with which 

Sganarelle has invested them. He does not even trouble himself to set 

these reasons in opposition to those of his valet; they are incidental 

to his objective of creating doubt in the mind of Sganarelle about the moral 

code by which people are supposed to live. He is in fact so successful 

in his reasoning that Sganarelle can only say

’Ma foi, j ’ai a dire, et je ne sais que dire; car vous tournez 
les choses d ’une maniere, qu’il semble que vous ayez raison; et cependant 
il est vrai quevous ne l’avez pas. ^ J ’avais les plus belles pensees du 
monde, et vos discours m ’ont brouille tout cela. ' (11. 177-81)

Sganarelle cannot argue with him now on the plane of reason; all he. 

can do is to point to the indubitable fact that his master has not 

succeeded in making the reality of evil evaporate:

 ̂ ... je con^ois que cela est fort agreeable et fort divertissant et
je m en accommoderais assez, moi, s’il n ’y avait point de mal;' (11. 192-4)

Dom Juan does not like to be reminded of this unpalatable fact, or 

of Sganarelle’s warning ’que les libertins ne font jamais une bonne fin’

(11. 200-1) I agree with those critics who tend to see this as one of 

the scenes in the play where Dom Juan is comic. (26) In the previous 

chapter I based my analysis of the comic on the principle of ’disconvenance’, 

which, according to the Lettre sur la comedie ... can be seen in contradictory 

actions proceeding from the same source. It is therefore the dramatists’ 

function to engineer scenes in which, to use A. Koestler’s terminology, a 

character is perceived ’in two self-consistent but habitually incompatible 

frames of reference.’ (27) But in the case of Tartuffe, the hypocrite 

has himself taken over the role of the dramatist as he exploits mischievously



the contradictions in language and reason to an extent which threatens 

to afford him immunity from comedy. Dom Juan is also one of these 

superior characters, whose behaviour is grounded on his ability to manipulate 

at will tne principles by which society coheres. He has triumphantly 

proved the basis of his morality to Sganarelle, at least in reason and 

in theory. But how profound is his assurance of the rationale of the code 

which he professes? Does it command complete assent from his will and 

emotions as well as from his theory of libertinage? His reply in this 

scene to Sganarelle's warning about the disastrous end of libertins is 

highly revelatory in this respect:

Ho1a , maitre sot, vous savez que je vous ai dit que je n'aime

pas les faiseurs de remontrances.' (11. 202-3)

This sharp reaction to his valet's homily is certainly proof that his 

self-assured impunity from traditional moral scruples is purely verbal, 

and not emotional. It is surely supremely comic that the libertin who 

prides himself on being able to persuade others that black is white and 

that white is black,should give the impression that he has so succumbed 

to his own verbal virtuosity as to affect disbelief in the supernatural, 

of which he seems nonetheless to have an emotional conviction! But he is 

doubly comic in this scene in his remonstrance to his valet; for has he 

not repeatedly asked Sganarelle to give him his true opinion about his

conduct? (11. 124-5) Now he says that he has previously warned Sganarelle

of his dislike of ’les faiseurs de remontrances’ (11. 202-3) Does he 

then seek mere approval from his valet? No, because he has just refused 

the latter’s compliant acquiescence! (11. 121-3) He now can only threaten 

to impose silence on his valet by force, as Sganarelle is used to emphasize 

the one weakness in the libertin credo. Sganarelle manages however to 

prolong his satire of Dom Juan's disbelief, by deftly employing the tactic 

of the libertin against him. He does this by reverting to oblique 

condemnation of him:
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Je ne parle pas aussi a vous, Dieu m ’en garde! Vous savez 
ce que vous faites, et si vous ne croyez rien, vous avez vos raisons; 
il y a de certains petits impertinents dans le monde, qui sont libertins 
sans savoir pourquoi, qui font les esprits forts, parce qu’ils croient
que cela leur sied bien; et si j’avais un maitre comme cela, je lui
diiais fort nettement, le regardant en face: ?Osez—vous bien ainsi vous
jouer au Ciel, et ne tremblez—vous point de vous moquer coimne vous faites
des choses les plus saintes?1 (11. 204-12)

^ae jj-Jlert w ho delights in providing specious reasoning to justify 

himself is the victim of Sganarelle’s speech, which can always be defended 

on the grounds that it is concerned with others, and not with Dom Juan.

A bon entendeur salut. (28)

It is opportune then to raise the question of Moliere’s attitude 

to Dom Juan in this scene. It is obviously impossible to identify the 

author s views unilaterally with one protagonist, since each makes use in 

turn of the comic principle which is the basis of Moliere’s comic art. (29) 

But the fact remains that Dom Juan, in spite of his self-assured 

appearances, fits into the same comic framework here as does Orgon; the 

latter is, as I have tried to show, profoundly comic to the extent that he 

presumes to overstep the bounds of human nature by his overweening desire 

to know the unknowable. Dom Juan does precisely the same thing in this 

scene; the basis for his libertine behaviour can only be complete and 

absolute denial of divine retribution in after-life, and it is such a 

denial which promises to free him from the scruples of traditional morality, 

let Dom Juan can never be absolutely freed from the weakness of human nature 

(i.e. those emotions and passions which combine to keep such belief in a 

supernatural after-life alive). If he could be assured in all equanimity 

of the truth of such a denial, it would be unnecessary for him to react in 

the way that he does to Sganarelle’s moralizing. It is the function of

Sganarelle in this scene and in the rest of the play to bear out the

impossibility of such a denial by provoking answers from his master

which suggest a loss of libertine composure on his part.
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Such an interpretation of the thought underlying this scene would 

seem to me to be confirmed in an interesting way by La Mothe Le Vayer’s 

similar attitude to libertins such as Dom Juan. In Tartuffe^ X pointed 

out that both he and the dramatist share common conceptions of reason and 

humanity which they take as the bases of moral conduct. It is such a 

reasonable and humane ethic which prompts even the Sceptic to condemn 

libei-tins such as those described by Sganarelle in this scene, in one 

of his Piscours ou homilies academiques (1664). In one homily, Des 

Injures, he writes

••• y a t il rien de plus ordinaire aujourd’hui que les blasphemes 
injurieux contre la Divinite, qui veritablement les souffre quelquefois 
impunement pour les punir en un autre temps avec plus de rigueur," ou 
plus exemplairement? ’

This corresponds exactly to the triple- avertissement given by 

Sganarelle to his master in this scene, about the inevitability of divine 

retribution for the libertins (see 11. 199-201, 210 ff., 222-4). Whilst 

it is highly improbable that Le Vayer and Moliere believed in a super

natural retribution for the deeds and misdeeds of this life (both in fact 

seem to have considered the existence of evil as the most cogent argument 

against the idea of a Providence controlling human destiny), their attitude 

to 17th Century libertins is to be found behind these ironic phrases, 

in their strong denunciation of such poseurs; both arguments rest on the 

contradiction perceived between the libertins1 belief in the superiority 

of their enlightened attitude and the real motivation for such libertina^e, 

which is none other than the vainglorious wish to be distinguished from the 

common herd: hence Le Vayer’s strong condemnation of such unnatural

arrogance:

’Mais n’est-ce pas une chose qui doit fair horreur, qu'on affecte de 
paraitre impie, afin de passer pour esprit fort, dans la plus grande 
faiblesse d ’entendement ou l’on puisse tomber, qui est celle qui na£t de 
1 irreligion? JEn effet il se trouve des gens qui n ’ont point d’autre 
motif pour paraitre libertins, pour se moquer de ce qu’il y a de plus Saint 
audessus des Hues, et p>our jetter insolemment des crachats contre le Ciel, 
qui leur retombent miserablement sur le visage; que cette folle pensee 
a  plus hardis Bt plus cla.irvoya.nts qu6 Ibs autrBs ••• CBirtainBinBnt c*Bst
etre bien aveugle de sa vanite", c’est affecter une liberte^ bien esclave de



sa passion, et ce n ’est pas merveille qu’on rogne les ailes a des personnes 
qui ont le bee si pointu et si offensant, qu’ils ne font pas difficulte' de 
le porter outrageusement contre 1 ’ auteur de tout bien, de leur propre Etre 
et de toute la Nature.1 (30)

This passage bears comparison with Sganarelle’s bold lesson to the 

esprits forts, part of which I have quoted above:

A C est bien a vous, petit ver de terre, petit myrmidon que vous
etes ... c est bien a vous a vouloir vous meler de tourner en raillerie 
ce que tous les hommes reverent. Pensez—vous que pour etre de qualite, ... 
quo tout vous soit permis ... Apprenez ... que le Ciel punit tot ou tard 
les irnpies, ... (11. 212-24)

The second scene of this Act is therefore of great significance, 

because it is what Sganarelle says and does here which seems to provide 

the best insight into Moliere’s attitude towards his libertin’s actions 

in the rest of the play. It is the valet, with his apparently weak 

arguments and innate pusillanimity who will best expose the libertine pose 

of Dom Juan* It is, I believe, a basic misunderstanding of the importance 

of the role of Sganarelle that has largely contributed towards confusion 

concerning Moliere’s intentions. We find that B.A. Sieur de Rochemont, 

for example, anticipates much later criticism when he objects that Moliere 

ought to have entrusted the defence of morality and religion to a character 

equal in argument to Dom Juan. (31) The author of the Lettre sur Les 

Observations ... answers this charge effectively by saying that had Moliere 

replaced Sganarelle by someone more obviously suited to theological debate, 

the play would no longer be a comedy but a ’conference sur le theatre’. (32) 

Sganarelle has certainly much in common with his master, notably a 

remarkable dexterity in juggling with the values of appearances and reality. 

But to suggest, as recent criticism has done, that he is nothing more than 

a jco^uin enslaved by his master.is to confuse his use of the comic principle 

(the manipulation of appearances and reality which offers both the only way 

of escape from domination by his master and the triumph of the comic spirit 

over tue 1ibertin) with the morality of that principle. In other words, 

we are surely intended by Moliere to enter into complicity with the comic
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hero (whether he be Sganarelle or Dom Jua.11), without stopping to consider 

the morality of his actions. The conclusion of such critics as A. Adam 

is that since neither protagonist is edifying, the intention of Moliere 

must remain rather dubious. But in fact Moliere is merely using the 

apparent gross inferiority of the valet as a veil beneath which his satire 

of the libertin here is all the more complete and damning. There is 

no doubt that this satire gains in sharpness and pointedness by astute 

deflection rather than by direct application, as I have tried to show above. 

This is not to say that Sganarelle is the fame simple et pure* which J. Arnavon 

made him out to be, standing against the villany of his master. (33)

He is rather the character in the play who reflects par excellence the 

strength and ultimately the weakness of the libertin in the eyes of Moliere, 

and not just ’ ce role de conscience de'risoira et servile1. (34)

In the following scene (Sc. 3) Elvire arrives to confront Dom Juan 

with his act of infidelity towards her. His avowal of surprise at 

seeing her parallels the moments in Tartuffe whenever the mask of’l’ame 

de toutes la mieux concerteeT involuntarily falls to expose the true face 

behind it. The libertin is disconcerted here because Elvire has 

penetrated the aristocratic decorum surrounding his infidelity, and he can 

therefore only ask his valet to present the reasons for his departure to her. 

Sganarelle’s garbled answer

’Madame, les conque'rants, Alexandre et les autres mondes sont cause 
de notre depart.’ (11. 313-5)

exposes the comic side to the Dom in this scene. The libertin who prides 

himself on the coherence (whether simulated or real) of his actions, is 

dependent on the incoherence of his valet’s inventiveness. Elvire 

underlines his manifest confusion, by suggesting to him the role he ought 

to play in such a situation. (11. 319-35) In order to re-establish 

in the eyes of others the myth of his coherence, a paradox of the most 

extreme kind is required to justify his confusion. This is duly supplied



when we hear the sinner reply in saintly terms worthy of his great confrere, 

Tartuffe, that

Je n ai point le talent de dissimuler et . .. je porte un coeur 
sincere1. (11. 336-7)

He is correct verbally, for he scrupulously refuses the role of the 

hypocritical galant which Elvire has suggested to him. Instead, he 

substitutes the higher, more intangible form of deception which consists 

precisely in telling the truth; the infidelity which Elvire has suspected 

is perfectly true (1. 340), but he gives the wrong reasons for it,

rationalizing his action by pretexting ’un pur motif de conscience’ (1.342).

He knows that she is not deceived by this stratagem, just as Tartuffe knows 

that Cleante has not succumbed to his casuistical reasons for appropriating 

Orgon s donation. But both also know that, objectively, their fictitious 

repentance nullifies for the moment the accusation of deceit brought 

against them. Such an intellectualization of their position gives them 

the necessary time and freedom to manoeuvre. Elvire, like Cleante, can 

do nothing against such consummate evasiveness, but as a last resort, 

she imprecates divine retribution for his actions. (11. 360-2) Apparently 

the meeting with Elvire has ended in the Dom’s victory; yet as she invokes 

heaven for a second time (11. 374~5), Dom Juan can do no other than divert 

his thoughts from the possibility of punishment to his most recent project 

of seduction. (11. 378—9) In reality, however, there is here more than a 

hint of the loss of composure and self-assurance discernible in the previous 

scene, on which the comic aspect of the libertin is based.

In the scene with the paysannes, (Act II, Sc. 2) we see an 

illustration of the code elaborated by the Dom in Act I, the donjuanism 

which he summarized in two points:

'la beaute" me ravit partout ou je la trouve’ (11. 139-40)

'Je ne puis refuser mon coeur a tout ce que je vois d'aimable' (11.146-7)



To follow this instinctive desire to conquer each new beauty is 

the principle that governs his nature, and in each of his manifestations of 

passion the Dom is sincere^because he follows the imperious call of that 

nature. But in order to be sincere to such a credo, he must, by his very 

nature, be insincere to the individual to whom he spontaneously avows his 

love, because his sincerity has purely a relative value given his absolute 

code, and is predestined to be transferred continually to someone else. (35) 

The paysanne Charlotte, like Sganarelle in Act X, illustrates the effect 

of this fundamental ambiguity in his character when she says in answer to 

his blandishments that

f... je ne sais comment vous faites quand vous parlez. Ce que vous 
dites me fait aise, et j aurais toutes les envies du monde de vous croire,
... je ne sais si vous dites vrai ou non, mais vous faites que I 1 on vous 
croie.' (11. 607-9, 11. 641-2)

Dom Juan’s enslavement to the senses has been seen as providing a comic 

contrast with his self-confessed awareness of what he is doing. (36)

This is in fact yet another facet of the paradox of lucidity and cecity 

which make up his nature, but whereas the contrast may be said to exist 

in this scene in theory, in the theatre we have at this point of the play 

an overwhelming sense of his ability to appear simultaneously as what he 

is and as what he is not. It is the total paradox underlying his nature 

which is emphasized here, rather than one particular aspect of it. For 

Dom Juan is so much a prisoner of his paradoxical nature, that he must be 

sincere and insincere at one and the same time. Sganarelle, in a mocking 

comment, shows that he does indeed understand perfectly the truth of his 

master's nature (as he had said to Gusman in Act I, Sc. 1): when the

Dom protests that he is different from all the other plausible courtiers of 

whom the paysannes have heard, and that he will certainly marry Charlotte, 

he unwisely invokes Sganarelle’s testimony to him: the valet confirms his

affirmations whilst at the same time insinuating his discreet contradiction: 

'II se mariera avec vous tant que vous voudrez' (11. 628-9)



For Charlotte, marriage is the ultimate and unimpeachable proof of a 

suitor’s sincerity; to Sganarelle’s practised eye, marriage is but the 

culmination of the insincerity of a master whom he has described as 

un epouseur a toutes mains’ (1. 72). It is Sganarelle who once again 

allows us to glimpse momentarily his superiority over his master, as he 

indirectly exposes for all to see (but not Charlotte!) that true side to

the Dom’s nature which he is here at pains to hide.

The dialogue between the two paysannes and the Dom in scene 4 

provides an excellent example of the way in which the latter manipulates 

appearances and reality. Called upon to declare unequivocally his love 

for the one or the other, (having promised marriage to both),* he extricates 

himself with a. virtuosity which matches perfectly the ballet-like sequence 

.rgpliques. He begins his defence with a lie to each paysanne.

To Mathurine he says that Charlotte wished to marry him, but that he could

not because of betrothal to her. (11. 725-7) He tells the corresponding 

lie to Charlotte. (11. 729-31) He follows this with a second lie to 

each in turn, pretexting that’no amount of persuasion will convince her 

that she is wrong’ (11. 733-45). Having convinced each of the blind 

obstiriation of the other in maintaining that he promised to marry her, he 

can now afford to hazard the truth in jest. Wager, he tells each in turn, 

that she will maintain that I promised to marry her. (11. 749-52)

He has succeeded in diverting attention temporarily from himself, as both 

now start to quarrel with each other, but the stratagem threatens to 

rebound on him as both coalesce in pressing him for a definite answer.

(11. 768-88) Dom Juan once again escapes with a mastery echappatoire: 

each, he tells them, has an inner assurance either of the truth or of the 

error of the claim she makes. It is therefore superfluous for him to try 

to add to such certainty. (11. 789-808). He himself inadvertently sums up 

the principle which has governed the entire dialogue and which he has 

exemplified so well when he says that
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'Tous les discours n ’avancent point les choses’ (1. 797)

Words, he seems to tell the very people whom he has just deceived by

his .belles paroles, can only possess relative certainty, because their

latent and unsuspected meanings can be exploited so easily. (37)

Once again Dom Juan has, to all appearances, secured a resounding

triumph of resourcefulness and plausibility. But the last word in the

belongs again to Sganarelle, as he gives a kind of glossary of

donjuanism to the paysannes at the end of this scene. He profits from

his master’s momentary absence to tell them the truth about him, a truth

which the Dom partially overhears as he comes back to fetch his valet.

Mon maitre est un fourbe; il n ’a dessein que de vous abuser, et en 
a bien abuse d ’autres; c’est l’epouseur du genre humain, et ... (il
aper£oit Dom Juan) Cela est faux; et quiconque vous dira cela, vous lui
devez dire qu'il en a menti. Mon maitre n ’est point l’e'pouseur du genre 
humain; il n ’est point fourbe, n ’a pas dessein de vous tromper, et n ’en 
a point abuse d’autres. Ah! tenez, le voila; demandez-le plutot a lui- 
meme.’ (11. 818-25)

Having instantaneously converted his negative criticism into positive 

attributes, Sganarelle can now explain carefully to his master that the 

world is full of calumny (11. 827-31) and that the paysannes are to 

disbelieve everything adverse about him. The Dom’s own technique of 

evasion by paradox has again been surreptitiously turned against him; 

and he, like his victims in this scene, has no means of redress against 

someone who can convert the unpleasant truth into its opposite with 

such impeccable ease. We admire Sganarelle for his irreproachable tour- 

and at the same time share the ironic perspective into which 

Moliere has placed Dom Juan’s frustrated attempt at seduction.

The discussion in Act III, Sc. 1, between master and valet on 

medicine and on the existence of heaven, hell and retribution in after-life, 

has been integrated by Moliere into the framework of the legend and gives 

the play a philosophical character quite out of keeping with the two 

French versions. Once again it is the role of the valet which seems to 

to provide the key to the significance of this controversial scene.
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Tradition has viewed the credulity and naivete of the valet as nothing more 

than a butt for the cynical atheism of his master. It was once again 

probably Rochemont who first gave currency to this notion when he 

described Sganarelle in this scene as

'un extravagant qui raisonne crotesquement (sic) de Dieu, et qui, 
par une chute affectee, casse le nez a ses arguments; un valet infame, 
fait au badinage de son maitre, dont toute la creance aboutit au Moine 
bourru, ...' (38)

It is not difficult to see how such a view of the valet's role 

leads to the conclusion that this scene represents another disquieting 

triumph for the Dom's scepticism over the well-intentioned but hopelessly 

inadequate Sganarelle. But such a literary reading tends to overlook 

the ract that Sganarelle is made to express these naive views first and 

foremost for the purpose of comic dialogue; it is important to take into 

account the extent to which this exigency influences the mode of expression 

of his ideas, before accepting them literally as a solemn formulation 

of his own creed. Just as he has previously argued in this scene that 

doctors are effective because they manage to kill suffering patients more 

rapidly than the disease (11. 903-11) in an (unsuccessful) attempt to 

stimulate a response from his master, so he now moves away from medicine 

to the one subject which he feels can be guaranteed to unloose his master's 

opinion, i.e. religion. Here, therefore, as elsewhere throughout the play, 

he acts primarily as an ironic and burlesque spectator of his master, 

both eliciting his opinions and sitting in judgment on them. Whenever 

he has catechized Dom Juan, and has made the not unexpected discovery 

that, the 1 ibertin professes disbelief in heaven, hell and immortality >

(in Act I, Sc. 2, 11. 114-15 he tells us that 'je sais mon Dom Juan sur 

le bout du doigt') he reacts with simulated and pious concern:

'Voila un homme que j'aurai bien de la peine a convertir.
Et dites-moi un peu, le moine bourru, qu'en croyez-vous, eh?'

(11. 928-30)
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Of course he does not intend to convert him, any more than he 

intends to believe in the moine bourru. But since he has exhausted his

store of questions on orthodox matters of faith, he resorts to such 

traditional superstitions to provoke the Doin's exasperated reaction. 

Eventually he is successful in prompting a sceptical retort from his 

master:

'Je crois que deux et deux font quatre, Sganarelle, et que quatre 
et quatre font huit.’ (11. 938-9)

This boutade has been seen as furnishing one of the articles of 

Moliere's own beliefs; (39) but it is surely impossible either to 

attribute this to Moliere, given the comic context in which it occurs, or

to see it as the formalized credo of the libertin. Dom Juan is both

curiously amused and vaguely irritated by Sganarelle's buffoonery, and he 

takes the line of least resistance to the importunate questioning, which 

his cavalier riposte offers to him. But hoping to silence the valet by 

this lapidary remark, he merely provides him with the pretext he has 

desired so avidly for his discourse on the harmony of man's being?which 

he takes as proof of his divine origin. (11. 940-63, 11. 965-73) The 

fact that part of his bizarre argument is probably a burlesque version of

Piorre Gassendi s treatise on man, can scarcely be taken as an indication

that Moliere shares the philosopher's view about the nature of things. (40) 

Nevertheless the central part of Sganarelle's argument does seem to 

indicate the verdict of comedy on the libertin's beliefs:

'II faut avouer qu'il^se met d'etranges folies dans la tete des 
hommes, et que, pour avoir etudie", on est bien moins sage le plus souvent. '

(11. 942-4)

This is no less than a summary of that folle sagesse which was 

comedy's conclusion in Tartuffe on Orgon's futile attempt to pronounce 

dogmatically on things which elude the grasp of man. Dom Juan's conduct 

is based upon such a belief which, although diametrically opposed to that 

of Orgon, is rooted in the same kind of dogmatism (dogmatism, that is, in
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the sceptical sense of asserting that a non-empirical proposition is 

absolutely true or untrue). Rather than dismiss peremptorily the 

existence of the supernatural, it is better, say Sganarelle and the 

raisonneurs,to be wise within the bounds permitted by our human condition.

This will therefore exclude any pretence to absolute knowledge, and will 

most certainly include a degree of folie, x^hich is nothing else than the 

modest confession of one’s own ignorance about such transcendent matters. (41) 

Sganarelle illustrates well such wisdom, by arguing empirically about the 

relationship between cause and effect, and then choosing to fall 

grotesquely on his face just as he reaches the apex of his argument for the 

harmonious functioning and interaction of the human organs. The 

jraisonneurs self-contradicting ’method’ of argument offers an interesting 

parallel with Le Vayer’s Petit discours chretien sur 1’Immortalite de 1 *ame 

(1637), where he begins by promising, as confidently as Sganarelle, to 

prove irrefutably the immortal nature of the soul by no less than thirty- 

three syllogisms of ’apodeictic’ value. His conclusion is predictably an

alogous to that of Moliere’s scene, namely that

La grande connaissance fait souvent le meme effet que 1’extreme 
ignorance, d ’ou vient qu’on a toujours remarque que les plus savants 
etaient ceux qui avouaient le plus franchement la faiblesse de l’esprit 
h u m a m  ... 1 (42)

If Moliere and Le Vayer appear to condemn those libertins like 

Dom Juan who fail to recognize this truth of human nature, they also 

show the absurdity of presuming to demonstrate beyond doubt such an 

obscure matter as that of the immortality of the soul. Sganarelle's 

deliberate fall is symbolic not only of his knowledge of what can and 

cannot be achieved by human wisdom but also of the futility of trying 

to prove the improvable. And Le Vayer likewise condemns those Christian 

apologists (like Silhon, Cotin, Yves de Paris) who maintain the ability 

of natural reason to prove a belief such as that of the immortality of 

the soul: (43)
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*Au lieu qu’on s’est promis de forcer les plus incredules a la 
reconnaissance d’une verite' si importante, par la seule puissance de 
notre raison, je crois q u’il vaut mieux avouer ingenuement sa faiblesse, 
et la captiver doucement sous l’obeissance de la Foi;’ (44)

I do not believe that this scene, or indeed the play as a whole,

allows us to say anything of a more specific nature than this about its 

treatment of religious beliefs. Such a belief, however, as that 

outlined above by Le Vayer, is consonant with the ideas on religion 

expressed in Tartuffe, and would identify Moliere’s views in this scene 

neither absolutely with Sganarelle, nor absolutely with Dom Juan, although 

Sganarelle’s views do have more in common with la docte ignorance of 

scepticism than Dom Juan’s presumption. This is confirmed by the truth 

that the’valet, although apparently imbued with less intelligence than 

his free-thinking master, nevertheless glimpses the contradictory 

truth of man’s nature, that it is compounded of reason and unreason at 

the same time. Seen in this light, is it not the inhuman Dom Juan who 

is comic in Moliere’s eyes in this scene, and not Sganarelle after all?

The following scene (Sc. 2) in which Un Pauvre plays a central role,

is no less ambiguous than the previous one. Although the equivalent scene

exists in Dorimond and Villiers, (Dom Juan stops a Pelerin, and forces 

him to forfeit his religious habit), there is a complete absence of the 

overtly tendencious features of Moliere’s scene, where Dom Juan commits 

sacrilege as he offers the hermit money on condition that he swears an 

oath. His Dom Juan is here no longer just the libertin whose independence 

of religion incites him to maltreat a religious. He assumes, more 

obviously than hitherto in Moliere’s play, the role of evil incarnate, 

a Mephistopheles who issues an unequivocal challenge to the good man to 

recognize the supremacy of an ethic based on self-indulgence and expediency 

over self-abnegation and moral principle. (45) The hermit resists Dom 

Juan’s temptation to swear in order to gain the proffered louis d’or , 

acceptance of which would imply dissatisfaction with the impoverished

142.



state that Providence has allowed him. Does such a result represent 

the triumph of good over evil? G. Michaut at least thought so when he 

wrote

*Le Pauvre reste invaincu, dedaigneux des railleries et des 
seductions ... ’ (46)

But the implications of the scene seem more complex than such a 

straightforward judgment would allow. The essence of the scene is 

contained in two questions, the first asked by the Pauvre, the second 

by Dom Juan. Having indicated to Sganarelle and his master the path 

to be taken through the forest he asks:

Dom TSi vous voulez me secourir, Monsieur, de quelque aumone?
Juan Ah! Ah! ton avis est interesse, a ce que je vois.

Le Je suis un pauvre homme, Monsieur, retire' tout seul dans ce bois
Pauvre depuis plus de dix ans, et je ne manquerai pas de prier le Ciel

qu’il vous donne toute sorte de biens.

Dom Eh! prie le Ciel q u’il te donne un habit, sans te mettre en peine 
Juan des affaires des autres.’ (11. 991-998)

Moliere here crystallizes dramatically and directly the general problem

of the play, and also returns in a more forceful and insistant manner to

one of the principal preoccupations of Tartuffe; to all appearances

innocence, goodness and devoutness suffer on earth, whereas the libertin

Dom Juan apparently prospers with impunity. It is the questions of the

libertin to the hermit which are used by Moliere to bring this situation

into sharper focus:

Dom Juan * Quelle est ton occupation parmi ces arbres?

Le Pauvre De prier le Ciel tout le jour pour la prosperite" des gens de 
bien qui me donnent quelque chose.

Dom Juan II ne se peut done pas que tu ne sois bien a ton aise?

Le Pauvre Helas! Monsieur, je suis dans la plus grande necessite' du monde.

Bom Juan Tu te moques; un homme qui prie le Ciel tout le jour ne peut
pas manquer d ’etre bien dans ses affaires.

Le Pauvre Je vous assure, Monsieur, que le plus souvent je n'ai pas un
morceau de pain a mettre sous les dents.



Dcra Juan Voila qui est etrange, et tu es bien mal reconnu de tes soins ...

(11. 1002-13)

I do not think that Moliere’s answer to the problem raised in this 

scene is to be found either in the faithful endurance of the Pauvre or 

the truculent incredulity of Dom Juan, but rather in the philosophical 

vision which imagines and dramatizes such an encounter. In their 

opposition, the two characters symbolize the kind of question and answer 

about Providence that has always taken place in the minds of those people 

who have found it difficult, as the author of Tartuffe and Dom Juan 

apparently found it difficult, to accept the proposition that ’Just are 

the ways of God; and justifiable to Men’. Moliere is raising such a 

question, and leaving it without a categorical answer, for such an answer 

appears to be unobtainable. This tentativeness on his part does not 

mean that we cannot discern the general tendency of his thought in the 

dramatic movement of the scene. It is clear that as the dramatist and 

spectator see this scene, the Pauvre is utterly defeated by the Dom's 

probing scepticism which points out the discrepancy between his fervent 

praying and his abject state - he is defeated, that is to say, objectively 

and as far as human logic is concerned. He can only ’justify’ this 

discrepancy between his faith on the one hand and his penury on the other, 

by trusting blindly in his subjective conviction expressed in Milton’s 

verses:

’All is best, though oft we doubt,
What th’unsearchable dispose
Of highest wisdom brings about.’ (Samson Agonistes, 11. 1745-8)

To what extent does Moliere use Dom Juan to illustrate the problem 

behind the creation of the scene? There are sufficient indications 

throughout the play to show that his libertin posture is treated in a

• « • , V #
comic or an ironic way for us to know that Moli ere does not entirely 

approve of his ideas; certainly there is not the slightest sign that 

Moliere approves in any way of his actions towards the Pauvre. But
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Moliere has permitted Dom Juan to go to the furthest limits of provocative 

impiety and odious conduct with impunity towards the Pauvre, not presumably 

because he approves of his attitude, but because he wishes to place the 

ineluctable fact the more urgently before us that all too frequently 

those who live without due regard for sanctity or piety or humanity do 

indeed flourish, whereas those whose lives are spent in devotion and 

selflessness, although infinitely more admirable than the Dom Juans and 

Tartuffes of this world, are inexplicably exposed to suffer their ridicule.

The sceptical implications of this scene are close to one of Le 

Vayer’s problems which he asks and ’answers’ in his Problemes Sceptiques 

(1666). To his question ’Y-a-t-il des Prieres desagreables a Dieu?’ 

his first answer is ’Non’, but qualifies this by saying that one must always 

be careful not to attribute too much to prayerful intercessions. In his 

second answer, ’Oui’, he quotes with irony the opinion of those who allege 

that it is ridiculous to pray to someone who knows what we desire even 

before we ask. (47) Dom Juan is used by Moliere in a similar questioning 

way, as he, like Le Vayer, implies the objections in the path of a simple 

belief in the Christian theodicy of the Pauvre, whose faith and prayers are 

left unanswered by Heaven. The scene ends with the same ironic 

implication that is found in a passage of Le Vayer’s De 1’Ingratitude 

where he points out that the sun shines on the wicked just as on the good:

’Tant s’en faut, que la main du Tout-puissant se raccourcisse sur 
le sacrilege et sur l’impie, que souvent il leur multiplie ses graces, 
afin de donner mieux a connaitre 1’excellence de sa nature et l’immensite 
de sa bonte.’ (48)

The attempt by Dom Juan to sow the seeds of doubt in the minds of others 

concerning what they hold as true or false, to provoke hesitation on their 

part with regard to moral issues, is illustrated still more explicitly in 

the following scene. (49) There he goes to the rescue of Dom Carlos who 

has been attacked by thieves. Critics have found difficulty in reconciling 

the cynical and amoral Dom Juan of the previous scene with the ’aristocratic’
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hero who spontaneously hazards his life for an unknown person. (50)

Once again, the entire conception of this scene is original to Moliere's 

play: the brother of Dom Carlos recognizes the Dom as the seducer of

their sister Elvire, and demands immediate vengeance to satisfy their 

honour; Dom Carlos, who before this revelation of Dom Juan’s identity 

had shown himself by his remarks equally as zealous as his brother 

Dom Alonse in his pursuit of the libertin, is now caught in a moral 

dilemma. He is t o m  between his ’reconnaissance de 1 ’obligation’ (11. 

1135-6) which he owes to the man who has just saved his life, and his 

legitimate ’ressentiment de 1’injure’ (11. 1136-7). His eventual 

solution to the dilemma is of a temporising nature; he puts off the 

opportunity to satisfy his family’s honour, and is forced into the 

paradoxical position of having to defend his erstwhile enemy against his 

pragmatic brother Dom Alonse.

Once again the moral confusion into which Dom Juan throws others is 

used by Moliere to illustrate dramatically one of the basic tenets of 

scepticism, which is that ethical codes can merely have a relative 

and not absolute value, because of the situational contingency to which 

they are exposed. * Before Dom Alonse recognized Dom Juan, his brother 

was as absolute as he in his determination to apply the rigid aristocratic 

code to the case of Dom Juan: he could not have envisaged any possible

circumstance which would change his mind. (11. 1066 ff.) The debate 

which ensues between the brothers is the conflict between the unflinching 

and absolute nature of Alonse’s conception of the aristocratic code (circum

stances such as one’s enemy saving one’s life do not change the eternal 

obligation of avenging one’s honour; as honour is infinitely more precious 

than life, it follows that we owe nothing to an enemy who has saved a life 

which he has deprived of all honour) (11. 1126 ff), and the willingness 

of Dom Carlos to take Dom Juan’s bravery into account and modify the 

immediate demands of honour. (51) In the same opuscule from which



I have just quoted, Le Vayer illustrates the kind of morally ambiguous 

situations where it is impossible to apply a strict rule elaborated in 

advance. After having stated the traditional moral doctrine of the 

scholastics and Aristotle, which decrees the separate and distinct 

natures of vice and vertu, he advances cases where it is somewhat more 

difficult to distinguish between them. As ’une autre difficulte' de 

Morale’ he evokes the moral dilemma which underlies the scene in Moliere's 

play, namely,

'si une injure poste'rieure peut tellement effacer le bien-fait 
precedent, que nous en demeurions quittes sans tomber dans 1'Ingratitude.'

(52)

Like Dora Carlos, he is inclined to attribute a lower degree of moral 

value to an action based solely on expediency rather than on gratitude 

for the original service:

'... vu que l'obligation est la plus ancienne, il y faut satisfaire, 
et puis on avisera au reste.’ (53)

This is in fact the compromise which Dom Carlos chooses: he will

show his gratitude to the Dom by delaying his pursuit of vengeance, but 

will nonetheless carry out his duty ardently: he tells Dom Alonse that

regarding his recent benefactor and ancient enemy

'... je lui ai une obligation dont il fait que je m ’acquitte avant 
toute chose. (11. 1167-8) ... la reconnaissance de 1’obligation n ’efface 
point en moi le ressentiment de 1’injure;’ (11. 1135-7)

In Le Vayer's dialectic on moral paradoxes, as well as in Moliere's 

dramatization of the practical difficulties to which they give rise, the 

absolute approach of Dom Alonse is to be avoided in all such situations 

(cf. 11. 1126-33), as he estimates whether the ’bienfait’ is greater or 

not than the loss of honour occasioned by its author. Dom Carlos, on 

the other hand, eschews such attempts to weigh and compare the 

respective moral values of actions and pleads above all for

’... une valeur qui n ’ait rien de farouche, et qui se porte aux 
choses par une pure deliberation de notre raison, et non point par le 
mouvement d’une aveugle colere.’ (11. 1163-6)



So too does Le Vayer, in terms reminiscent of those used by Moliere's 

character:

rC’est etre ingrat et injuste tout ensemble, de vouloir user des 
compensations en des choses qui ne sont pas de meme poids, et dont I’une 
doit toujours prevaloir sur 1'autre, si nous ne donnons beaucoup plus a la 
passion qu’a ce que nous prescrit le droit usage de la raison.’ (54)

Dom Carlos makes a ’right use of reason’ in this scene which 

would certainly be acceptable to the Sceptic. Unlike his brother, he 

has not prejudged Dom Juan’s moral character, and events confirm that no 

one, not even the libertin, is totally incapable of performing a good 

action. The juxtaposition of the Dom's heroism with his cynical 

temptation of the Pauvre is an extreme paradox which only serves to 

illustrate and confirm Le Vayer's conviction in his opuscule De 1’Ingratitude, 

with which this scene has so much in common:

'... le divorce du vice et de la vertu n ’est pas si formel, que 1’un 
et l’autre ne se puissent jamais rencontrer dans un meme sujet.’ (55)

In these two central scenes, that of the Pauvre and the encounter 

with Elvire’s brothers, Dom Juan does not appear in a comic light; in each 

scene he is exempt from comic contradictions within the universe of the 

play as Moliere uses him to demonstrate firstly the strong objections to 

a belief in a controlling Providence operative in human affairs, and 

secondly, the indefinable nature of the libertin-hero which can elude 

facile attempts to situate it in a precise moral category. But in scene 

5 of this Act Dom Juan and Sganarelle only are on stage - an indication 

that the Dom's attitude will once more be put into an ironic perspective 

by his valet. As they find themselves in front of the tombstone of the 

Commandeur whom the Dom has killed, the statue lowers its head. The naive 

valet is nevertheless sufficiently open-minded to admit that he does see 

the Commandeur move. It is only the stubborn preconception of the 

libertin, that he will not and therefore cannot permit the supernatural 

to have an objective existence, which makes him persist in denying the 

valet's observation. Above all, he is intent on keeping up the myth



of his own superiority over the rest of humanity in SganarelleTs eyes (56). 

He is comic here because although he is convinced that he is superior to 

everybody, yet he cannot (because he will not) see what even the meanest 

creature can see plainly. He whose boast is that he lives by his senses 

will not accept the irrefutable evidence which they offer to him!

In the following scene, Sganarelle repeatedly stresses to Dom Juan 

the manifestation of the supernatural ’... que nous avons vu des yeux 

que voila’. (11. 1283-4) The comic aspect of Dom Juan refusing to assent 

to such a physical sign of the reality of the supernatural is now 

strengthened by his reaction to Sganarelle’s renewed warning about divine 

retribution. His threat to the valet is certainly the most violent and

terse which he has yet uttered.'

/

TEcoute: Si tu m f importunes davantage de tes sottes moralites,
si tu me dis encore le moindre mot la-dessus, je vais appeler quelqu’un, 
demander un nerf de boeuf, te faire tenir par trois ou quatre, et te 
rouer de mille coups. M ’entends-tu bien? '(11. 1288-92)

Once more the self-assured free-thinker can only have recourse to 

physical threats as he seeks to keep up his image in front of Sganarelle 

- and once more Sganarelle eludes adroitly his attempt to dominate him 

completely by a quiproquo which barely conceals its irony under its 

compliance:

'Fort bien, Monsieur, le mieux du monde. Vous vous expliquez 
clairement; e'est ce qu’il y a de bon en vous, que vous ne m ’allez 
point chercher des tours; vous dites les choses avec une nettete 
admirable.’ (11. 1293-96)

Dom Juan can only momentarily re-establish his former superiority in 

scene 3, where he makes the most elementary use of polite appearances to 

conceal his impecunious state from M. Dimanche. Nevertheless his 

tour-de-force in making his bourgeois creditor wish to be his debtor 

for the obsequious way he has received him, does elicit our admiration.

But the juxtaposition of the confident Dom Juan in this scene, and the 

reflective and disconcerted libertin of scene 1, underlines the brittle 

nature of his superiority, which now depends less on his ability to explain



away the existence of the supernatural than on his mere cleverness in 

profiting from his aristocratic supremacy in order to dominate others.

Even this superior attribute is about to be removed from him in 

principle if not in practice as his father, Dom Louis, arrives to denounce 

and disown him. (Sc. 4) This scene corresponds to the traditional scene 

in Dorimond and Villiers between Dom Alvaros and the hero in Act I. 

Nevertheless,there is a critical difference both in content and treatment 

of the confrontation of father and son in Moliere’s version. In the two 

French plays, the scene is composed of the father’s conventional moralizing 

and Dom Juan’s filial recalcitrance, whereas in Moliere’s play this is 

reduced to an extended speech by the father on the nature of the difference 

between true and false nobility.

It is clear throughout the play that the Dom’s actions are largely 

motivated by an overwhelming sense of personal superiority over others, 

which he believes is conferred on him by his aristocratic caste. The 

theme of this scene has been curiously prefigured in Act I, Sc. 1: Gusman,

Elvire’s servant, retains the traditional idea about nobility when he says 

of Dom Juan’s infidelity

’Un homme de sa qualite' ferait une action si lache?’

Sganarelle’s reply is worthy of note:

’Eh! oui, sa qualite! La raison en est belle, et c’est par la
qu’il s 'empecherait des choses!’ (11. 37-9)

The valet is here drawing attention to the paradoxical position of 

t l̂e libertin which the latter exploits to the full: taking the social

benefits belonging to nobility (prestige, esteem, etc.), his libertinage

provokes him to contradict flagrantly the moral code which Dom Louis 

ascribes to it. In his lengthy speech on true and false nobility, Dom 

Louis stresses three basic points: it is not sufficient for a nobleman

to lay claim to aristocratic origins and title if he has no vertu to 

accompany them (11. 1448-55); we have a right to share in the noblesse
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of our ancestors only if we accept the obligation incumbent upon us 

to imitate their vertu; (11. 1455-62); judged by this criterion, Dom 

Juan falls lamentably short of the requisite behaviour and has no right 

whatever to call himself a nobleman. (11. 1462-73)

Once again Moliere appears to draxtf on ideas similar to those of 

La Mothe Le Vayer for this scene and its underlying thought. In a 

letter entitled Des Gentilshommes (1660)he underlines Dom Louis’ central 

preoccupation: any fault or merit is independent of one’s social status

and is one’s personal responsibility:

’... les belles actions de nos predecesseurs ne servent gueres 
a notre gloire si nous n ’y cooperons ...’ (57)

And Dom Louis dwells pointedly on the same truth when he asks his son

’... qu’avez-vous fait dans le monde pour etre gentilhomme?
... nous n ’avons part a la gloire de nos ancetres qu’autant que nous nous 
efforcons de leur ressembler;’ (11. 1451-2, 11. 1455-7)

But often, continues Le Vayer, the noble actions of one’s forefathers 

only throw into sharp relief the mediocrity of their successors:

’... mais il n ’arrive pas toujours, que ceux qui ont cette puissante 
recommendation du sang, possedent le merite personnel absolument requis 
pour se la conserver. Souvent au contraire l’on remarque qu’ils en sont 
tellement depourvus, que les vertus de leurs ancetres ne servent q u’a 
mieux faire reconnaitre les defauts qu’ils ont, et combien ils sont 
dissemblables a ceux, dont ils se contentent de porter les armes et le nom. ..

(58)

Similarly Dom Louis tells his son that the glory and honour of his 

ancestors only serve to illuminate the infamous nature of his actions 

(11. 1465-7). Both Le Vayer and Dom Louis agree that the only sure 

foundation for true nobility is to be found in virtuous conduct on the 

part of those at present bearing a title of nobility. (59)

The common idea of noblesse oblige might seem to be a banal 

coincidence in thought between Moliere and Le Vayer. That might well be 

the case, were not the same sceptical conclusion from this idea common 

to both, making mere coincidence highly improbable. In his opuscule,

Le Vayer asks a question which relates pertinently to this scene in
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Moliere’s play: how does one explain the fact that a renowned hero may

engender an infamous son? He answers by placing this problem in the wider 

context of natural development and also uses it to illustrate one of his 

perennial theses. Such a tendency towards irrational degeneration in

the species is by 110 means uncommon in nature:

’Comme les meilleures viandes et les plus estimees, font les 
excrements qui ont le plus d’infection et de puanteur; les personnes les plus 
hero'iques engendrent les plus vicieux et les plus meprisables de leur 
siecle.’ (60)

To the Sceptic, such an apparent aberration forms an intrinsic 

part of the unpredictable and irrational processes of nature, as well as 

a salutary corrective to m a n’s presumption in trying to interfere with 

natural lav/s. Dom Louis has likewise ardently attempted to mould nature 

into his own pattern: he has importuned heaven to give him an heroic

son who would be the pride of his life, and he laments the result:

’Helas! que nous savons peu ce que nous faisons quand nous ne 
laissons pas au Ciel le soin des choses qu'i.l nous donne, quand nous 
voulons etre plus avises que lui, et que nous venons a l’importuner par nos
souhaits aveugles et nos demandes inconsiderees.’ (11. 1433-7)

In so doing, he has inadvertently come close to that very hubris 

which impels Dom Juan to flout the laws of nature. J. Doolittle has 

commented on this point in a penetrating manner:

’He has presumed to tamper with the will of Heaven, to set himself, 
by means of the formal activity of prayer, above his human lot.’ (61)

It has been customary to regard Dom Louis as a serious character who 

expresses Moliere’s own opinion against Dom Juan’s misconduct. It has 

always seemed natural to identify ourselves and therefore Moliere against 

the filial ingratitude of Dom Juan - and from there it is but one step 

towards seeing the father as Moliere’s porte-parole. Yet it seems to me 

that Moliere has insinuated an implicit level of irony into Dom Louis’ 

speech which deprives him of the noble Cornelian status which G. Michaut 

assigned to him. (62) L. Gossman however has noted that although Dom 

Louis equates natural virtue with nobility (towards the end of his
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peroration he says that he would prefer the son of a porter whose conduct 

was honnete to the infamous son of a monarch) - he does not nevertheless 

advance a moral code based on nature but rather 'a conventional social 

code designed to maintain the superiority of some members of society to 

other members of society'. (63) He lays down, in other words, standard

signs by which a noble man may be known and therefore estimated (imitation

of the 'gloire' of one's ancestors, etc.) all of which tend to elevate 

nobility by according to its members the special prerogative and 

obligation of being virtuous. One will always be able to distinguish 

a virtuous noble from a virtuous roturier by reason of the peculiar 

and ancestral eclat which underlines his excellence.

Moliere was, like his friend La Mothe Le Vayer, too independent a 

thinker not to grasp the intrinsic absurdity of such reasoning which is 

certainly implicit in the attempt of Dom Louis to justify the separate 

social identity of the aristocratic class. Besides, his theatre is too 

full of satire against those who desire either to rise above their social 

station or to convince others of the intrinsic advantages of nobility for 

him not to assent to Le Vayer's opinion in Des Gentilhommes that there is 

no such thing as the existence of nobility, because

'... ne sommes-nous pas tous sortis d'un meme principe? Y a-t-il
vilain qui n'ait son extraction de quelque Patriarche? Ou Prince qui ne
vienne d'un Planteur de Vigne?' (64)

It is Dom Juan who provides the raison d'etre of this scene, as he

provokes this speech on the nature of nobility from his father. He is

therefore the agent used by Moliere for the discreet exposure of archaic 

conventions to which even an essentially sympathetic character like 

Dom Louis clings, and thus remains true to his function in the play as a 

catalyst of truth and falsehood, appearances and reality.

From the end of Act IV onwards, the importance of the supernatural 

elements of the play is much more evident than hitherto: the first appearance

of the Commander's statue at supper (Act IV, Sc. 8) follows closely on the
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warnings of imminent retribution given by Dom Louis and Elvire in scenes 

5 and 6. The reality of divine retribution becomes increasingly inevitable 

as the Dom appears more and more successful in inverting and perverting 

the basic human values of filial affection and fidelity; there is only 

one more step for him to take before he divests himself completely of 

every human attribute and he crosses this when he feigns religious conversion 

to his father, in Act V, Sc. 1. This paradox in his own behaviour is 

brought about not merely for sacriligious and libertine reasons, but rather 

because he knows that it corresponds to an objective inversion of moral 

values which has taken place in the world at large:

’... l’hypocrisie est un vice privilegie, qui, de sa main, ferme 
la bouche a tout le monde, et jouit en repos d’une impunite souveraine.’

(11. 1716-18)

These lines crystallize the most extreme confusion of truth and 

falsehood within the character and the play; in fact they go beyond mere 

confusion and point to the more permanent paradox of the fusion of truth 

and error which is symbolized by the esteem and deference shown to 

hypocrisy by those who are at the same time aware that it is grounded in 

inauthenticity and falsehood. Formerly, whilst Dom Juan had been able 

to invest untruth with the appearances of truth, he had only been able to 

do it long enough to deceive Elvire, the paysannes and even Sganarelle for 

a time: he could not do it permanently, because such a situation would

automatically have meant the defeat of the forces of morality and good 

within the play, and the virtual end of the drama. But at this point of 

the play, no such conflict of good and evil is possible according to the 

words of Dom Juan, because society at its worst is composed of hypocrites 

and scheming rogues, and at best, of those who acquiesce tacitly in the 

deceptions practised by the numerous Dom Juans in their midst, as well as 

of those who, like Dom Louis and Elvire and her brothers, penetrate the 

mask of deception but cannot ensure that its wearer is brought to justice.

It is as though Dom Juan’s specious inversion of values had been suddenly and



totally extended to embrace and transform everyone, and all the moral 

values of society, neutralizing the forces of good: La Rochefoucauld

might have summed up such a situation by saying that ’le monde n ’est 

compose que de mines.1 (65) But although everyone has suffered a morally 

adverse effect from their encounter with Dom Juan, forcing them to 

contradict in some degree the moral codes by which they profess to live, 

such a conclusion would be in direct contradiction with the dramatic 

situation of the play. Dom Juan has not, at this point, triumphed, 

he has just been denounced by Dom Louis, by Elvire, and is still being 

pursued by Dom Carlos and Dom Alonse. If human retributive justice fails, 

there is still the certainty of a dramatic conflict between the divine 

representative of goodness and truth, the statue, and Dom Juan, the 

hypocrite. If the suspension of the human drama has been implied so 

strongly by the dramatist in Dom Juan’s speech and behaviour here, this in 

turn implies that he was himself brought to the place where he saw no real 

opposition to evil and falsehood, and was possessed by a vision more 

terrible than the social observation of La Rochefoucauld, to the effect 

that no divine or human constraint could be imposed on his libertin.

Moliere has thus permitted Dom Juan to push his deception to its 

farthest limit,(religious hypocrisy) and the libertin, like his 

predecessor Tartuffe, knows the impunity such hypocrisy affords him from 

human retribution. He illustrates this superiority which hypocrisy affords 

him as he takes refuge in casuistry in front of Dom Carlos (scene 3).

The supreme paradox of Dom Juan must therefore call forth a denouement 

responsible for a still greater paradox - namely, that of the defeat of 

the libertin, who cannot be defeated from within the universe of the play. 

The supernatural denouement implies the recognition by Moliere of the Dom’s 

invincibility (or rather the invincibility of his subterfuge), and is 

thus necessarily and logically motivated by the evolution of Dom Juan’s 

character. This is confirmed by a comparison between Moliere’s denouement
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and those of Dorimond and Villiers; whereas in these versions the 

denouement retains its traditional character of a spectacular set piece 

which the audience has come to expect as of right, and which is superimposed 

without due regard for the evolution of the hero (so much so that one has 

the impression that the plays have largely been conceived as a corollary to 

the denouement) , Moliere reverses this conception and the denouement becomes 

both the only possible ending to the play and, in the vision of the 

playwright, at least the symbol of the re~affirmation of justice over 

falsehood if not of his actual belief in such a possibility. (66)

The fact that in Moliere!s play the evolution of the hero and the 

conception of the denouement are essentially independent of the legend 

(although the general structure is loosely retained), means that Moliere*s 

condemnation of his libertin is based upon something other than a desire 

to emulate the traditional ending. That he does finally condemn and 

disapprove of the Dom’s impenitent attitude has never been seriously 

doubted, except by critics so blinded by prejudice as the Sieur de

Rochemont. It is equally clear that Moliere does not condemn him for

the sake of expediency, in an attempt to dispel some of the doubt that 

might have subsisted as to his orthodoxy after Tartuffe - had this been 

his central aim, he could surely have succeeded in doing it in such an

unequivocal way that would have been understood by devots and honnetes gens

alike. Henri Gouhier seems to have suggested an answer to this question 

when he writes that

’La deshumanisation du personnage s’accroit ... a mesure que l’on 
approche du souper.’ (67)

Moliere takes care to alienate the libertin progressively from the 

ties and responsibilities which bind him to his fellow-men: he has nothing

but scorn for those in distress, like the Pauvre; he does not pay his 

debts to his social inferiors; he seduces and marries as he pleases; he 

abandons Elvire whom he has abducted from a convent; he rejects the



natural bonds of filial affection; he puts religion to his own perverse 

ends. If he sets himself above the values by which his fellow human 

beings live, he seeks in his Promethean independence to reject their God 

in order to take his place himself. (68) His refusal to admit God’s 

existence (thereby admitting the existence of someone greater than himself) 

is a transposition onto the plane of myth of his refusal to consider his 

fellows as anything other than instruments to do his pleasure. By 

intensifying and magnifying the moral flaw of the libertin in such a way, 

Moliere has made his final attitude towards Dom Juan perfectly clear.

To quote once more from Gouhier’s excellent article:

’Le Commandeur a done attendu que Don Juan soit Tartuffe pour le 
foudroyer: le Ciel punit ceux qui se moquent de lui. Mais Don Juan
se moque du Ciel pour se moquer des hommes ... Or la deshumanisation de Don 
Juan pose justement la question d'une religion de Moliere fondee~sur 1’accord 
de la Nature et du christianisme ...’ (69)

Gouhier’s conclusion to his article is that in punishing Dom Juan, 

Moliere was probably in agreement with Christian humanism rather than with 

the secular humanism divorced from Christianity. But whilst it is true 

that the Christian humanist’s code of behaviour will certainly include man’s 

humanity to man, he also shares this belief with the free-thinlcing humanist, 

in spite of the spiritual inspiration of the former’s belief, and the purely 

human origin of the latter’s. The Sceptic Le Vayer belongs completely 

in spirit if not in profession to the second of these groups, and it is 

interesting, in view of the deep similarities between his thought and that 

of Moliere’s play, to note the importance which he attaches to man’s 

avoidance of ingratitude to his fellows. In De 1’Ingratitude, from which 

I have quoted above, he writes that

’... l’homme est un animal merveilleusement enclin a 1’ingratitude, 
puisque les memes choses qui l’obligent le plus a la reconnaissance, operent 
si diversement sur son esprit, et font des effets si contraires.’

This is all the more surprising, says the Sceptic, since gratitude 

is the one quality so deeply ingrained in humanity that all the diverse 

systems of ethics have agreed that it is fundamental to the preservation
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of the human race and of society. He evokes the examples of people like 

Dom Juan who fly defiantly in the face of this categorical imperative 

of humanity:

’comme si tout le genre humain leur devait quelque homage, et 
qu’ils ne fussent obliges a rien.’

Such behaviour is condemned by all natural laws, and is, to the 

libertin Le Vayer, certainly the greatest sin against humanity and 

religion. In Dom Juan Moliere exemplifies that ingratitude to humanity 

which is the cardinal sin to the libertin erudit, by making it so heinous 

that only a supernatural intervention can provide an adequate retribution. 

Le Vayer adopts precisely the same mythical form of condemnation for it 

as Moliere has done in his play:

’Mais lorsqu’on afflige sciemment ses Bien-faiteurs, qu’on ruine 
comme le lierre ce qui a servi d’appui, et qu’on fait perir ceux a qui 
l’on est redevable de sa conservation, c’est a 1’heure qu’on encourt la 
malediction divine ...’ (70)

No condemnation is too excessive for those like Dom Juan who, by 

their wilful refusal to carry out their most basic obligations to their 

fellows, weaken the fabric of human society and fly in the face of all 

human and divine imperatives to duty. Moliere thus fuses harmoniously 

humanist standards which ought to govern man’s actions with the requirement 

of a supernatural denouement demanded by the legend, and so accords it 

both a highly literal and a mythical significance.

In conclusion, it would seem to me that Dom Juan is a much less 

impious play than it has frequently been considered to be. Written in 

the fierce polemics surrounding Tartuffe, it has owed its impious 

reputation as much to the controversial circumstances of that play as to 

the sceptical aura of the legendary figure of Don Juan. Yet the view of 

W.G. Moore, on the other hand, to the effect that there is nothing in the 

conclusion of the play to show that Moliere did not agree with Pascal 

in his condemnation of the libertin is arguable, if in my view an 

overstatement. (71) Moliere’s last word on his subject would appear to
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be at once more ambiguous and nuanced than either of these views.

Nuanced and ambiguous, because the real hero of the play is 

Sganarelle and not after all Dom Juan, in spite of contrary appearances.

It may well be said, as the 17th Century critics did in fact say, that the 

opinions of the valet are equally if not more subversive from a religious

point of view than those of his master - but this does not take into

account the comic principle which underlies and shapes the attitude of 

the protagonists. All the burlesque and extravagant postures of 

Sganarelle are only of importance to the extent that they elicit or provoke 

some kind of response from Dom Juan. Their raison d'etre is, therefore, 

dramatic before it is moral. Sganarelle provides Moliere with a means 

of acquiring distance from the libertin, in a way that would make 

identification with what he says and does totally impossible. How could 

the author of the defiant postures which Dom Juan strikes, accept them 

seriously, and without reservation, when they are inevitably satirized 

almost simultaneously by the unassailable irony of Sganarelle?

Even though he may conceivably have assented mentally to some of his

opinions, how could he ever divorce them from the caustic corrective 

supplied instantaneously by the comic vision? The converse is also true - 

if he is detached sufficiently from his libertin to view him in Sganarelle's 

ironic perspective, he is also sufficiently detached from the valet to see 

him as a character playing a part in a comedy assigned to him by his 

creator. And as the creator of the play, he sees the individual comedies 

which they play consciously or unconsciously, as well as the comedy of their 

mutual relationship. In his creative detachment he perceives the manifest 

inability of the Dom to disprove or to refute definitively the existence 

of the supernatural: his every reaction to its intimidations betokens a

man who would like to dogmatize about it, and who does indeed in a certain 

limited way, but who lacks that ultimate rational proof to secure his 

assumption and his existence as a libertin. Sganarelle also seeks to
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ground his existence rationally, attempting to prove the immortality of 

the soul and the existence of God. The folie of the first issues in

inhumanity and he comes to grief. The folie of the second issues in

extreme humanity in all its ignorance of metaphysical matters, and survives. 

He does survive because the comic vision springs from the refusal to accept 

one’s strictly finite and creaturely nature and emphasizes man’s need to 

disabuse himself about the limitations of humanity.

’U  nous faut abestir pour nous assagir’ write Montaigne in his 

Apologie; the survival of the fool and the destruction of the wise man is 

not only a theatrically spectacular endorsement of his maxim, but also an 

extremely searching comment upon the significance and resilience of the 

comic vision. (72)
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C H A P T E R  5 

LE MISANTHROPE

(1)

A. Adam has rightly written that if Le Misanthrope is to be classed

without doubt among Moliere’s masterpieces, it is nonetheless

’l’une de ses creations les plus mysterieuses, la plus mysterieuse 
sans doute'. (1)

Its mysteriousness is reflected in the variety of interpretations 

to which it has given rise in the last forty years; it has been regarded 

as the apex of the philosophy of the juste-milieu which Moliere preached 

continuously throughout his plays; (2) as a means of coming to terms 

with his private misfortunes and his own temperamental incompatibilities; (3) 

as ’un des chefs d ’oeuvre de la litterature personnelle;’ (4) as being a 

reflection of his own emotions, yet not strictly autobiographical; (5) as 

essentially a satire of contemporary social customs and fashions; (6) 

as a critique of aristocratic and courtly values; (7) and in recent criticism 

as a play to be studied according to its own internal principles, without 

recourse to external information. (8)

The source of much of the play’s traditional difficulty - both for those 

critics who believe in a literary approach to the play and for those whose 

approach is that of the new criticism - lies chiefly in Moliere’s attitude 

to his principal protagonist. All, or nearly all, of the problems 

confronting any interpretation of the play are subordinate to, and 

clarified by, one fundamental question: namely, that of whether Moliere

intended Alceste to be either tragic, or comic, or both alternately. (9)

The most important contemporary document on the play, Donneau de Vise’s 

Lettre ecrite sur la Comedie du Misanthrope , which appeared with the 

first edition of the play in 1667, is fairly ambiguous in this respect:

’le heros en est le plaisant sans etre trop ridicule’. (10)



If modern critics have rejected as equally extreme Rousseau’s view 

that the play represented ’le ridicule de la vertu’ and the Romantic 

notion of Alceste as sombre and sad, they have nonetheless continued to 

emphasize the serious aspect of his character. (11) R. Kemp, writing in 

Le Monde, 1958, probably expresses the most characteristic attitude of the 

20th Century towards Alceste:

’Alceste a pu etre comique, mais le monde s’est beaucoup attriste" 
depuis deux siecles trois quarts.’ (12)

Besides the difference in outlook to which R. Kemp alludes, such an 

attitude towards Alceste stems chiefly from the traditional and therefore 

hallowed view of Le Misanthrope as the play in which Moliere reveals most 

directly his more sombre view of life. It is true that the autobiographical 

approach to the play has a veritable plethora of information here. The 

play was written at a time when Moliere was beset by troubles on every hand; 

during the period 1664-66 he was engaged in a lawsuit, his son died in 1664, 

his health began to deteriorate, and Armande’s infidelity probably dates 

from these years. (13) In particular, three texts, one of which is 

contemporary, and one written some sixteen years after the composition of the 

play, can be quoted to support the autobiographical position. The first 

is Le Boulanger de Chalussay’s satire of Moliere, Elomire Hypocondre (1670) 

where the author writes in his Preface:

’il y a long-temps q u’il (Moliere) a dit en particulier et en public, 
qu’il s’alloit jouer luy-mesme, ...’ (14)

The second reference occurs in the 1682 edition of Moliere’s works, 

edited by La Grange: in the Preface he says that Moliere

’... a joue' tout le monde, puisqu’il s’y est joue' le premier en 
plusieurs endroits sur des affaires de sa famille et qui regardoient ce 
qui se passoit dans son domestique.’ (15)

The third text, that of Grimarest writing in 1705, relates the origin 

of Le Misanthrope to the quarrel of Tartuffe:



’Les Hypocrites avaient ete tellement irrites par Le Tartufe, que 
l’on fit courir dans Paris un livre terrible, que l’on mettait sur le 
compte de Moliere pour le perdre. C’est a cette occasion qu’il mit dans 
Le Misanthrope les vers suivants1

(He then quotes lines 1500--1507 of the play, where Alceste makes mention 

of ’un livre abominable’ which has been maliciously attributed to him. (16))

But in spite of the apparently cogent reasons for adopting an 

autobiographical approach to the play, I believe that such a method can 

only succeed in falsifying the true meaning, because it is not the 

correct criterion to apply to drama. Using it, one risks interpreting 

as tragic something which in a given dramatic context may be inexpressibly 

comic, although when viewed through the optic of personal confession or 

autobiography appears deeply moving, or even tragic. This is not to 

suggest that biographical details are without value regarding an 

interpretation of the play. On the contrary, providing they are 

subordinated to the play’s dramatic principle, they may well serve to 

confirm the interpretation which it suggests of the author’s vision of life. 

In any work of literature, where the biographical and aesthetic criteria 

overlap so closely, the author is at once intensely absorbed by his 

personal preoccupations and at the same time sufficiently detached from 

them to write about them. But this creative paradox is most clearly 

underlined by the nature of drama itself. Louis Jouvet has expressed this 

in the following terms:

’Une piece, une piece veritable, n ’est rien d’autre d ’abord qu’une 
necessite interne pour celui qui 1’ecrit, une imperieuse delivrance pour 
celui qui est soudain hante par une idee ou un sentiment dramatique.’ (17)

As the author of the play, Moliere experiences both the inner necessity 

and the deliverance from this necessity, to use Jouvet’s terms, in the 

contradictory characters of the irascible Alceste and the phlegmatic 

Philinte. As their creator, he shares their opinions not only on an 

intellectual level, but also on an emotional level. There is an abundance 

of evidence to show that Moliere was a melancholy hypocondriacal and
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and jealous man - the extraordinarily well-informed De Chalussay makes 

Elomire refer to his ’ trop jalouse humeur1, and Grimarest gives ample 

confirmation of the serious characteristics of his nature. (18) But 

it is an equally objective fact that as a comic playwright he had sufficient 

detachment from himself and life to deliver himself from the morbid 

introspection to which he was prone. He is at once Alceste who feels 

the need to speak against the injustice and the abuses of society, and 

Philinte who sees his friend with the detachment of the audience. (19)

The dramatization of these conflicting natural tendencies must not be 

confused with the literal expression of such tendencies in real life; 

indeed, it is necessary to know nothing at all about them to appreciate 

the play. But the fact that the author shares the personal 

characteristics of Alceste and Philinte to such an extent, gives the play 

the profoundly human resonance which accounts for its position as a 

universally recognized masterpiece.

In the fullest sense therefore, it is his own views which each of 

his comic protagonists embodies, by virtue of the fact that he, as their 

creator, endows them with his own life and thought in poetic expression.

/

^  L’Ecole des Maris, a play which can justly be termed a microcosm of 

Le Misanthrope, R. Fernandez writes:

f0n sent, entre Moliere et Sganarelle, des affinites re'elles, 
quoique deguisees ... il vivra de la vie de Moliere, de ses muscles, de 
son sang, de son elan ... (Moliere) s’abandonnera a l’exquise et funeste 
paresse d’etre absolument tout ce qu’il veut etre, tout en sachant qu’il 
n ’est rien de ce qu’il veut etre. Sans doute Moliere n ’est pas 
Sganarelle, mais dans le sang de Sganarelle passe beaucoup du sang de 
Moliere. II me semble que qui ne comprend cet abandon de soi sous 
le couvert d’une sagesse concertee ne comprend pas tout Moliere, ni tout 
le sens ni toute la force de son comique ... (la piece) ... representait 
surtout pour lui une expression de soi dans une vision absolue ou ses 
tendances incompatibles se composaient dans 1’harmonie comique.’ (20)

Such poetic truth however is not, as W.G. Moore and R. Bray have so 

rightly stressed, the truth of everyday life and conduct,and because of this 

dichotomy, the question of the ideas which the author of Le Misanthrope 

did accept in reality seems to me to have no essential value, no definitive



answer being possible. It is not therefore my concern here to try, as 

R. Jasinski has done, to codify his presumed teaching in Le Misanthrope. 

Rather I wisn to show how the dramatic principle underlying the play and 

the contradictory characters of Alceste and Philinte (whose ideas are sim

ultaneously shared, and not shared by their creator) finally identifies 

itself with the sceptical principle on which Le Vayer’s philosophy is 

based. Consequently, the main contention of this chapter will be that 

Le Misanthrope is neither a tragedy, nor a sombre drama, but the most 

profoundly and constantly comic of all Moliere’s plays because of the 

sceptical vision which conceives and sustains it. In the play in which 

Fernandez saw the virtual disappearance of the comic principle, I see its 

triumphant re-emergence as the principle behind the philosophy of Moliere’s 

comedy - scepticism. (21)

(2)

R. Jasinski has shown the importance of Le Vayer’s Prose Chagrine 

(1661) as a literary source of Le Misanthrope; (22) but the weakness 

of his attribution of Le Vayer’s philosophy to Moliere seems to me to lie 

precisely in this literary approach, which tends to overlook the fundamental 

fact that Le Misanthrope is first and foremost a drama, even before it 

becomes literature. The importance of the play does not therefore lie in 

textual similarities which it may offer with the philosopher’s works 

(Moliere could very well have used Le Vayer’s sceptical treatises purely 

as sources for his comic situations and ideas, without in any way sharing 

the same sceptical vision as his friend), but rather in the sceptical 

inspiration which animates the dramatic dialogue between Alceste and 

Philinte. The views which Moliere shares alternately aid simultaneously 

with his characters, because of the ’double vision’ which he possesses as 

the dramatist, are also an integral part of Le Vayer’s scepticism. The 

first of these views which forms part of this ’double vision’ of the play- 

wright is that of Alceste, and it issues in a s t e m  condemnation of
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contemporary society:

'J'entre en une humeur noire, en un chagrin profond,
Quand je vois vivre entre eux les hommes comme ils font;
Je ne trouve partout que lache flatterie,
Qu’injustice, interet, trahison, fourberie;
Je n Ty puis plus tenir, j'enrage, et mon dessein
Est de rompre en visiere a tout le genre humain.1 (Act I, Sc. 1,

11. 91-6)

This ’misanthropic* theory of Alceste is confirmed by society’s 

incomprehensible deference to someone who is commonly acknowledged as 

morally devious in his ways:

’Nommez-le fourbe, infame et scelerat maudit,
Tout le monde en convient, et nul n'y contredit.
Cependant sa grimace est partout bienvenue:
On 1’accueille, on lui rit, partout il s'insinue;
Et s’il est, par la brigue, un rang a disputer,
Sur le plus honnete homme on le voit l’emporter.* (11. 135-40)

In Prose Chagrine Le Vayer begins with the same total indictment of 

humanity which characterizes Alceste here. It is scandalous, he 

proclaims, that men of the utmost probity and honour are deprived of the 

social and public recognition which is their due; all domains of 

administration, particularly those of Justice and Finances, are thoroughly 

corrupt. (23) Such general condemnations of society form but one part of 

Le Vayer’s scepticism, in the same way that they form just a part of Moliere’s 

dramatic vision. In De la Vie Solitaire, Le Vayer provides a restatement 

of such grievances, which correspond in detail to those mentioned in 

Alceste’s tirades above:

'Mais quand je vins a examiner la vie des Courtisans, ou de ceux qui 
pensent composer ce qu’on nomme le grand monde, je ne pus m'empecher de 
conclure, que e'est celle de toutes, qui etait la plus capable de jetter un 
esprit clairvoyant et Philosophique dans une parfaite misanthropie, ou 
totale aversion du genre humain: parce qu'il n'y voit presque rien qui
ne choque sa raison, et ou souvent la folie, 1*injustice, ou quelque 
violente cabale ne l'emporte sur 1' integrite', sur le bon sens, et sur la 
plus haute Vertu'. (24)

It seems legitimate to assume that Moliere is using Alceste in a 

similar satirical intention to that of Le Vayer; but the play is not 

merely conceived as a satire, as Donneau de Vise supposed in his letter 

on the play, for the satire of Alceste is used by Moliere to point towards



the same sceptical ’conclusion’ on humanity as that of Le Vayer. (25) 

According to Alceste, iniquity and perversity have increased to the extent 

that the moral values of right and wrong have not merely been confused, but 

inverted: honour is no longer the prerogative of the virtuous man, but of

his enemy, tne man who wears the mask, of virtue. He thus expresses 

dramatically the same moral paradox which is central to scepticism, namely 

that

’Le vice et la vertu ne sont presque plus reconnaissables, et les 
cas de conscience ont quelquefois tellement sophistique le bien et le 
mal, qu’il est tres difficile de les d i s c e m e r . ’ (26)

This permanent state of moral ambiguity which Alceste has just 

discovered in society represents the last phase of the evolution of 

Moliere’s thought from Tartuffe and Dom Juan. In both these plays, such a 

paradoxical conversion of vice into its opposite, was undertaken by 

scheming hypocrites for their own ends. They nearly achieved such an 

inversion of moral values - Tartuffe within the localized milieu of a family, 

Dom Juan in the wider context of society. But such a situation was in 

each case averted by the intrusion of the deus ex machina, contravening the 

laws of the dramatic universe to secure a non-tragic denouement. In 

spite of the apparently inexorable extension of falsehood, the norms of 

justice and order (represented by the family, and the King) triumph and 

preserve themselves essentially from corruption. In Dom Juan, perversity 

still meets resistance from the forces of justice, but towards the end of 

the play (Act V, 11. 1716 ff) I drew attention to the temporary suspension 

of the moral conflict by the author, as through Dom Juan he proclaimed that 

hypocrisy had become the moral rule of society. In Le Misanthrope 

however it is no longer a religious hypocrite who announces the normality 

of such a situation, but Alceste who claims to stand against such corruption.

This is not to say, as did Rousseau, that Alceste is the representative 

of absolute virtue and integrity in the play. Whether he does or does not

remain true to his profession (a question which will be considered below)
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is not in this connection important. But it is of primary importance 

to note that his theory that perfect honesty and absolute integrity ought 

to reign supreme among men is morally irreproachable, and eventually 

rejected by the world in which he preaches it. He is, in the first 

instance, perfectly correct in his diagnosis of the ills of society; the 

basic premise of the play, which Philinte accepts as readily as Alceste, is 

that society is undermined by corruption and hypocrisy. (11. 145 ff.)

The fact that this state of things is posited as the accepted norm of the 

play, against which Alceste rebels, will help to answer the problem of 

whether or not he is tragic in his rebellion against society, typifying the 

Alceste which Macaulay saw as a

’Vertueux et noble esprit, qu’a douloureusement blesse' le spectacle 
de la perfidie et de la malveillance . ..’ (27)

The first view of Moliere’s ’double vision’ of things in the play, 

that is, that of Alceste aspiring to such absolute truth, justice, and 

sincerity, and stating to Philinte that he cannot find these values in 

society, could appear to be tragic if one were led to imagine that such 

virtues are to some extent desirable as well as attainable within the play. 

In such a perspective, failure on the part of the protagonist to reach what 

is judged to be the summum bonum within the universe of the play, will 

appear tragic when measured in terms of the knowledge that such a 

worthwhile objective ought to, and could have been, attained. But such a 

perspective is not that in which Le Misanthrope was conceived: from the

first Act, the play accepts the doubtless regrettable but nonetheless 

objective situation that corruption abounds and cannot be changed. In 

this perspective, and only within such a perspective, the position of 

Alceste is theoretically as comic as that of the other imaginaires who 

undertake vainly to revolt against the established order of things. 

Consequently, Alceste’s position as a comic character within the play is 

not essentially modified by the fact that he claims, unlike the other



imaginaires, to fight for the cause of virtue and honesty:

* The spectacle of man seeking, in despite of all the odds, to fulfil 
an ideal, to live up to his own best intentions, may be a deeply moving 
and ennobling one; but there comes a point at which the pity that we 
feel for the embattled idealist gives way to amusement at one who stead
fastly refuses to recognize the conditions of his all too human frailty. 
Tears turn to laughter as the tragic struggle ends in a rather grotesque 
effort to transcend the limits of mortality.' (28)

Moliere succeeds in placing Alceste in such a comic perspective, 

because although he shares Alceste’s satirical views on men and society,

(as does Le Vayer), he also shares simultaneously with Philinte the 

sceptical notion that no ultimate source of perfection or truth can be 

known to man, and that all those who, like Orgon and Dom Juan and 

Alceste, strive for absolute knowledge, power and justice, are profoundly 

comic in that they illustrate the greatest possible comic disconvenance — 

that of over-stepping the limits of the human condition. Le Vayer 

experiences continually the powerful urge for a more perfect and a more 

sincere world that Moliere shares with Alceste; yet like Philinte and the 

creator of Philinte, his scepticism detaches him sufficiently from such 

absolute aspirations to enable him to examine them with a degree of 

objectivity. Just as he is, in Prose Chagrine, aware of his 

dissatisfaction which stems from the absolute nature of his condemnation 

of society, so too he is also aware that much of this dissatisfaction 

comes not so much from lofty moral principles, as he is at first tempted to 

believe, as from purely individual and therefore relative considerations, 

such as his own temperament and humour which detract implicitly from his 

absolute indictment. Sometimes, he says, we take a perverse delight in 

seeing our obdurate temperament set us in total opposition to society:

' ... les degouts de la vie, dont je veux m*entretenir, ont leurs 
charmes aussi bien que les satisfactions qui leur sont opposees. La 
diversite' des esprits, que donne le temperament, fait que les uns 
trouvent leur joiedans ce qui cause l’affliction des autres; de sorte 
qu’il n ’y a pas moins de differentes sortes d fennuis et de plaisirs, qu’il 
y a diverses sortes d'inclinations et de raisonnements.f (29)



One s absolute demand for integrity and justice in society and among 

men, even if highly laudable in theory, is nevertheless for the Sceptic 

both the proof and the product of an individual temperament which makes 

the peison in question take a particular view of life, a view which is 

certainly not shared unanimously by others. Hence Le Vayer, from the 

first page of his opuscule, enjoys a double vision of himself which 

is closely related to that of Moliere in Le Misanthrope; on the one hand, 

he indulges in the pleasure of a violent diatribe against the ’slings and 

arrows of outrageous fortune1, whilst on the other never losing sight of 

the basic contradiction in this position, which scepticism leads him to

perceive. (30) It is no mere coincidence that Moliere, having placed

at the heart of his play the sceptical notion that absolute perfection is 

unobtainable by mortals, should take pains to show us the comedy of 

Alceste in terms similar to those used by his friend Le Vayer. In the 

first scene, the connection between Alceste’s misanthropic outlook and his 

temperament is unmistakably emphasized by the comic hero himself as he 

says to Philinte

’Mes yeux sont trop blesses, et la cour et la ville
Ne m Toffrent rien quTobjets a m ’echauffer la bile;
J Tentre en une humeur noire, en un chagrin profond,

Quand je vois vivre entre eux les hommes comme ils font;1 (11. 89-92)(31)

It is such humeur noire which occasions his intemperate outbursts 

against humanity, making him take a secret delectation in them. We need 

only remember some of his first words in the play to realize this; when 

Philinte tries to elicit from him the reason for his abrasive attitude^ 

he retorts petulantly

1Moi, je veux me facher, et ne veux point entendre’ (1. 5) (32)

He will not, he insists, visit his judges before the examination of his 

lawsuit, but will lose with sublime equanimity. If it is scarcely 

possible to believe that he is provoked to such an extremity by genuine 

moral indignation, there is no room for doubt in the spectator’s mind



about his motive in adopting such an attitude when he proclaims defiantly 

for all to hear:

’J’aurai le plaisir de perdre mon proces* (1. 196)

And he reiterates the same challenge to the justice of the day in more 

bombastic terms several lines later:

'Je voudrois, m 1 en coutat-il grand’chose,
Pour la beaute du fait avoir perdu ma cause.’ (11. 201-2)

Lut physiological disposition does not only account for the

contradiction between Alceste’s absolute theory and the contingent factors

from which such lofty theorizing proceeds: it also determines the dramatic

conflict in the first scene between Alceste and Philinte. The latter

draws attention to the different type of humour which rules his conduct:

'Ce chagrin philosophe est un peu trop sauvage,
Je ris des noirs acces ou je vous envisage,
Et crois voir en nous deux, sous memes soins nourris,
Ces deux freres que peint l’Ecole des Maris, (11. 97-100)
Je prends tout doucement les hommes comme ils sont,
J ’accoutume mon ame a souffrir ce qu’ils font;
Et je crois qu’a la cour, de meme qu’a la ville,
Mon flegme est philosophe autant que votre bile.’ (11. 163-6)

flegme helps him to put the temperamental rodomontades of

Alceste into the same perspective as that of Le Vayer and Moliere, that is,

of a comedy (see 11. 105-8, 11. 203-4) (33). Both protagonists are

predestined to act throughout the rest of the play in strict accordance

with their temperament. But why should Philinte’s flegme react in a

totally different way to Alceste’s bile when both are confronted with the same

spectacle of duplicity and insincerity? (Cf. 11. 173-8) Le Vayer once

again gives an invaluable commentary on this source of the dramatic conflict

in the play when he writes in Prose Chagrine that

’un estomac debauche" ne saurait faire son profit des meilleures 
viandes, qu’il corrompt au lieu de les toumer en bonne nourriture; 1’esprit 
chagrin agit de meme sur tous les eVenements de la vie, dont il augmente sa 
mauvaise humeur, ne se passant rien de si indifferent, ni meme de favorable, 
qui ne multiplie ses ennuis ... Tant 11 se trouve vrai que l’homme est la 
mesure de toutes choses, qui deviennent telles qu’il se les represente; et 
tant il est constant que nos biens et nos maux croissent ou multiplient selon 

notre constitution interieure, et selon que nous voulons les considerer.’ (34)



There is no difference, he continues, in the letters which go to 

make up a comedy or a tragedy. Our attitude towards the human condition 

is conditioned not by external reality, but depends on whether our 

temperament inclines us towards sceptical detachment or empassioned 

involvement. It is such sceptical detachment from the serious Alceste 

which Philinte shares with Moliere, which enables him to draw attention 

to the contradiction between the absolute theory which Alceste preaches 

and the course of action to which he will eventually be reduced by the 

contingency of human nature and reality. In my analysis of the play,

I wish to show the ways in which Moliere exploits this contradiction in 

his hero to keep him constantly comic, in spite of the apparently serious 

aspect of his character.

The sub-title of the play, 1’Atrabilaire amoureux, was included in the 

privilege taken for the play on 21st June, 1666, and although Moliere seems 

to have omitted this from the play’s title for reasons of convenience, it 

nevertheless gives the clearest indication of one way in which he renders 

Alceste comic. (35) In answer to Philinte’s ironic query, as to whether 

his universal condemnation of le genre humain should be taken to include 

everyone, Alceste issues his most trenchant denunciation of humanity’s 

failings. (11. 118-44) But Philinte, who obviously fulfils the role of 

provocateur in the first scene, points out that if Alceste desires 

truthfulness and sincerity among mortals, he has chosen to pay court to 

someone diametrically opposed to his own principles. (11. 205 ff.) He 

who has just told Philinte that

’l’ami du genre humain n ’est point du tout mon fait’ (1. 64) 

will soon make the same reproach to his coquette medisante ;

' ... tout l’univers est bien recu de vous’ (Act II, Sc. 1, 1. 496)

It is immediately evident that he is comic because he finds himself 

in such flagrant contradiction with the principles of conduct which he has 

just laid down for others; but he is still more comic when viewed within
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the sceptical framework of the play. Philinte draws attention to the fact 

that the most logical choice for him to make would have been either that of 

13. .sincere Eli ante (1. 215) or that of la prude Arsinoe (1. 216). In 

ElianL.e, he would have chosen someone with his own concern for truthfulness,

who will say later of him that

t -1 • /  • *

... la smcerite dont son ame se pique
A quelque cnose, en soi, de noble et d'herolque.
C est une vertu rare au siecle d 1aujourd*hui ,

Et je la voudrois voir partout, comme chez lui.’ (Act IV. Sc. 1,

ll! 1165-8)

And when Celimene, pressed by her suitors for her true opinion of them, 

turns for help to Eliante, the latter ripostes in terms which Alceste 

would not disavow:

fN ?allez point la-dessus me consulter ici;
Peut-etre y pourriez-vous etre mal adressee,

Et je suis pour les gens qui disent leur pensee.* (Act V, Sc. 3,

11. 1660-2)

In the acerbic Arsinoe he has likewise someone who is not only 

admirably suited to his contradictory humour and puritanical attitude 

towards society, but who is also favourably disposed towards him. By 

choosing either Eliante or Arsinoe'he would therefore be exempt from any 

contradiction between his avowed principles and his practice; in short, 

he would have remained true to the one principle by which he professes to 

live and by which he proclaims that others ought to live, that is, reason.

He has not followed such reason which he preaches as the one absolute 

guide to conduct, but has succumbed instead to his own individual 

inclination for the coquette:

fJe confesse mon foible, elle a l’art de me plaire’; (1. 230)

By contradicting himself, and his theory, he has fallen into a mode 

of behaviour at least as illogical as that which he has just criticized in 

Philinte, whom he castigated for bestowing profuse greetings on someone 

whom he scarcely knew. (11. 17-28)

Some commentators, notably Jasinski, have thought that Moliere was
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condemning Alceste for being unreasonable in his choice of Celimene:

’Alceste a tort d ’aimer une coquette ... elle (Celimene) ne lui 
convient pas. Elle n ’est pas la femme qu’il lui faut. Peut-etre 
sierait-il de chercher en amour un certain rapport d ’humeurs.’ (36)

But such a banal lesson of bon sens is certainly out of harmony with 

the basic leitmotiv of the play, which is precisely that of the vindication 

of individuality and diversity at the expense of theory arid reason. In 

affirming the irrational nature of man and of life in the misanthrope’s 

choice of a coquette,Moliere underlines that diversity in human actions 

which constantly belies reason and good sense, and which Le Vayer sees 

most fully exemplified in the friendships men contract; in one of his 

Homilies Academiques, he writes that

’... nous prenons plaisir souvent a rechercher la correspondance de 
certaines personnes d’inclinations assez contraires aux notres, ... en 
quoi on peut soutenir, que nous ne faisons qu’imiter la Nature, puisqu’en 
effet la contrariete des Elements n ’empeVne pas, q u’ils ne s’unissent pour 
composer ce beau Tout de l’Univers. La Terre comrne seche n ’aime rien 
tant que l’humidite^ de l’Eau, cette diversite, au lieu d ’y mettre la discorde, 
les portant a une jonction tres etroite ...’ (37)

Just as Le Vayer remarks on the irrational basis for human friendships, 

so too Alceste perceives the incongruity of his friendship with Celimene,

(11. 225 ff.); but unlike Le Vayer and Moliere, he does not see that such 

incongruity is nonetheless in perfect accord with the contradictory and 

relative nature of men, which results from the inability of reason to 

exercise infallible control over human judgment. (38) On the contrary, 

he still hopes fervently to change Celimene into someone who will be 

exempt from bes vices du temps’ (1. 234) against which he vituperates.

By so doing, he will eventually harmonize his choice of a beloved with his 

claim to see life through the eyes of reason. Moliere thus makes him 

supremely comic at this point for too closely related reasons; firstly, 

he is not at all blind to his own contradiction between his love for 

/ K
Celimene and his profession of absolute sincerity, but is confident that 

he will be able to resolve it satisfactorily (that is, by marrying a 

reformed Celimene and so obtaining both her hand and her conversion from



coquetry); and secondly, Moliere makes the point as clearly as Le Vayer, 

that in order to resolve this contradiction, Alceste will have to do away 

with that irreducible diversity of humour, temperament, and personality 

which go to form human beings. In his attempt to transform Celimene into 

his image of what she should be, he is engaging in the same unequal 

1gigantomachy' which has defeated previous imaginaires such as Arnolphe 

and Sganarelle. To be successful, he would have to change Celimene’s 

coquettish nature; but if he changed her nature, she would no longer 

have any power of attraction for him, for it is precisely to Celimene the

coquette medisante that he is attracted, in preference to Arsinoe and

/
Eliante.

In De 1'Ami tie, Le Vayer foreshadows the eventual outcome of 

Alcestefs unequal struggle against nature and life, when he writes that as 

a young man he sought avidly the ideal quality of friendship which the 

moralists of antiquity extolled as the highest good. In such friendship, 

one would be perfectly truthful and devoid of egoism at all times. But 

experience of life leads him to adopt the more realistic view of Philinte:

'... si nous voulons quitter les ide^es pour suivre la realite des 
choses, et considerer 1*Ami tie selon la portee de notre humanite, plutot 
que par abstraction, ... nous trouverons qu’il n ’y en a point qui n ’ait 
ses interets, et qui sous ce beau pretexte de l'honnetete, ne s 'entretienne 
principalement par les considerations de 1'utilite ou du plaisir.' (39)

It is precisely because Alceste provides the clearest example of the 

truth of Le Vayer's remark that he is so comic in the first scene of the 

play. He stigmatizes the conventional protestations of friendship which 

are obviously founded on self-interest. True friendship, he says, must be 

honest and disinterested:

'Je veux qu'on soit sincere, et qu'en homme d'honneur,
On ne lache aucun mot qui ne parte du coeur.' (11. 35-6)

When Philinte asks him discreetly if Celimene has given him good 

reason to believe that she loves him, his reply is somewhat less 

disinteres ted:



1 ... Oui, parbleu!
Je ne l'aimerois pas, si je ne croyois I’etre.1 (11. 236-7)

The comic discrepancies in the first scene between Alceste's 

profession and his actions originate from his ability to see all too 

clearly the faults of others and from his total inability to see his own.

In his treatise on friendship from which I have quoted above, Le Vayer 

foreshadows the way in which Moliere will put his hero into sceptical 

perspective, when he describes such cecity as that from which Alceste 

suffers:

1A peine sommes-nous capables de repondre de notre propre fait; et 
souvent nous ne savons pas bien si nous-memes nous aimons de la bonne 
sorte, a cause de la difficulte naturelle de rentrer en soi, et de se 
connaitre suffisamment ... Que sera-ce si nous sortons au dehors? K ’est-ce 
pas une grande vanite", et une extreme teme'rite" ensemble, de se croire 
plus clairvoyant chez autrui, que l 1on n ’est chez soi?’ (40)

Aspiring tox^ards the absolute and universal, Alceste will merely 

confirm by his failure the relative nature of man and life. In such a 

sceptical framework, the principal comic contradiction of Alceste stands 

out clearly; it is from this basic contradiction, as I hope to show, that 

all his manifold incongruities and foibles derive.

(3)

The scene which follows provides Alceste with the opportunity to 

exemplify his profession of absolute honesty and sincerity not only in 

front of his confidant, Philinte, but also in front of Oronte, the very

epitome of the honnetete' which he has professed to despise. Oronte

couches his high esteem for Alceste in exclusive and absolute terms:

1... j ’ai concu pour vous une estime incroyable,
... depuis longtemps, cette estime m fa mis
Dans un ardent desir d ’etre de vos amis.
Oui, mon coeur au merite aime a rendre justice,
Et je brule q u’un noeud d fami tie nous unisse.’ (11. 254-8)

In the previous scene, Alceste had said that he wished to be singled 

out from the common herd and given special esteem. (11. 63-4) One of the 

principal reasons for his anger with Philinte in that scene was the 

latter’s custom of lavishing praise on chance acquaintances, whilst at the
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same time claiming to be Alceste's friend. (11. 41-62) Now he is given 

what he so ardently desires and he refuses to listen to Oronte'. In this 

scene Iioliere has placed his hero on the horns of a dilemma and exploits 

consummately all the latent as well as the obvious comic contradictions 

in Alcestefs position. He receives from Oronte the excessive 

protestations of respect which he regards as his due, and, although 

he is certain that these compliments are basically insincere, he 

nevertheless hears what his megalomania demands that he should hear. He 

is therefore torn between what he knows to be his right, and his 

pathological and temperamental need to refuse all such compliments, in order 

to afford himself the pleasure of satirizing the duplicity of polite society 

in withholding its recognition from him. Yet if he vents his misanthropic 

spleen on a person who can be said to be representative of honnete 

society, he cannot then expect to receive recognition from that society.

He is caught in a vicious circle, formed partly by his vanity, and partly

by his atrabilious temperament. His temporizing 'Monsieur ... '

(1. 267, 269, 271, 276) reflects the tension set up in his mind by these 

two irreconcilable temptations. Eventually he does speak words of 

moderation and discretion (11. 277-84), but even here he contradicts his 

promise enunciated in the first scene to express his own opinion unvarnished 

and without hesitation. (11. 35-6) His reply to Oronte, to the effect that 

friendship demands mutual knowledge of each other's nature, temperament and 

humour, sounds eminently reasonable until we realize that he has not heeded 

precisely the same argument advanced by Philinte in the previous scene, with 

regard to Alceste's love for Celimene (11. 213-24) (41). Alceste, so 

intransigent towards honnete society in the first scene of the play, 

here is forced involuntarily to adopt the flexibility in attitude for 

which he has already castigated Philinte.

The central part of this scene is undoubtedly the reading by Oronte

of his poem, and Alceste's consequent condemnation of it. It is highly



interesting to study the way in which Moliere uses the sonnet to emphasize 

the comic aspect of Alceste and thereby crystallize the basic issue of the 

play, the conflict produced by the absolute demands of Alceste 011 the one 

hand, and the relative nature of life on the other. By replacing Alceste 

in the same sceptical perspective in which he was viewed in Scene 1, Moliere 

lets us glimpse something of his attitude towards his comic hero and the 

explanation of one of the most perplexing parts of the play.

A paragraph in Donneau de Vise's letter on the play has accounted for 

much of the traditional hesitation of critics with regard to the standpoint 

of the author in this scene:

’Le sonnet n ’est pas mechant, selon la maniere d ’ecrire d ’aujourd’hui; 
... J'en vis meme, a la premiere representation de cette piece, qui se 
firent jouer pendant qu’on representoit cette scene; car ils crierent que 
le sonnet etoit bon, avant que le Misanthrope en fit la critique, et 
demeurerent ensuite tout confus.’ (42)

More recently, A. Adam has immediately taken Alceste’s denunciation 

of the sonnet as being that of Moliere too. (43) But this is to overlook 

the fact that any absolute identification of Moliere with one of his 

characters only is always dangerous. Although Moliere is the creator of 

Alceste’s tirades against the sonnet, it cannot be asserted objectively 

that he shares his character’s viewpoint at this or at any other point 

in the play. But what one can say with objective certainty is that 

Moliere is the creator of the dramatic situation into which he has placed 

his character, for the purpose of exploiting Alceste’s reaction dramatically. 

The dramatic situation, such as we find it in this scene, is that of the 

misanthrope who has earlier exposed to us at considerable length the theory 

by which he claims to live, and who is now unexpectedly called on by the 

dramatist to put that theory into practice. In short, Moliere is 

principally concerned in the sonnet scene with depicting the misanthrope 

in action, and not primarily with any criticism of the sonnet or the literary 

genre to which it belongs. Whether he does or does not approve of the 

sonnet is irrelevant within the context of the dramatic situation, which is



the main raison d’etre of the scene. (44)

The misanthrope of the previous scene is now revealed by Moliere as

hesitating and tentative in his reply to Oronte. Why does Moliere make 

him contradict his previous decision to give his true and immediate 

opinion whatever the consequences, by making him delay his tirade against 

the sonnet and precieux poetry? It may well be the case, as H. Bergson has 

pointed out, that the ideas of honnctete and politeness are too deeply 

inbred in Alceste to be jettisoned at a moment’s notice. (45) But the play 

must be seen in terms of the dramatic situation of the hero. In the first 

scene, Moliere has made Alceste insist at length not only on the 

possibility but also the desirability of giving an unprejudiced and unbiased 

opinion to one’s fellows. It is because he believes this implicitly that 

he is so set against the complaisance and obliging compliments of polite 

society. It is at once obvious that in Alceste’s hesitation, Moliere has

♦
discredited the vainglorious promise of the first scene. But there is a 

deeper reason for this hesitation, which is both at the dramatic and 

philosophic centre of the play.

Alceste tries to escape from the dilemma by saying to Oronte:

*...... j ’ ai le defaut

D’etre un peu plus sincere en cela qu’il ne faut’ (11. 299-300)

What exactly, one wonders, does sincerity mean whenever it is used, as it

is here by Alceste, as a pretext? To Oronte, it is merely synonymous

with the normal usage of honnete language, according to which the user

assures his interlocutor that he is being perfectly frank with him even

when he has not expressed his true opinion. Therefore Oronte replies

’C’est ce que je demande, et j ’aurois lieu de plainte,
Si, m ’expos ant a vous pour me parler sans feinte,
Vous alliez me trahir, et me deguiser rien.’ (11. 301-3)

It is evident that whenever he speaks of sincerity, he refers to 

polite and diplomatic ways of keeping intact the other person’s self

esteem, ’ce grand aveuglement ou chacun est pour soi1 (1. 968) as
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Celimene will describe it. Al.ceste’s interpretation of sincerity, 

however, is somewhat different. By it he means that absolute and 

uncompromising determination to express unhesitatingly what is in one’s 

mind at the moment in question, without pausing to make allowances for the 

susceptibility of others. Alceste is doubtless sincere in saying this; 

but one must not confuse the language of sincerity in which Alceste believes, 

with the possibility of Alceste being sincere in this or in succeeding scenes. 

It seems quite evident that Alceste involuntarily subscribes to a definition 

of sincerity which is at least as subjective and as self-interested and 

therefore as relative in its meaning as that of Oronte. For the truth is 

that to him total sincerity mus t be equated with total opposition to the 

customs and fashions of honnete society. In scene 1 he had already made up 

his mind about this: as regards speaking the truth

|  • • * *
... je vais n epargner personne sur ce point’ (1. 88)

One is surely justified in asking whether the indiscriminate expression of 

such determined bias against honnete company can be termed by any 

stretch of the imagination sincerity? It cannot, and this scene of the 

sonnet strips from Alceste the mask of sincerity, as well as the language 

and forms of sincerity which he delights to use, revealing to us precisely 

what he does mean by it.

The impossibility of absolute sincerity on Alceste’s part is further 

stressed in this scene by the fact that Oronte is one of Celimene’s 

suitors and his sonnet is certainly addressed to her. (46) Alceste is 

bound to know, or at the very least strongly to suspect (given his jealous 

temperament) that one of his rivals is asking him for his opinion on a 

sonnet addressed to the woman he loves. The presence of Oronte in 

Celimene’s salon suffices as proof of his intentions. In Act II, Sc. 1 

Alceste reproaches Celimene for the encouragement which she gives to his 

rivals and makes mention of

'Le trop riant espoir que vous leur pre'sentez’ (1. 471)



His words here remind us ironically of Oronte's introductory 

preamble to his sonnet:

'Sonnet ... C'est un sonnet. L'espoir ... C'est une dame 
Qui de quelque esperance avoit flatte ma flamme' (11. 305-6)

Alceste is therefore supremely comic here when he talks of his 

sincerity in appraising Oronte's sonnet. He believes that the opinion 

he will eventually express will be unbiased and given on his estimation 

of the sonnet's intrinsic worth. But his knowledge, or his suspicions,

that Oronte has come to Celimene's salon in order to read his poem to her 

arouses his jealous temperament and renders him totally incapable of giving 

a balanced, disinterested judgment. His claim to be sincere is, however, 

even more deeply comic, when one realizes that even if the sonnet seemed 

to him to be well written, and were not addressed to Ce'limene, he would 

still be unable to bring himself to praise it because of his determination 

to criticize everything of a contemporary (which is to him synonymous with 

decadent) nature. Any possibility of equanimous and moderate judgment 

is nullified by the fact that his powers of discernment are so completely 

a prey to his uncontrollable humeur which opposes him in his use of 

language, dress, as well as in literary taste, to honnete society. (47)

As F.W. Lindsay so aptly writes of this scene:

'... we see that his criticism is really no criticism at all, but 
an angry - almost incoherent way of saying "I don't like this"' (48)

It is not therefore essential to know Moliere's opinion of the sonnet 

in order to see that the dramatic conception of this scene is based on 

ambiguity of language, of intention and of life itself, a conception which 

we, as spectators, are forced to re-create as we enjoy all the different 

dilemmas confronting Alceste. Both Alceste and Oronte, we can see, 

understand very different things by the terms 'amitie"' and 'sincerite'. 

Alceste ultimately does remain faithful in this scene to his fixed 

intention of criticizing everything contemporary, but also comproraises it 

as well in his prevarications. The scene principally illustrates the
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ambiguous nature of life, upon which no absolute schema may be foisted: 

life will continue to thwart Alceste’s pertinacious attempts to make it 

fit into his set theory that ’’la verite est toujours bonne a dire'. He 

is more comic still in these attempts to regulate life since absolute 

sincerity, which he elevates into an objective criterion of human conduct, 

is impossiole to attain. For the realization of such absolute honesty 

is dependent on many contingent factors; either the circumstances 

attending it will differ radically from those imagined in theory, or else 

one’s judgment will be conditioned by such relative things as temperament 

and taste.

The sonnet scene has emphasized the obvious as well as the latent 

difficulties confronting Alceste’s grandiose design. But Alceste does not 

pause to reflect on such difficulties; as a true imaginaire, he possesses 

the natural faculty of excluding from his vision every detail which does not 

exactly square with it. His inerrable theory cannot be wrong, and therefore 

in the following scene he attempts petulantly to put the blame for his 

quarrel with Oronte onto Philinte. He is comic in his reaction to the 

previous scene, in that he tries, consciously or unconsciously, to divert 

attention from his own failure to live up to his own standards of absolute 

sincerity.

If Philinte has been politely hypocritical in his approval of the 

sonnet (11. 439-441), Alceste has surely been at least as hypocritical not 

only in belying his theory, but also in his wilful confusion of sincerity 

with his desire to be impolite towards an honnete homme. (49)

(4)

Alceste’s first meeting in the play with Celimene reveals more clearly 

still the comic discrepancy between his absolute theory and the relative 

nature of his conduct when we measure it by the ideas exposed in the first 

scene of Act I. Moliere immediately stresses his comic aspect as Alceste 

remonstrates with Celimene:



’De vos fapons d ’agir je suis mal satisfait;
Contre elles dans mon coeur trop de bile s’assemble’ (11. 448-9)

His humour makes him adopt an unequivocal and pompous tone, 

characterized by his predilection for formulae such as ’tot ou tard’ 

and ’indubitablement’. (1. 452) Yet he will belie such commanding 

postures by being more emotionally committed to Celimene at the end of this 

scene than hitherto in the play.

In this scene Moliere develops the contradiction which Philinte has 

noted earlier between Alceste’s desire to follow reason and his choice of 

Celimene. Alceste can see plainly that the coquette is directly 

opposed to his way of thinking (cf. 11. 517-19). But he is comic not 

merely on account of the straightforward contradiction between reason 

and passion; as J.D. Hubert has pointed out, the case of Alceste is 

somewhat more complex:

In previous plays, Moliere had exploited the humor of psychological 
and intellectual blindness: ... but until Le Misanthrope he had not 
attempted to combine systematically within a single character lucidity 
with blindness ...' (50)

Alceste is sufficiently perspicacious to be able to take Celimene’s 

faults (or rather what he deems to be faults) into consideration, and to 

wish to reform her. Yet he is so rhapsodic in expressing the hope of 

winning her hand that it is evident that his commitment to her is deeper 

than that to his reason and theory, (cf. 11. 514 ff.) Seeing what he 

ought to do, he is powerless to do it. (51) But it is enough for Alceste 

to think that he is aware of the incongruity of his position; not for a 

moment does he imagine himself incapable of reforming Celimene. On the 

contrary, he possesses such a boundless, ’adolescent’ faith in his own 

reason and will-power that mention of the disparity between himself and

n ' -i • x
Celimene is for the moment tantamount to a solution of his problem. (52) 

Having paid lip-service to his theory by his importunate reminder to her 

that she will have to reform her ways, he can now, in all good conscience, 

give free course to his passion for her.
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He falls comically short of his own principles in his jealous demands 

to Celimene that she ought to distinguish him from all her other suitors: 

when he complains that she devotes too much attention to Clitandre, she 

replies that she needs his influence to favour her lawsuit. Alceste’s 

advice to her reveals once again his monstrous egocentricity:

’Perdez votre proces, Madame, avec constance,
Et ne menagez point un rival qui m ’offense.1 (11. 493~4)

In the first scene of the play, he has condemned those people like 

Philinte who strive in social life to avoid, undermining the amour~propre 

of others: and in the sonnet scene he has also shown that he has scant

regard for their opinion of themselves. The reason for this is that his 

high-sounding idealism is founded on nothing more than an intense and 

passionate concern with the maintenance of his own amour-propre. And he 

can only maintain and affirm it by destroying the amour-propre of others, 

that is, of both the honnetes hommes who withhold the recognition from him 

to which he feels entitled, and of his rivals for Celimene’s hand.

Alceste s continual preoccupation with his own ego and its maintenance 

provides the key to the problem of a misanthrope being attracted to a 

coquette. It was suggested above that his passion for her was proof 

of the irrationality of life, which attracts individuals of contrary 

temperament and inclination to each other. But from the evidence which 

this scene gives about the nature of Alceste’s passion, it is possible to 

be more explicit about the nature of his attraction for her. At the end 

of the scene, he proclaims that his ardour for Celimene is so great that 

’... je puis la-dessus defier tout le monde.’ (1. 522)

He is attracted to her because, as a coquette, she is surrounded by 

the praise, adulation and esteem of honnete society, the very things which 

he wishes to attain for himself. Society having refused to accord him 

its recognition, he turns his attention to the person who symbolizes the 

conquest of its recognition and prestige. In addition, she provides him
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with the opportunity of confronting honnete society - and he rejoices in 

such a confrontation because he is dominated by his aggressive and bilious 

temperament. His humeur incites him therefore to prove his superiority 

over society by attempting to reform Celimene (thus depriving society of 

its idol) and also to defeat the honnete suitors who are his rivals.

All his apparently sincere protestations of love for her ought not to 

blind us to the fact that they are fundamentally motivated by his powerful 

desire for self-aggrandisement. (53)

Celimene’s attitude towards Alceste in this scene is no less 

ambiguous than his own. When pressed by him to give a direct answer to 

the question of whether or not she prefers him to her other suitors, she 

replies that he has the privilege of possessing

’Le bonheur de savoir que vous etes aime.1 (1. 503)

The ambiguity of this remark is, as I hope to show later, of critical 

importance in the light of Alceste’s accusation that he has been betrayed 

by Celimene’s favours to his rivals. (Act IV, Sc. 3) If one takes 

Celimene’s words as a solemn pledge of fidelity towards Alceste, then 

her future actions will seem to justify his accusation, and he will appear 

as a character who has suffered at the hands of an insincere social 

adventuress. But this is to place a construction on these words which 

violates the context and the psychology of a coquette in the 17th Century.

As J. Guicharnaud has recently pointed out, such a promise as that given 

to Alceste contains nothing exclusive or absolute when spoken by a 

coquette. What she plainly means is that she does not find his company 

disagreeable. She can only retain her influence and social position if she 

remains the central figure in this honnete society, and she enjoys the 

attention and adulation of her many suitors, to each of whom she is 

careful to distribute the same insignificant favours, which are sufficient 

to retain them, but sufficiently uncompromising to encourage their rivals. 

She typifies Saint-Evremond’s remark on the coquette who
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*Va clierchcr a qui plaire, et non pas qui lui plait’ (54)

It is certainly not her fault if Alceste, in the context of a 

coquette’s salon, should seize upon a banal precieux utterance as 

tantamount to an avowal of love for him. But that is precisely what 

the literal-minded Alceste will do, for his whole attitude towards society 

stems from his belief that words ought not to be mere approximations of 

the idea they are supposed to represent, but that they should be identical 

with them. This is the reason for his refusal to adopt the fashionable 

method of complimenting one’s friends in profuse and unreal language, 

because the form is out of all proportion to its content. He is 

therefore not prepared to play the honnete game according to which language 

is tacitly understood by both parties to be primarily a polite end in 

itself, without having as its function the direct conveyance of one’s 

thoughts, (see his confrontation with Oronte, Act I, Sc. 2) (55)

Alceste’s contradicting temperament sets him in voluntary opposition

to society; but in opposing it he is also brought to contradict himself 

involuntarily. When Celimene informs him that she is about to receive 

the fashionable habitues of her salon, (Sc. 2) he makes up his mind to 

leave forthwith (see stage-note at 1. 552). When she entreats him to 

stay, he answers that this is impossible: once she has told him flatly

to leave (1. 558), his jealous temperament masters his will. (1. 561)

He can rationalize the spontaneous effects of his humeur by telling 

Celimene that if he has decided to stay, it is only because he wishes 

her to choose between himself and his rivals.

The same comic principle of internal opposition brought about by

temperament also underlies his intervention in the salon scene against 

tlie honnete company. Here, Moliere makes use of a similar comic device 

to that employed in the sonnet scene. , Alceste does not start directly 

to inveigh against the satirical conversation in which the group indulges.

In fact, he listens to nearly one hundred lines of fashionable gossip before
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interrupting, just after Celimene’s witty portrait of Damis. (11. 634-48)

Why, one may ask, does he intervene at this particular point? Is his 

motive for doing so disinterested generosity, as J. A m a v o n  has supposed 

it to be? (56) The contrary is perhaps nearer to the truth. It has 

been remarked recently that

Damis is, in a sense, a minor variant of Alceste himself.1 (57)

The foppish Damis does in fact share AlcesteTs principal characteristics. 

He is eternally finical and captious in his judgments, has never been 

known to praise anyone, and is steadfastly convinced that nothing can have 

value if it is m o d e m .  He is also, like Alceste, persuaded of his own 

innate superiority over others. Consequently, Alceste’s eventual 

intervention after the coquette’s description of Damis is his typical 

reaction to salon conversation, but here a reaction made more vehement 

still by the fact that he has recognized his own portrait painted by 

Celimene. His similarity with Damis is underlined in his reply to 

Clitandre, wno stresses that it is Celimene whom he ought to criticize 

for her satirical humour, and not the others. But Alceste refuses to 

deviate from his idee fixe: if Celimene delights in such criticism, it is

entirely due to the pernicious influence of her admirers over her, and, 

ultimately to the general moral climate of honnete society. (Let it be 

noted that Celimene, without her honnete suitors, reveals the same 

censorious bent of mind in her encounter with Arsinoe" in Act III, Sc. 4) 

Alceste’s own individual bias has once again rendered him blind to the 

manifest faults of his coquette, and enables him to seize the opportunity 

to attack the marquis for reasons of personal rivalry and animosity.

(11. 659-66)

At this point of tne play, Alceste unwittingly provides an excellent 

example of the sceptical principle underlying his actions and the actions 

of others in the play; for none of his decisions and acts can be entirely 

free of personal prejudice, however much he may attempt to disguise his
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motives from himself and from others. He would like to hide this truth 

from us, a truth which he perhaps feels instinctively, and consequently 

uses a universally acknowledged maxim to mask his personal antipathy 

towards honnete society:

C est ainsi qu1 aux flatteurs 011 doit partout se prendre 
Des vices ou I’on voit les humains se repandre.’ (11. 665-6)

In order to sustain his role as a misanthrope, Alceste must give the

illusion to himself and to others that the motivation behind his words

and actions is morally more noble than those of his fellows. Moliere takes

caie that we should not overlook this false basis of his actions, for

Alceste, who has just issued a trenchant condemnation of the personal

criticism which passes for polite conversation, has been just as

acrimonious as Celimene in his portrait of Clitandre (11. 475-88) (58)

It is therefore appropriate that Celimene should now give a portrait

of Alceste, the enemy of such divertissement except whenever he makes use

of it for his own lofty ends. Her portrait of him not only provides us

with an insight into the misanthrope’s nature: more important still, it

allows us to see that Moliere, the creator of Celimene as well as of

Alceste, can understand, in terms of honnete society, the comic aspect of

his misanthrope. By pointing out that the deep-seated law of Alceste’s

nature is the contradiction which he feels bound to oppose to everything

and everyone, Celimene supplies the comic theory behind the character,

which Moliere exploits dramatically. Alceste is, she says, predestined

ky his very nature to contradict and to follow ’1’esprit contrariant qu’il

a re^u des Cieux’ (1. 672). Celimene offers Moliere the means of

acquiring the same kind of detachment with regard to Alceste that Le Vayer

achieves in analysing his own disposition towards contrariness in Prose

Chagrine, where he asks himself

’... d ’ou vi e n t q u e  le chagrin me fait aujourd’hui trouver a redire a 
presque tout, et qu’il se passe peu de choses ... ou je ne trouve 
beaucoup a reprendre.’

188.



Elsewhere, Le Vayer gives an example of such self-contradiction 

which is very similar to that of Alceste, when he condemns someone who

nommait flateurs ceux, qui acquiescaient doucement a ses 
sentiments, et d’un autre cote ... haissait cruellement tous ceux qui 
lui contredisaient.1 (59)

And thiough Philinte, Moliere sees Alceste in a more indulgent 

way, but essentially in the same perspective, as his friend tells him

’Mais il est veritable aussi que votre esprit 
Se gendarme toujours contre tout ce qu’on dit,
Et que, par un chagrin que lui-meme il avoue,

II ne sauroit souffrir qufon blame, ni qu’on loue’ (11. 683-6)

Alceste does not delay in providing comic confirmation of what

Celimene and Philinte have just said about him. When the marquis

assert with banal flattery that the coquette is devoid of faults,

Alceste s riposte is both immediate and consistent with her portrait of

him. He must not only contradict but must also show to all the world the

superior judgment by which he is ruled: accordingly, true love for him is

not compatible with flattery or self-deception, and makes no indulgent

allowance for faults. (11. 699-706) By his claim to see Celimene as

she really is, Alceste once again succumbs to what can perhaps best be

termed within the context of the play ’the myth of objectivity’. Does

he perceive faults in Celimene which the marquis accept as qualities of a

~ a.̂ on. figure? In reality, his judgment of her proceeds purely and simply

from his humeur, his temperament and outlook on life. A fault to one

person is virtue in the eyes of another. To Alceste, her esprit

medisant symbolizes the corruption of his age: to Philinte and Eliante,

she is neither corrupt nor virtuous, but merely reflects what is good

and bad in society, whilst to the marquis she is the very epitome of

honnete te the moral code by which they profess to live.

/

The speech by Eliante on the essentially subjective notions which 

constitute definitions of beauty, (11. 711-30) which Moliere probably took 

from Lucretius, is in this respect not the turgid set piece which it could
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appear to be, but rather reinforces the sceptical principle of the play.

When seen through trie optic of love, she says, negative attributes are 

transformed into positive qualities, for ’beauty is in the eye of the beholder. 

(60) The characteristic of the true lover is to love ’jusqu’aux defauts 

des personnes qu’il aime’ (1. 730). Alceste immediately tries to 

contradict this view, and at first sight it scarcely seems to apply to 

his feelings for Celimene, since he makes no attempt to minimize her 

failings. Nevertheless Eliante’s words are strikingly apposite in his 

connection, for although he continually says that he wishes to reform her 

ways, it has been seen that he also enjoys his role as a critic of 

Celimene and of society. So much so, in fact, that he uses Celimene’s 

satirical censoriousness as nothing less than a ’spring-board’ for his 

posturing as the sole representative of virtue and sincerity. As long 

as she remains a coquette medisante he can persuade himself of the need

to reform her, whilst at the same time allowing her satirical humour to

gratify his own misanthropy. (61)

Alceste has been consistently and subtly comic throughout the scene 

with the petits marquis, and Act II ends with Moliere emphasizing one of 

the more straightforwardly comic aspects of his behaviour. At the end 

of the salon scene, he says to his rivals

’Nous verrons si c’est moi que vous voudrez qui sorte.’ (1. 742)

At the beginning of this scene, the presence of his rivals made him wish 

to leave, now it makes him wish to stay. His premature exit to answer 

the summons from the Cour des Marechaux (Sc. 6), underlines the truth of 

the play that life is unpredictable and will continue to escape from the 

rigid pattern he is determined to impose on it.

In the last scene of this Act (Sc. 6), Alceste intensifies his

absolute attitude towards Oronte’s sonnet. He will not apologize or seek 

a compromise with the offended sonneteer before the Cour des Marechaux.

His extreme language (’lache complaisance’ 1. 758, ’Je ne me dedis point de
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ce que j ’en ai dit’ 1. 763, TJe n'en demordrai point* 1. 765) contrasts 

comically with Philinte s indifference. The latter attempts to minimize 

the importance of the episode (he dismisses the quarrel as ’la ridicule 

affaire’ (1. 754) and refers discreetly to ’certains petits vers’ (1. 756)). 

Moliere uses Philinte’s well-intentioned advice to increase beyond all 

measure the comic obstinacy of Alceste: the more Philinte counsels him

to be flexible and to treat the affair with indifference, the more the 

contrary and tetchy Alceste becomes inflexible and prepared to see the sonnet 

as the ultimate test for his high moral principle of absolute sincerity.

Alceste does not re—appear until Act III, Sc. 5. From this point 

onwards, Alceste is generally held to be increasingly less ridiculous.

A recent critic has expressed this widespread opinion as follows:

’From now on, Alceste enjoys the sympathies of the audience more 
than previously. His ridiculous side still appears occasionally, but it 
is attenuated, not stressed.’ (62)

This view sees the grounds for Alceste's jealousy (the marquis unite 

in mutual interest against him in Act III, Sc. 1) as making him more 

sympathetic to the audience. Once again, such a judgment seems to me to 

illustrate the fallacy of judging Alceste according to one's own 

subjective notion of whether he is or is not funny or ridiculous, whilst 

overlooking the fact that it is possible for him to become more deeply 

comic still although he may not make us laugh more than previously. It 

is true perhaps that some of the more extravagant and burlesque language 

has disappeared, and has been replaced by more sober reflection, at any 

rate in the scene with Arsinoe. Nevertheless, the real comedy of Alceste 

is not dependent on external aspects such as language, but is deeply 

rooted in his own nature. As his nature does not alter radically 

throughout the second half of the play, (like that of the true imaginaire 

who remains firmly imprisoned in his obsession), Alceste continues to be 

at least equally comic, if not more so, in the later Acts as he was at 

the beginning of the play.

191.



One fact must be underlined in order to appreciate the rich comic 

aspect of Alceste in his meeting with Arsinoe. She is ideally suited to 

him. Of this there is no doubt, for not only have such perspicacious 

observers of society as Philinte and Celimene remarked on this (11. 216 ff.,

11. 1034 ff.), but Arsinoe has just proved this herself by emulating 

Alceste’s criticism of Celimene’s conduct (Act III, Sc. 4). There is 

perhaps one slight difference in their method, if not in the content, of their 

social criticism: Arsinoe is ready to use the formulae of honnetete"

for her own devious purposes whereas Alceste deliberately eschews them.

But she shares in full measure the same prudish and hyperpuritanical 

attitude or the misantnrope towards society. Celimene, in the previous 

scene, has mentioned her ’pruderie’ and her ’eclats de zele’ (1. 925), her 

discours eternels de sagesse et d ’honneur’ (1. 928), her conviction that 

she is superior to everyone else (’Cette hauteur d ’estime ou vous etes 

de vous’ (1. 931)), and h e r’frequentes lecons’, and the ’aigres censures’

(1. 933) with which she is so prodigal. Her apparent concern for the 

moral principle and practice of others leads the coquette to formulate 

a maxim which is equally applicable to Alceste:

’Qu’on doit se regarder soi-meme un fort long temps,
Avant que de songer a condamner les gens’; (11. 951-2) (63)

All these faults and characteristics are shared in abundance by 

Alceste, and in both cases they stem from the same source. Arsinoe^ is 

so critical of Celimene because the coquette is in possession of that 

esteem and recognition from society to which she, like Alceste, aspires, 

but which she cannot have. Knowing how fundamental such a grievance is 

to Alceste s cast of mind, she tells him of his intrinsic merits which 

ought to be universally recognized. (11. 1045 ff.). But society is unjust 

m  its distribution of favours and does nothing for him’. As in the 

sonnet scene, Moliere pushes his misanthrope into an impossibly comic 

position. He hears what he wishes to hear, but cannot divest himself of



his natural ’esprit de contradiction1 which instinctively supersedes 

his vanity. The parallel between Arsinoe and Oronte has been noticed 

by Q.M. Hope who writes of this scene:

'In her approach, and even in her vocabulary, Arsinoe/ is the feminine 
and insidious echo of Oronte's hearty and expansive cordiality.' (64)

But the prude Arsinoe/ goes much further than Oronte, who merely 

limited himself to a panegyric of Alceste's virtues. In this scene, 

Arsinoe gives him not only praise, but something which is of more 

importance to him - namely the sympathy and pity to which he feels 

entitled, and which serve to authenticate his position as a martyr in 

his own eyes even more fully than hitherto. (11. 1051-2)

The fact that Alceste hears what he craves to hear and yet cannot 

assent because his nature predestines him to contradict even his own 

opinions when he hears them uttered by others (cf. 11. 679-80), helps 

us to see his refusal of Arsinoe7's influence as something radically 

different from the disinterestedness, self-knowledge, and modesty which 

critics have frequently ascribed to him at this point of the play. (65)

His attempt at self-criticism, to the effect that he has performed no 

service for the Court which would merit his recognition by it, is closer to 

false modesty than to self-knowledge. (11. 1053-56) He is proud to parade 

the fact that he has no record of service as courtier to his credit for 

too reasons. Has he not boasted earlier that he would be angry if society 

accounted him as one of their conformist members? (11. 109-12) To have 

accepted the conventions and traditions of the Court would be to forfeit 

his position as the wronged outsider, and this is the basis of the role 

which he likes to play. If he says that he does not wish for a post at 

Court, it is not, as he would have us believe, on account of his stand 

for absolute principles, but simply because he would be reduced to the 

mundane rank occupied by others:

'Ce n'est plus un honneur que de se voir loue;
D'eloges on regorge, a la tete on les jette,
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Et mon valet de chambre est mis dans la Gazette’ (11. 1072-4)

It is true that he does seem to display a certain insight into his 

nature in the central speech of this scene, in which he tells Arsinoe^ that 

fortune has given him a humour which is incompatible with Court life.

(11. 1081-4) But on closer examination, one will see that the 

description of himself upon which he embarks is merely another pretext 

for his superior indictment of the Court. He invokes incessantly 

his sincerity and frankness (1. 1087), not as qualities in themselves, but 

in order to throw into relief the insincerity and truthlessness of his 

fellows. A  personal trait is elevated to the stature of a universal 

maxim, with objective validity for all:

fJe ne sais point jouer les horames en parlant;
Et qui n ’a pas le don de cacher ce qu’il pense
Doit faire en ce pays fort peu de residence’. (11. 1088-90)

If he says with apparent modesty that he does not possess the gift of 

concealing his thoughts, he has proclaimed two lines earlier that sincerity 

is his greatest talent! Apart from the enormous vanity behind these 

words, one must not forget that if he sees himself in absolute opposition 

to the world, Moliere has nonetheless allowed him to compromise seriously 

his claims by revealing to us the relative meaning attaching to his 

sincerity and integrity in such scenes as the sonnet scene and that of the 

s al on.

The same psychological combination of apparent lucidity and real 

cecity about his motives can be discerned in his reaction to Arsinoe^’s 

subtle suggestion that Celimene’s affection for him is simulated. His 

reply is that this may well be so, but he rebukes her for trying to sow the 

seeds of doubt in his mind. (11. 1116-18) Yet such is the power of his 

temperament over his reason that Arsinoe" has merely to threaten not to 

tell him anything of Celimene’s ’treachery’ towards him, for his attitude 

to alter from cold indifference to the most jealous and morbid curiosity. 

(11. 1121-4) He attempts to rationalize his sudden interest in what



Arsinoe is about to reveal concerning Celimene by placing it on the level 

of permissible curiosity. The comic truth is however the reverse of what 

he claims; in reality, he seizes with alacrity the slightest opportunity 

for examining Celimene’s conduct towards him with the sole hope and 

intention of discovering that she has in fact betrayed him. Already 

he has told her that sooner or later he is going to break off his 

relationship with her, (1. 452), and to Arsinoe^ he says that he desires 

proof of the clearest kind. (11. 1123-4) To have objective validation 

of such infidelity would justify all the criticisms which he has made of 

her and at the same time provide him with a supreme opportunity for self- 

pity and righteous self—exaltation which form his real nature.

Alceste does not appear in the first scene of Act IV, but on the

/
strength of Eliante’s favourable opinion of him (11. 1165-8) P.Jt Yarrow 

and other critics have concluded that he is more sympathetic and therefore 

less comic than hitherto. (66) Confirmation of this view has tradition

ally been seen in the following scene, where Alceste enters in a state of 

anguisned rage, claiming that Celimene has betrayed his faith in her.

He demands justice against someone who has misused his ’constance’. (1. 1218) 

If what Alceste asserts here is literally true, then it is highly probable 

that he will appear as a more serious character than the extravagant 

misanthrope of the earlier Acts. But as it has been observed in previous 

scenes, it is extremely misleading to accept Alceste at his word, without 

pausing to consider the premise from which he argues, which is usually founded 

upon his imaginary obsessions. Has Alceste in fact been constant in his 

attitude towards Celimene? It has been seen that he has accepted with 

alacrity the slightest hint from Arsinoe that Celimene might have 

betrayed him. A suitor who is prepared to embrace the most extreme 

conclusions on mere suspicion alone (suspicion fed by nothing more than 

Arsinoe’s gossip), cannot by any stretch of the imagination be qualified 

as ’constant'. Alceste exaggerates the incongruity between his vaunted



constancy and his eternal suspiciousness by his use of hyperbolic

language to describe his ’betrayal5. (11. 1220-3) Philinte and Eliante

unite vainly to impress upon him the deceptiveness of appearances. The

former, in particular, draws attention to the central comic aspect of

Alceste’s behaviour in this scene when he tells him

’Et votre esprit j aloux prend parfois des chimeres ... ’ (1. 1233)

He echoes here the cryptic advice which Celimene has already dispensed

to her jealous suitor, to the effect that

’... rien ne sauroit plus vous tromper que vous-meme:’ (Act II, Sc. 1,

1. 513)

The ironic truth of these statements and their applicability to

Alceste are fully and comically borne out by his behaviour in this scene.

He is supremely comic here because he imagines that he has been able to

draw such an absolute and objective conclusion from the letter which 

/ 4 \
Celimene has written and which Arsinoe" has procured for him. But in fact, 

not only is it true that Alceste has no ultimate proof of his betrayal by 

^  coquette (nothing either in this scene or in the following one leads 

us to suppose tliat it is a question of anything more than an innocuous 

.billet doux written by a coquette to one of her many admirers) — but 

it is also true that Alceste is entirely responsible for such a 

conclusion. I have said that Alceste ardently desires concrete evidence 

of Celimene’s infidelity towards him in order to justify his criticism of 

her — now he imagines that he has achieved this goal by claiming to 

have discovered nothing more important than a fact which the presence 

of Celimene’s suitors in her salon has amply indicated to all. This 

'discovery’ leads him to still more comic aberrations; on the basis of 

such fragile evidence as that provided by the letter, he implores Eliante 

to avenge the outrage he has suffered by accepting his proposal of 

marriage! (11. 1251-8) He has never previously revealed such abysmal 

depths of hypersensitive egoism and puerile vanity: not only does he
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demand and expect Eliante to share as personally as he does his sense 

of dishonour, but also wishes to use Celimene1s cousin as a mere foil 

in order to induce in the coquette feelings of guilt and regret at having 

betrayed his trust. The man who is so outraged by insincerity and deceit 

envisages for a moment a subterfuge of the most elementary and ridiculous 

kind, in order to satisfy his wounded vanity and his vindictive desire 

for revenge.

Perhaps the most important scene in any consideration of Alceste’s

character is that between himself and Celimene in Act IV, Sc. 3. The

earliest commentary on it, by Donneau de Vise, has served to perpetuate

doubt about Alceste’s comic status at this critical stage of the play:

Je ne crois pas qu’on puisse rien voir de plus beau que cette scene: 
elle est toute serieuse; et cependant il y en a peu dans la piece qui 
divertissent davantage’. (67)

Critics have consequently been inclined to view Alceste in this scene 

as a predominantly serious and tragic figure, experiencing what one of 

them terms ’ce calvaire de la passion’. (63) Yet it scarcely seems 

possible to see him as a figure of tragedy if due attention is paid 

to Moliere’s treatment of him at this juncture of the play. Moliere loses 

no time in fixing our attention on the grotesque and farcical nature of

Alceste’s blustering behaviour, as Celimene remarks

t • '... ces soupirs pousses,
Et ces sombres regards que sur moi vous lancez’. (11. 1279-80)

Such an abrupt diversion of attention from the potentially serious 

subject of infidelity would seem to exemplify one of Bergon’s laws of the 

comic:

'Est comique tout incident qui appelle notre attention sur le 
physique d’une personne alors que le moral est en cause’ (69)

# \

Moliere sustains his caricature of Alceste by giving him a hyperbolic 

form of expression: his tirade of indictment abounds in such absolute

terms as ’trahison’ (1. 1288, 1. 1306), ’perfidie’ (1. 1306), ’chatiments* 

(1. 1307), 'ressentiments' (1. 1308), ’outrage’ (1. 1309), ’rage’ (1. 1310),



and in the lofty vocabulary of a Cornelian hero (11. 1311-13, 11. 1371-90). 

And there is the most glaring comic discrepancy between such a massive 

and intemperate diatribe, and the simple fact that he has not yet 

explained to Celimene the reason for it I When Celimene weathers the 

storm of his abuse and asks him innocently

D ou vient done, je vous prie, un tel emportement?
Avez-vous, dites-moi, perdu le jugement?' (11. 1315-16)

any sense of involvement on the part of the spectator with Alceste’s 

suffering is irretrievably banished in the theatre by such calm deflation 

on the part of the coquette.

Tii rough out this scene, Alceste, the blunt plain-spoken man who 

abhors the subtle and figurative language of galanterie, lapses

comically and unconsciously into a form of language more jprecieux by far

than any which Oronte would ever dream of using. Precieux and galant 

metaphors abound and jostle each other, one succeeding the other with 

such rapidity that an impression of irreparable confusion is produced in 

the spectator’s mind. The hater of all things jprecieux speaks

passionately of 'les troubles de mon ame’ (1. 1289), ’ma flamme’ (1. 1290,

1. 1305, 1. 1354, etc.), of each heart being able to choose its conqueror,

(1. 1300), of ' ce fatal amour ne de vos traitres yeux' (1. 1384).

But comedy of a sort transcending mere form of expression lies surely in 

the fact that Alceste, although despising such figurative vocabulary 

to the extent that it is conventional and therefore in his eyes hypocritical, 

is himself driven involuntarily to use it: words such as 'cruel', 'flamme',

'feu', which magnify and personify normal human emotions, are the only 

ones which suffice to translate literally the abnormal passion and anger 

which he feels. The language of hypocritical and effete galanterie is 

after all capable of expressing the truth and directness of Alceste's 

emotions. So long as Alceste remains Alceste, that is the possessor of a 

’seismograph!c' sensitivity, he will be condemned to his own inverted and
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comic use of precieux language.

If Alceste utters language ridiculous even by the standards of 

prociosite, he nevertheless remains true to his character by virtue of 

his unrelenting and morbid gravity. At the beginning of this scene he 

says in answer to Celimene's frivolity

Ah! ne plaisantez point, il n'est pas temps de riref (1. 1286) 

just as he had earlier told the marquis that

je ne croyois pas etre 
Si plaisant que^ j e suis’ (11. 773-4)

By reminding us at a highly dramatic moment of the simple but 

fundamental fact that Alceste is totally devoid of anything approaching 

a sense of humour, Moliere issues a certain invitation to the spectator 

to put his ’tragic’ tirades into comic detachment. (70) To take Alceste 

seriously here is to succumb to the logic which his misanthropic nature 

and humeui maK.e him follow: he needs people to take his accusations

against Celimene as well as against society seriously, in order to confirm 

his jaundiced judgment of life and so be enabled to prolong the role 

which he liiies to play, that is of the morally irreproachable man 

oppressed by the treachery of his fellows.

Alceste is at last convinced that he has secured tangible and 

irrefutable'proof of Celimene's infidelity. In his instinctive need to 

bolster up his judgment with such proof we see the same trait which 

dominates Harpagon - 'II faut bien que je touche quelque chose' (L'Avare 

Act II, Sc. 5) Possession of the letter is to him a tangible symbol of 

the fact' that he was after all right in his judgment about Celimene's 

fickleness. The most comic aspect of this scene lies in the complete 

reversal of tnis absolute certainty by the coquette, who demonstrates to 

him that his 'proof' lacks by far the character of indubitable evidence 

which he claimed for it. On the hearsay of Arsinoe, he states 

categorically that the letter has been written by Celimene to Oronte.
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(11. 1337-8) ;jut it is equally possible, as Celimene points out, that

the letter has been written by her to a woman (11. 1344-5). Celimene

is content merely to suggest this obliquely, for she knows from her

experience of Alceste the effect of suggestion upon the powerful

imagination of her jealous suitor. Is Celimene guilty of deceiving

Alceste in this scene? If she is, then Alceste will undoubtedly appear

as a more serious character, meriting our sympathy. Such is a well-

established view of ttiis part of the play. (71) To one critic in

particularsMoliere s failure to answer unequivocally the question of the

identity of the person to whom the letter is addressed constitutes the

principal fault of the play. (72) But it seems to me that the question

of whetner or not Celimene does deceive Alceste is as unimportant as

Moliere s opinion of Oronte1s sonnet. We may be assured that had

# \
Moliere tnougnt that failure to tell us the identity of the recipient 

of tne letter was a dramatic defect, he would certainly have supplied 

an answer forthwith - he was too much a man of the theatre to make such 

a fundamental blunder. Far from being a defect in the play, the 

ambiguity surrounding the letter would appear to be an incontestable 

dramatic advantage, as we see Alceste1s irrefragable certainty gradually 

dissolve into doubt and eventually transform itself into reluctant 

acceptance of the ambiguous explanation offered by Celimene - surely a most 

radical peripeteia within the limits of one scene. Alceste, who is 

guided by reason only and who believes only what is proved to him, ends 

by craving voluntarily to participate in an illusion:

'Efforcez-vous ici de paroitre fidele,

Et je m ’efforcerai, moi, de vous croire telle.1 (11. 1389-90) (73)

The dramatic change of fortune in the scene points naturally to the 

sceptical conclusion which underlies the comic vision of the play:

Alceste has persistently tried to scrutinize Celimene’s thoughts, to 

interpret her favourable or unfavourable disposition towards him from her
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most insignificant action. To this vision, such an urge for knowledge 

into the precise nature of one s relationship with others can only issue 

in perverse self-affliction; if one wishes to maintain any degree of 

happiness, it is advisable to limit one’s glance to appearances only, 

accepting them for what they are worth, and controlling morbid desires 

to satisfy inordinate curiosity. Alceste is paradoxically brought to 

the point where he chooses the incuriosity against which his nature and 

temperament rebel, tnrough his fear of possible revelations by Celimene 

which might dispel what she has described earlier in the play as 

’Ce grand aveuglement ou chacun est pour soi’ (1. 968)

In his struggle to protect his amour-propre from the possible ravages of 

reality, Alceste bears out Le Vayer’s admonition not to probe too keenly

into such delicate matters:

f f 4 1 /  , # ^

... s ll nous etait possible de voir ce que nos amis memes, ou
ceux, qui se disent tels, ont souvent dans le coeur, nous en serions 
mortifies au dernier point’. (74)

The dramatic change from curiosity to self-delusion on Alceste’s

part heightens the xundamental contradiction between his declared intention

to break at once with the coquette and his increasing emotional dependence

on her. When he tells her in grandiloquent terms that he knows she is

deceiving him but wishes to see to what extent she is prepared to betray

him, he is, once more, giving a clever rationalization of his true motives.

(11. 1415-20) He is disappointed that his accusations against her have

not produced the effect which he ardently desired - that is, of reducing

Celimene to a state of contrite docility by inducing guilt in her for her

treachery towards him. More than anything else, he aspires to bring 

/ # \

Celimene to the point where she will plead with him to forgive her and 

take her back on his own conditions, so that her utter dependence on him 

may be made manifest.

In attempting to reduce Celimene to such a dependent state he is 

brought to comic excesses in this scene more by his combination of lucidity
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and cecity of judgment than by the coquette herself. On the one hand, 

he does utter words of eminent reasonableness, when he tells her that love 

must not be b o m  of dependence or coercion and that its essential value 

lies in its freedom to choose what it desires (11. 1297 ff.); and on 

the other, he inevitably belies such moderation by succumbing to his 

lygmalion complex’ , that is, his wish to remake Celimene in his o\<rn 

image: (75) he would like to deprive her of her social position and 

advantages

’Afin que de mon coeur 1’eclatant sacrifice 
Vous put d'un pareil sort reparer 1’injustice,
Et que j ’eusse la joie et la gloire, en ce jour,
De vous voir tenir tout des mains de mon amour.’ (11. 1429-32)

If any doubt subsisted about the intrinsic comedy of Alceste, Moliere 

surely dispels it in this scene, where his hero’s resolve to remake the 

world is most clearly focussed in his attempt to reform the worldly 

Celimene. In order to be able to achieve such a reform, he must bring 

her to full dependence on him, and in order to do this, he must allow 

himself to be completely and satisfyingly betrayed by Celimene. If he 

does this, he will at once advance his plan for Celimene and indulge to 

the full his masochistic complex which affords him the supreme pleasure 

of posturing as the persecuted and martyred representative of true values. 

In the light of such motives, which, although previously discernible, are 

now most glaringly revealed by his belief in Celimene’s infidelity, one 

may well ask whether or not he can be said to love her. Of course he 

hopes eventually to win Celimene - but only to affirm his superiority over 

his fashionable rivals and her coquetry. His main preoccupation is not 

the conquest of Celimene’s love as such, but rather the conquest of her, 

the coquette, to illustrate and prove his challenge to society’s ways.

Through Celimene’s absolute dependence on him, he would be the 

object of the adoration and recognition which is the creature’s due to 

its creator, whilst at the same time enjoy objective confirmation of his
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own worth from one of society’s erstwhile idols, and his ultimate revenge 

on that society.

The final Act has always seemed difficult to explain in terms of

comedy. R. Jasinski, for instance, speaks of this Act as constituting

tne final phase of Alceste’s folie and maladie, and P.J. Yarrow sees him 

here as being ’almost wholly sympathique* . (76) It is true, as the 

latter has pointed out, that the satire of justice of which Alceste 

delivers himself is scarcely comic: Alceste is unequivocally right in

his proces and justice is wrong in dismissing his case. Philinte has no 

doubt or hesitation in agreeing with the valid grievance of his friend.

(11. 1555 ff.) Yet in the light of the basic moral principle upon

which Moliere has built his comedy, Alceste still remains permanently 

comic. At the beginning of this chapter it was seen that Alceste and 

Philinte were in fundamental agreement about the morally ambiguous nature 

of contemporary life; perversity, insincerity and untruthfulness in all 

forms abound, and they are to be taken as some of man’s normal attributes. 

Such faults are by no means ’tragically* discovered by Alceste in the last 

Act; they constitute the unalterable terms of reference within which 

humanity as well as Alceste are to be judged. Not to take this into 

account, or to apply other more ideal and desirable terms of reference to 

the play can only result in flagrant deformation of its vision of things.

It may be highly regrettable that a man of Alceste’s probity should lose 

his lawsuit; but within the sceptical framework of the play, it is 

scarcely surprising that such a miscarriage of justice should arise, in 

view of the fact that everyone, including Alceste, knows that falsehood 

is a prerogative of justice. Alceste’s astonishment at such occurrences 

could only seem tragic if we were totally unaware of the moral assumptions 

which underlie the play. If it were assumed that true justice did in fact 

exist, then the loss of Alceste’s lawsuit would appear as a tragic injustice. 

But Alceste does not assume this, nor indeed is he blind to the habitual
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machinations of justice. He deliberately chooses not to solicit his 

judges, thus forfeiting in advance the opportunity of winning his lawsuit. 

By refusing to participate in the normal course of justice, he is caught 

in his own vicious circle: convinced of the innate perversity of humanity,

he nevertheless insists on demanding perfect justice from human 

ins titutions.

Alceste is too lucid not to see the impossibility of such a demand,

which makes the loss of his lawsuit inevitable. This is precisely what

he desires, for he is not at all interested in winning it, but is prepared

to use it for the sake of his ’theory* about life in general. This is

borne out amply by the first scene of this Act;when Philinte suggests a

pragmatic course of action which may reverse the result of the lawsuit,

Alceste refuses petulantly to countenance any possible change of verdict!

Philinte: ’Et pour votre proces, dont vous pouvez vous plaindre,
II vous est en justice aise d ’y revenir,
Et contre cet arret ...

Alceste: Non, je vcux m ’y tenir’ (11. 1538-40)

It is immediately apparent that Alceste’s pursuit of justice is

similar to his pursuit of Celimene; whilst he would like in each case to

defeat his rivals (the scelerat with whom he litigates and the honnete

suitors) to prove his superiority over his fashionable contemporaries, he

secretly nopes that he will lose both his lawsuit and Celimene in order to

parade before all the validity of his ’misanthropy’. The loss of his

lawsuit, he tells us, must forever stand as

1 ... un fameux temoignage
De la mechancete' des hommes de notre age.
Ce sont vingt milie francs qu’il m ’en pourra couter;
Mais, pour vingt mille francs, j ’aurais droit de pester
Contre 1’iniquite" de la nature humaine,

Et de nourrir pour elle une immortelle haine.’ (11. 1545-50)

Never before has he been able to luxuriate in such self-flagellation 

and vituperation, because never before has he had such an apparently

reasonable basis for these attitudes. His words bear out the comic truth

2 0 4.



of Le Vayer’s observation in Prose Chagrine, that when we imagine 

ourselves to be persecuted by events and people,

••• Souvent nous n ’avons point de plus grand adversaire que nous 
nous-memes.’ (77)

The fact that justice may be erratic and even corrupt is as nothing 

when compared to the monstrous nature of Alceste’s pose here. As in the 

first scene of the play, he utters his condemnation of humanity and its 

institutions in lofty, universally applicable terms, giving the impression 

that innocence has been betrayed by a century of perversity, whilst at 

the same time obscuring the mundane truth that one of his principal motives 

in undertaking his lawsuit is nothing more than a vendetta against his 

opponent, (cf. 11. 123 ff., 11. 1493 ff.) In fact, the principal source

of his massive indictment of humanity is to be found in this personal and 

temperamental antipathy. In using abstract concepts such as ’justice’, 

trutii , etc. as a pretext to give added weight to a temperamental dislike, 

he is surely beuaving in a puerile and patently dishonest fashion. He 

does not deviate from such tactics throughout the play; at the 

beginning, his ’misanthropy’ is quick to allege ’le franc scelerat’ as its 

justification (1. 124); in the present scene, the absolute statement that

’Trop de perversite' regne au siecle ou nous sommes’ (1. 1485) 

is seen to depend on the relative fact that

’Un traitre, dont on sait la scandaleuse histoire,
Est sorti triomphant d’une faussete noire!’ (11. 1493-4)

Having used humanity in general and the scelerat in particular to 

justify his perverse outlook on life, to which his temperament predisposes 

him, he is quite content to maintain his status quo. With the loss of his 

lawsuit he finds a way of ascribing the highest possible motive to his 

’misanthropy’, that of wronged innocence. If he appealed against the 

decision and won (Philinte has indicated that this is a distinct 

probability) then the moral basis for his ’misanthropy’ would disappear in 

the eyes of the world. But his martyr’s pose must be kept up, and by



refusing to appeal, he can continue to use it as a defensive mechanism 

to cover up his temperamental inadaptability and insecurity.

In the following scene, Oronte and Alceste join forces to make Celimene 

choose between them. P.J. Yarrow once again sees no comedy in Alceste’s 

position here, but their expedient pact is not without its comic 

incongruity, when one realises that the person responsible for bringing 

them together, the coquette, was the ultimate cause of their quarrel over 

the sonnet in Celimene’s salon. (73) In addition, the enemy of all things 

honnete is himself cast in the role of an honnete suitor, pleading for her 

favour in the galant language of his fashionable rival.

The denouement in Sc. 4, with its revelation that Celimene’s feelings 

for her admirers are merely on the level of those of a coquette enjoying 

their attentions, completes admirably Moliere’s comic portrayal of Alceste. 

The impetuous suitor who in the first scene of the play demanded that

’Je veux qu’on me distingue; et pour le trancher net,
L’ami du genre humain n ’est point du tout mon fait’. (11. 63-4)

now discovers the truth of which he has had many presentiments, but which

his vanity has served to conceal from him. He has no more claim to the

favours of ’1’amie du genre humain’ than any other of her admirers.

His long silence throughout the reading of the letters and the resigned tone

of his eventual reaction (11. 1733 ff.) are due to his wounded vanity at

having been ’betrayed’ by Celimene. Is it true to say, with P.J. Yarrow,

that Alceste has every right to be jealous here? (79) But Celimene has

never at any time disguised the fact that other suitors were paying their

attentions to her, or indicated that she was averse to this! Her coquetry

is, at any rate, so deeply rooted in her nature, that to disguise it would

be to become someone other than Celimene.

The same critic has noted Alceste’s dignified and tender treatment 

of Celimene after the reading of the letter. (80) It is true that he 

appears ’calm of mind all passion spent’ in his speech from 1. 1747 onwards,



but he has now achieved the objective to which all his emotion and fury

were directed, of acquiring proof for all to see of Celimene’s treachery

towards him. In fact, Celimene obliges him with an apparent confession

guilt on her part:

’.... je tombe d’accord de mon crime envers vous’ (1. 1742)

But as J. Guicharnaud has pointed out, this avowal by the coquette

is not to be taken as a formal recognition of her deception of Alceste:

’Ce que fait Celimene, c’est en quelque sorte de se mettre a la 
place d ’autrui ... En termes d’Alceste, Celimene est coupable, elle l’a 
trahi. Dans son univers a lui, le ressentiment est done raisonnable. 
Qu’au fond, il n ’y ait pas eu de trahison, Celimene comprend que ce n ’est 
pas ce qui compte: la subjectivite d ’Alceste peut avoir raison tout
autant que la sienne.’ (81)

This interpretation seems to me justified by Celimene’s voluntary

use of absolute terms such as ’crime’, ’trahir’, ’hair’, which will convey

adequately to Alceste's jealous imagination the magnitude of guilt which

Celimene cannot experience so long as she remains true to her own

coquettish nature.

Alceste has now heard from Celimene the avowal of her 'infidelity'

towards him which he has desired to hear from the beginning of the play.

But, as Celimene herself has earlier said, Alceste is never completely

satisfied with the opinions of others, even when they are his own. To

create for himself the Celimene he desires, he must make her go beyond

her confession and espouse his great design of going to live with him in

desert. His forgiveness of her misdeeds, and his love for her, are

conditional upon her acceptance of his resolve. (11. 1757-68) If she

acquiesces, he tells her that

'II peut m'etre permis de vous aimer encore.' (1. 1768)

/  # v.

When Celimene hesitates and eventually refuses such an invitation3

Alceste speaks lines which indicate the depth of the comic contradiction

in his nature:

'Puisque vous n'etes point, en des liens si doux,
Pour trouver tout en moi, comme moi tout en vous,
Allez, je vous refuse ...' (11. 1781-3)



There can surely be no more flagrant misinterpretation, even by a 

comic hero in Moliere’s theatre, of his own motives than this. Alceste, 

whatever else he may have found in Celimene, has certainly not found every

thing in her. He has merely found in her nature many characteristics

which he aspired to change, and the possibility of reforming society’s idol

to nis own misanthropic way of thinking. He has attempted to gain his 

supreme revenge on society by transforming her into a female version of 

himself. To find his all in her would automatically imply not merely his 

formal acceptance of Celimene the cocjuette, but also his active wish that 

she retain her individual characteristics of coquetry, censoriousness and 

gregariousness, in short, her right to exist as the Celimene who originally 

attracted him. By so doing, he would thus have remained true to the first 

irrational movement of his nature which attracted him to someone 

diametrically opposed to himself.

Alceste appears to manifest the superiority of his motives in his 

haughty refusal of her. But the motives of both protagonists seem 

ironically similar in nature if not in degree. To Celimene, leaving 

society would be synonymous with deprivation of the adulation and flattery 

to which salon life has accustomed her. To Alceste, leaving society is 

merely a pretext for organizing his life around those things in which 

society is not interested, that is, his own chagrin and introspection. In

their very different universes, both nevertheless aspire to the same

absolute position, in which they are the unique dispensers of rank, favour 

and importance.

Does Alceste come to the end of the play with more self-knowledge 

than at the beginning? I find it difficult to agree with G. Rudler when 

he writes that

'Alceste commence a se connaitre, son epreuve n ’a pas e te vaine;' (82)

It is true that he appears to display commendable lucidity and humility 

when he admits to Eliante that
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’... le Ciel, pour ce noeud, ne m ’avoit point fait naitre;’ (1. 1792) 

thus disengaging himself from a rash commitment which he had made earlier 

to her. But there is no evidence in the last Act, apart from these words, 

to show that he is any less imbued with his intrinsic worth and self- 

righteousness than he was at the beginning of the play. At that point, 

he was already contemplating with relish his misanthropic vision of fleeing 

society (11. 143-4) and looked forward to losing his proces, (11. 196 ff.), 

which he regarded even then as his crucial moral test for society.

Having duly lost his lawsuit, his initial vision of his desert has now 

acquired more cogency, and therefore a greater attraction for his misanthropic 

tendencies (11. 1573 ff.). It is with this design firmly fixed in his 

mind that he made his grandiose offer to Celimene to accompany him. Now

that he has fully formulated it, he cannot, and will not on any account

• /
renounce it or allow his promise to Eliante to interfere with his idee fixe.

False humility is a tactic in the use of which Alceste has proved himself 

extremely convincing and adept. (83) Some remarks by Q.M. Hope are worth 

quoting in this context:

’The pattern of Alceste’s experience may resemble superficially that 
of the tragic hero: he doggedly seeks knowledge; the pursuit brings him
only suffering; finally out of the suffering comes a glimmer of enlighten
ment. lie says at the end that he was not bora to be married and to live 
like others. But of course his experience has not been tragic in nature, 
and he has learned nothing from it. He is still possessed by self-pity 
and self-regard when he leaves the stage:’ (84)

The misanthropic pose of Alceste has now fully and convincingly 

evolved. He has, on objective testimony, suffered harshly at the hands of 

justice and of Celimene; he has also been seen to extend a generous pardon 

to the guilty coquette, who has misused his good faith, and he has selflessly 

, ✓ 
withdrawn his offer of marriage to Eliante, thus allowing Philinte to propose 

to her instead. His grandiloquent benediction to Philinte and Eliante conveys 

so well the martyred status that he has given himself that critics have 

discerned true and noble pathos in its expression:



Puissiez-vous, pour gouter de vrais contentements,
L un pour 1*autre a jamais garder ces sentiments!
Trahi de toutes parts, accable d ’injustices,
Je vais sortir d’un gouffre ou triomphent les vices,
Et chercher sur la terre un endroit ecarte'

Ou d etre homme d’honneur on ait la libertel ’ (11. 1801-6) (85)

It is perhaps not fruitless to speculate upon what Alceste will do 

in his desert., since the psychology of the imaginaire of Moliere is rigid 

m  its permanence. He departs with the firm intention of indulging his 

’misanthropy* to the full in his solitude. But in order to derive any 

satisfaction from his ’misanthropy’, he must have a sympathetic audience 

to recognize the justice and validity of his grievances. Without them, 

he cannot possibly nourish his martyr’s complex which makes up the basis 

of his nature. IIis need of society therefore is, paradoxically, greater 

than his misanthropic quest for solitude. Alceste, obeying the invariable 

fixity of the true comic hero in Moliere’s theatre, will not deviate from his 

own nature, and will return to the society for which he professes such 

profound contempt as soon as he sees that the fires of his misanthropy are 

burning low in his desert. (86)

(5)

As I have indicated at the beginning of this chapter, the key to the 

vision of life contained in Le Misanthrope seems to be found not solely in 

the ideas of either of the two protagonists, but in the dramatic paradox 

whereby Moliere, as the creator of both Alceste and Philinte, expresses 

their ideas simultaneously. This inevitably paradoxical position of the 

creator of a play, although universal in its applicability, has nevertheless 

an important and no less paradoxical consequence for Le Misanthrope in 

particular. This is that Alceste and Philinte both share the same 

fundamental ideas on man and life. They may be, and are, different from 

each other in the attitudes which they adopt towards society - in reality 

both agree closely on the moral premises of the play. That justice when 

practised gives rise to such an example of injustice as that experienced
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by Alceste, that the poison of hypocrisy has penetrated into all levels

of society, that honourable men of moral principle must forgo the social

esteem which is their due — both share to some degree such sceptical views

on man. Indeed, the dialogue between Alceste and Philinte which opens

the play, could only take place if both accepted this common premise.

It is because Alceste is so personally aware of such a situation that he

experiences the overwhelming desire to change it - and it is because he is

so outraged by Philinte1s apathetic acquiescence in it that he proceeds with

renewed determination. R. Doumic sums up well the positions of the two

interlocutors when he sees in them only

'une difference d*attitude, non d*appreciation.’ (37)

This concordance between the two friends is therefore not in the

nature of an arbitrary coincidence, but rather indicates the invariable

element in the sceptical vision of the play - as though Alceste and

Philinte were permitted a certain choice of attitude situated anywhere

outside the area of common agreement. It may be noted here that such

identity of view between the so-called raisonneur and his counterpart, the

ridicule, is by no means exceptional in Moliere's theatre. In an earlier 

/
comedy, L*Ecole des Maris (1661), a more banal debate on the excesses of 

fashion between Ariste and his brother Sganarelle reveals a similar 

ambiguity - both agreeing in opinion and differing in attitude. (88) In 

both these plays, it is as though Moliere were proclaiming that his 

traditional comic character (Sganarelle, Alceste, etc.) is fundamentally 

correct in his theory of society and of man (thus detaching himself from 

the corpus of honnete opinion which condemns social eccentricity) and 

simultaneously proclaiming that this character is wrong in the ridiculous 

extent to which he carries his theory (thus detaching himself from the 

comic character by seeing him through the eyes of his honnete audience). 

Because of this ’double vision* which he enjoys throughout the play, Moliere 

can at all times sympathize with the essential grievances of his ridicule



whilst at the same time viewing him continually in an objective light.

There is one character in the play who shares to a remarkable degree this 

paradoxical position with Moliere throughout and that is Philinte. (It 

may be objected that Eliante shares the same vision as Philinte. It is 

true that she does echo his opinion of Alceste when she describes the 

misanthrope as singulier but nonetheless sincere and admirable. (11. 1163-68) 

Yet I think that she is altogether too episodic, a character (she speaks not 

more than seventy lines in the play) to be said to be in possession of an 

overall vision of the play).

On the other hand, Philinte continually shares with Moliere a double 

vision of Alceste, although the dramatist automatically enjoys the superior 

detachment of the creator from his character which renders total 

identification with Philinte impossible. Nevertheless Philinte shares the 

vision of the comic dramatist to the extent of being able to detach 

himself from Alceste and to put his extreme behaviour into the perspective 

of a comedy:

’Je ris des noirs acces ou je vous envisage,
Et crois voir en nous deux, sous memes soins nourris,
Ces deux freres que peint L’Ecole des maris.’ (11. 98-100)

Philinte repeatedly returns to the comic aspect of Alceste’s 

behaviour:

’Je vous dirai tout franc que cette maladie,
Partout ou vous allez, donne la comedie, (11. 105-6)
On se riroit de vous, Alceste, tout de bon,
Si l’on vous entendoit parler de la fapon.’ (11. 203-4)

But Philinte does more than share an essential part of the author’s 

comic vision; he also shares the philosophic basis for this vision, that is, 

scepticism.

The scepticism of Philinte may be seen from an elucidation of his

concept of reason. It is a common-place among Moliere scholars that his

most famous raisonneur shares with his creator the view that men ought 

to be guided in their affairs by reason, the practice of which enables
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Philinte to avoid the unreasonable conduct of Alceste. (39) Such a 

view of Philinte as a moderate man of eminent reason is certainly 

encouraged by Alceste, when he says to him in the first scene of the play:

'Mais ce flegme, Monsieur, qui raisonne si bien,
Ce flegme pourra-t-il ne s’echauffer de rien? (11. 167-8)

Morbleu’. je ne veux point parler,
Tant ce raisonnement est plein d Timpertinence.’ (11. 180-1)

He comes back to this theme in the final Act in his objurgations to 

Philinte:

'Non: vous avez beau faire et beau me raisonner, (1. 1483)
En beaux raisonnements vous abondez toujours;’(1. 1571)

Nevertheless, it is clear on examination of Philinte’s role that he 

most certainly cannot be said to argue in the name of reason. When 

Alceste castigates him in Act I, Sc. 1 for bestowing profuse greetings on 

a stranger, he does not attempt to reason with him, nor does he try to 

rationalize his action. He merely contents himself with an answer couched 

in axiomatic terms of social expediency (see 11. 37-40, 65-6, 73-80).

His replies to his irascible friend are much less a considered and reasoned 

examination of Alcestefs indictment against society than a mechanical 

attitude, fabricated in advance, rather in the nature of an instrument kept 

in readiness for appropriate application. Hence the preponderance of such 

irrational formulae as ’II faut bien’ (1. 38, 1. 65), 1II est bon de’ (1. 76) 

’Encore en est-il bien ...’ (1. 117), in his speeches. The indifferent

and detached attitude typified by such phrases is only possible because 

he refuses steadfastly to do what Alceste insists on doing, that is, to 

question and examine the intrinsic merit of social usage by demanding that 

there be a rational connection between a person’s worth and the social

distinction which he enjoys. Like his predecessors, Ariste and Chrysalde

' # /
°f L Ecole des Maris and L ’Ecole des Femmes respectively, his detachment

with regard to the events he witnesses in society can only be maintained 

as long as he recognizes the futility of applying a rational criterion

to the subject in question; but unlike them, he is prepared to extend



this detachment beyond the limited areas of fashion and marriage, and make 

it the foundation of his moral outlook on humanity:

’A force de sagesse, on peut etre blamable;
La parfaite raison fuit toute extremite,
Et veut que l ron soit sage avec sobriete.’ (11. 150-2) (90)

These gnomic lines, which have traditionally been taken as containing 

the quintessence of Moliere’s philosophy of reason, merely conceal 

Philinte s opposition to Alceste’s determined attempts to follow reason at 

all costs. He characterizes Alceste’s intention to follow the dictates 

of his reason as ’une folie a nulle autre seconde’ (1. 157). Such 

paradoxical treatment of reason by Philinte is fully in line with the 

moderation of Cleante in Tartuffe (who controls his reason by recognizing 

that it cannot go beyond the world of appearances), and with the burlesque 

folle sagesse of Sganarelle in Dom Juan. But in those plays, such 

’wisdom’, although providing an appropriate commentary on the comic 

character’s actions, was not set at the dramatic heart of the action.

In the case of Cleante, such advice was given from the periphery of the 

play, and in that of Sganarelle it was reduced to the level of a valet’s 

buffoonery in front of his master. For the first time in Moliere’s 

theatre, this wisdom’ spoken by Philinte to its more reasonable counter

part, forms the explicit theme of the play, a theme which is enunciated 

at the beginning, and illustrated in the contrasting actions of the two 

protagonists throughout. The famous words which Philinte speaks to 

Alceste are not to be seen merely as a shrewd comment on the action of the 

play - they lead to the action, as well as illustrating it, as Alceste 

sets the course of his conduct in a direction diametrically opposed to 

that which his friend has advised him to take. It is because Philinte 

thinks that it is foolish to tell the truth about themselves to such 

£alon figures as the aging Emilie or the boastful Dorilas that Alceste 

deems it wise to do so. (11. 81-8) In fact, it is because of Philinte’s

worldly foolishness that Alceste is the more determined to be wise in his

2 1 4 .



misanthropy in the final Act (Sc. 1) by withdrawing from society.

Philinte s paradoxical view that the application of reason to life 

is tantamount to foolishness must, in a general conclusive sense, be that 

of Moliere the dramatist who like his raisonneur was able to put Alceste’s 

struggle against the unreason of life into the perspective of a play. 

Philinte s standpoint is the only one in the play from which Alceste is 

viewed as being _right and comic at the same time. And this paradoxical 

view of Alceste rests upon the basic conviction of the play that folly 

and reason are one and the same thing. A consideration of the philosophy 

from which his notion of reason originates will therefore shed some light 

upon the comic vision of Moliere’s play.

If some of Alceste’s opinions concerning men tended towards scepticism, 

those of Philinte are completely sceptical in inspiration. His view of 

human reason, which is so central to his opinion of man, is scepticism- in 

its purest form. One need only compare La Mothe Le Vayer’s attitude to 

it with that o .l Philinte to confirm this. Le Vayer gives the most 

extensive treatment to the principal theme of his scepticism, folie, 

his Petit Traite Sceptique sur cette Commune Facon de parler N ’Avoir 

jPas le Sens Congnun (1646) (91). Following Erasmus’ Moriae Encomium (1511), 

to which he explicitly acknowledges his debt, his Petit Traite is written in 

the first instance against the philosophy of the Stoics, whose wise man 

claims to lead a life perfectly controlled by wisdom and therefore free of 

the limitations attending common humanity. (92) Philinte, at the outset 

of the play, seems also to be thinking of those people who make such 

grandiose pretensions to wisdom, when he condemns

'Cette grande roideur des vertus des vieux ages 
(qui) veut aux mortels trop de perfection’ (1. 153, 1. 155)

Moliere’s play is only possible because of Alceste’s dogmatic claim 

that he alone sees life steadily and sees it whole. That he claims a 

monopoly of good sense and reason is seen from his unequivocal condemnation
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of a poem which does not please him. Le Vayer shares Moliere’s 

detachment from those like Alceste, who display such boundless confidence 

in their own opinion and reason, and to illustrate their folly, he sets out 

to examine a proverb ’N ’avoir pas le Sens Commun’. This axiom is normally 

used, he writes, whenever people judge that the opinions of others have 

offended against their own conception of what is reasonable in speech, custom 

and behaviour. We therefore come to the natural conclusion that something 

which has appeared unreasonable to us must in fact be unreasonable, because 

each of us believes in the inherent superiority of his own judgment.

Opinions which are in reality no more than subjective thus acquire in our 

own eyes a kind of objectivity and certainty which predispose us to 

express them dogmatically, as though no other conflicting opinions could 

possibly be tenable. Le Vayer, in a passage which may be seen as an 

appropriate commentary on Alceste’s rigid sagesse, cannot but admire the 

temerity of the human mind which effects so uncritically the transition from 

subjective judgment to entrenched dogmatism, as he describes

’... l’arrogance et la temerite" de l’esprit humain, lorsqu’elles lui 
font condamner pour etre irregulier, tout ce qui lui est nouveau, comme 
s'il pouvait etre la regie de toutes choses ... comme si la Nature 
n ’avait point d ’autre etendue que sa connaissance; et qui sont cause qu’il 
croit qu’on n ’a pas le Sens Commun, aussitot qu’on s’ecarte de sa facon de 
concevoir, comme si sa sphere d’activite n ’avait point d ’autres limites que 
celles du globe intellectuel, et qu’il eut tenu registre de toutes les 
opinions humaines, dont il ne sait pas la millieme partie. Car s’il ne 
possede qu’a grande peine quelque legere connaissance de la facon dont 
raisonnent les hommes de notre Europe ... que sera— ce quand on lui fera 
voir, qu’il reste plus de Terres a decouvrir ... a— t_il suppute les pensees 
de tant de Peuples et de Cosmopolites, comme il le faudrait avoir fait, 
pour determiner quel est le Sens Commun?’ (93)

The Sceptic’s method of proving the absurdity of such an absolute 

claim consists in accumulating evidence to show its relative nature: in

Le Vayer’s case, he has recourse to his beloved sceptical tropes, which 

illustrate, in devastating fashion, the contingency of customs, laws and 

knowledge, which all vary incessantly from country to country, generation 

to generation,and person to person. (94) For Le Vayer, the most 

convincing argument for such contingency lies in the infinite variety of
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the ways in which the human mind reacts to the same phenomena. For 

example, the handling of parchment makes Le Vayer grit his teeth, whilst 

others experience pleasure or no reaction at all; yet exactly the opposite 

is true of different reactions to different objects. The relativity of 

our opinions and sense impressions may be seen most clearly in the 

differences of humour and mood which characterize m a n’s normal behaviour:

’Car comme il y a des hommes qui sont tellement dans 1’usage de la 
raison, q u’ils ne se laissent presque jamais transporter de colere pour 
quoi que ce soit, l’on en voit d ’autres qui s'offensent de rien, et que
la fougue prend sur les moindres sujets qui se presentent ... et il
se trouve des esprits si delicats, q u’ils se troublent et s ’irritent pour 
des choses dont d ’autres qu’eux ne feraient que rire ... ’ (95)

Moliere, in terms similar to those used by the Sceptic, acquires 

the same detached outlook on the claims of reason and dogmatism by 

making different reactions to life into the dramatic opposition of the 

equitable and imperturbable Philinte, and the irascible Alceste. In the 

opening scene, he shows that since the diverse nature of life may account 

for two totally different attitudes to the same experiences, no one 

interpretation of reality may claim to be entirely reasonable or sensible.

If reason admits of no fixed interpretation, it is because it is as diverse

a concept as men themselves. Alceste’s reason, on the other hand, leads him

to trust in

’La raison, mon bon droit, l’equite.’ (1. 187) 

absolute moral categories which stand in irrevocable opposition to injustice 

and falsehood. Le Vayer, having invoked such an absolute distinction 

between truth and falsehood, finds it easy to contradict it with a 

paradox which is also at the centre of Philinte’s thought, when he 

approves the argument of the philosopher Chrysippus, namely that

’... le vice n ’etait aucunement vice selon sa Nature, et qu’il ne 
pouvait pas etre dit du tout inutile a l’egard de l’Univers, vu qu’autre- 
ment le bien ne s’y rencontrerait pas. Cela se prend de la raison des 
contraires, qui ne sauraient subsister l’un sans l’autre ... comme les 
excrements et les mauvaises humeurs ne servent pas moins a 1’entretien 
du corps humain que les bonnes, on voit aussi que les hommes vicieux ne 
laissent pas de servir au public, et que le mal particulier qu’ils font, 
se t o u m e  en bien dans l’ordre general du monde ...’ (96)



When Alceste’s absolute moral categories have been thrown into 

confusion by the loss of his lawsuit, Philinte has recourse to 

substantially the same argument as that employed by Le Vayer, as he 

attempts to point out to his friend that there is still a blind order 

operative in the apparent moral chaos of life, invariably extracting virtue 

from deceit:

’Tous ces defauts humains nous donnent dans la vie 
Des moyens d'exercer notre philosophie:
C’est le plus bel emploi que trouve la vertu;
Et si de probite tout etoit. revetu,
Si tous les coeurs etoient francs, justes et dociles,
La plupart des vertus nous seroient inutiles,’ (Act V, Sc. 1,

11. 1561-66)

Alceste instinctively rejects this argument as being yet another of

Philinte’s ’beaux raisonnements’ (1. 1571). In his mind, reason cannot

countenance such an illogicality, and admits of only one solution:

’La raison, pour mon bien, veut que je me retire.’ (1. 1573)

His unequivocal attitude to the advice of the sceptical Philinte

follows that of the Stoics who

’affirment q u’il n ’y a aucun intermediaire entre la vertu et le 
vice’ (97)

His astonishment and indignation at all those who refuse to make such 

a mathematical division between vice and vertu is the logical outcome of th 

Stoic notion:

’... ce me sont de mortelles blessures,
De voir qu’avec le vice on garde des mesures.’ (Act I, Sc. 1,

11. 141-2)

he has already told Philinte. If he judges his friend as harshly as the 

’franc scelerat’ who has calumniated him, it is because he accepts fully 

the logical conclusion which follows from this moral premise of the Stoics, 

that there cannot be any degree in falsehood, just as there cannot be any 

degree in virtue. All faults are equally heinous in nature, and he who 

is guilty of one is necessarily guilty of all. (98) This belief accounts 

for his extreme condemnation of Philinte’s mild social flattery, a crime



for which the only retribution is hanging. (11. 14-23) One is either 

completely sincere in word, thought and deed, or else an odious hypocrite. 

The same categorical attitude makes Alceste adopt an intransigent position 

with regard to his lawsuit:

’J’ai tort, ou j ’ai raison1 (1. 192) 

he tells Philinte. In Act V the latter says that the unfavourable decision 

of the judges can be reversed, by reopening the case. But even if 

this were so, it would still be unacceptable to Alceste, since even the 

momentary tarnishing of his perfect ’bon droit’ would be sufficient proof 

to him of the proximity of ’vice’ a n d’vertu’ which reduces Justice (i.e. 

Reason according to Alceste), to that irrational moral disorder which 

characterizes everyday life. And the morally absolute (the Rational) 

cannot temporize with the morally relative (the Irrational).

The scepticism of Philinte, by accepting the disordered sequence of 

events which make up life, and by resigning itself fatalistically to this 

disorder, at once refuses to impose its own rigid pattern on life and 

implicitly rejects the possibility of a discernible pattern which a 

controlling Providence imposes. If there is any constant element in human 

experience, it can only be inherent in the paradoxical scheme of things, 

operating through the irrational interaction of ’vice’ and ’vertu’. In 

spite of Philinte’s more optimistic tone in comparison to Alceste at the 

end of the play, he does not believe in the maxim that ’all is for the best 

in the best of all possible worlds’. But by making of the moral disorder 

of life the impetus towards perseverance and endurance in the face of 

adversity, he does believe that ’all may be made to work for the best in the 

best of all possible worlds’ on one condition: that one recognize

the fundamental irrationality of life and use it as a basis for one’s 

personal philosophy.

Alceste of course refuses to do this, and the irrational ’order’

°f life confounds hopelessly his presumption in seeking to mould it into
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the pattern of his reason. His defeat represents a final sceptical 

comment on the value of man's distinctive quality, his speculative faculty, 

and runs completely counter to the buoyant humanism epitomized in Hamlet's 

famous lines:

. a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason! How
infinite in faculty. ... in apprehension how like a god! ... the paragon 
of animals.” (Act II, Sc. 2, 11. 323-8)

In fact, it brings us close to the conclusion of Le Vayer, that 

perhaps reason is not after all the divine gift which men imagine it to be; 

if the gods had wished to mock at our earthly struggles, they could not 

have chosen a better way of doing so than to give us such an overweening 

sense of confidence in its power. Hence the philosopher's approval of the 

laughter to which Democritus gave expression each time that he considered

'... qu'un animal si faible de corps et d'esprit comme est l'homme, 
se trouvait neanmoins rempli d'une si sotte vanite.' (99)

Le Vayer now drains together the practical conclusions from this view 

of man's reason, and these conclusions seem to me to illuminate the 

sceptical vision of Le Misanthrope. In his Petit Traite, he answers the 

objection that if every man possessed in the same degree the gift of 

reason, the affairs of the world would be managed more smoothly, by saying

'Cependant, si l'on veut prendre garde un peu plus pres, on 
reconnaitra bientot le contraire; et que tant sans faut c'est la folie 
qui fait subsister le monde, lequel apparemment perirait sans son 
entremise.' (100)

To Le Vayer, all the activities of life take place under the aegis 

of .folio? which offers to its followers an agreeable illusion under the spell 

of which they pass their days. It embraces all the occupations and 

festivities of mankind, and all the pomp and ceremony which go to make up 

the fiction of social life. It is the raison d'etre of public functions 

and imbues magistrates, financiers and Courtiers with the illusive 

conviction that what they are doing is important and that they themselves 

occupy such positions on account of their intrinsic worth. The condition 

oj:' which is universal in its scope, arises from the discrepancy
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between the contingent nature of human enterprises and the absolute 

character with which they are invested by their practitioners. The Sceptic, 

detached from the spectacle of life, and at the same time engaged in it, 

is acutely aware of what a m o d e m  writer has described as being

’Ce divorce entre l'homme et sa vie, l’acteur et son decor, (qui est) 
proprement le sentiment de 1’absurdite.’ (101)

But although Le Vayer is fully aware of the folly and absurdity of life 

which escape the mass of humanity, he will not seek to lift the veil of 

illusion which conceals the truth from them. On the contrary, he is 

convinced that folie has an indispensable and positive function in 

society:

’Ainsi, il est aise" de conclure que la folie, considered de ce cote', 
est aussi utile au monde que la sagesse y mettrait de confusions irreparables. 
Si l'on dit que les hommes etant sages, se donneraient aisement d ’autres 
meilleures occupations; on repond, qu’otant les guerres, les meutres, les 
volupte's de toutes les mauvaises actions que la sagesse ne peut souffrir; 
la terre n ’aurait pas a demi de quoi nourrir le genre humain, a cause de 
sa trop grande multitude ... Mais graces Dieu, nous n'avons pas 
beaucoup a craindre de cet in convenient. Pendant qu’il y aura de l’humanite 
dans le monde, la folie n ’y manquera pas pour lui f o u m i r  d’entretien. ’ (102)

One may thus safely dispense with the impossible suggestions made by 

the Alcestes of this world, that reason be adopted as the sole criterion of 

judgment. In any case, says Le Vayer, it is a truth verified by daily 

experience that although the wise may propose, it is still the foolish who 

dispose in the end. But his principal reason for not wishing to interfere 

with the folie of the world is to be found in the simple fact that everyone

concerned appears to be entirely satisfied with his or her condition as it is

at present:

’Le bon est que personne ne se plaint de ce cote^-la, et que ...
chacun se plait a jouir de sa marotte.’ (103)

The truth of this statement is abundantly confirmed by the salon

figures against whom Alceste’s sagesse is directed. Hie importunate

Dorilas, who boasts eternally about his aristocratic pedigree, the aged crone 

/
Emilie, who cuts a ridiculous figure as a coquette, the fatuous Clitandre 

and Acaste, who preen themselves on their intelligence and good appearance,



are all blissfully content with the illusory image of themselves which 

they have come to accept as truth. Hence Philintefs total disapproval of 

Alceste s determination to shatter such illusions by telling them of the 

true impression which they give to society, an impression of which society 

is fully aware but which it agrees to connive at, because all its 

members participate to some extent in similar illusions. To enter into 

the game of social life is to understand something of the lesser and 

individually practised illusions which go to make up the collective illusion 

society. For there are as many different kinds of folie as there are 

people willing to act them. People who indulge their own private marotte 

under the guise of a grave exterior, who derive subtle pleasure from their 

role as public moralisers, all succumb to the spirit of folie no less than 

those whom their reason leads them to despise:

II y en a d f (folies) etudiees comme de naturelles; II y en a 
d’austeres, et de serieuses, comme de gaies et d’enjouees.1 (104)

Mollere and Le Vayer leave us in no doubt that in the comic hierarchy 

of folie, the spectacle of the Alcestes of this world occupies the highest 

position. If the petits marquis and the other salon figures are comic 

because they are supremely unaware of their own folie, Alceste is doubly so, 

because he seeks to reform the unchangeable condition of his fellows with 

a jL°Me. a11 ^  more irremediable in nature: for although he is fully aware

of the folie of others (as aware as Philinte), he is totally unaware of the 

mask of sagesse which is merely one of the many forms which protean-like 

folie may assume. Le Vayer expresses this ’paradox of paradoxes’ in the 

most memorable and epigrammatic passage of his traite:

’En effet, comme le premier degre' de folie est de s’estimer sage, 
le second est de faire profession de sagesse, et le troisieme de vouloir 
en consequence reformer le Monde, et guerir la folie des autres. La 
raison de cela se prend de ce que ... la folie est une maladie dont on ne 
guerit jamais. ... Ainsi la temerite de ceux, qui osent entreprendre de 
rendre sages leurs voisins en depit qu’ils en aient, a fait dire aux 
Italiens, que pour guerir un fou, il en fallait un et demi ... II semble 
done bien a propos de laisser le monde comme il est, et un chacun dans la 
libre profession de sa marotte, que souvent il ne changerait pas pour un 
Sceptre.’ (105)

2 2 2.



We recall that Philinte also considers the reforming zeal of Alceste 

as the epitome of folie when he tells him that

*... c’est une folie a nulle autre seconde 
De vouloir se meler de corriger le monde.’ (11. 157-8)

(6)

What then is the alternative to Alceste’s moral indignation inspired 

by the folly and imperfection of the world? Philinte will certainly not 

succumb to the attraction offered by a misanthropic denunciation of the 

wrongs of his fellows. For although I have emphasized that he does 

express views on mankind which at first sight seem to echo Hobbes’ maxim 

that every man is enemy to every man’, it seems nevertheless inaccurate 

to describe him as the true misanthrope of the play. (106) The essential 

feature of the true misanthrope is his steadfast wish to separate himself 

from the spectacle of human turpitude which surrounds him, and which 

nourishes his timonian hatred of mankind. But Philinte neither shares 

such hatred of his fellox^s, nor expresses at any time the slightest wish 

to cut himself off from humanity. In fact, he resolutely opposes such 

misanthropic ideas in the opening scenes of Act I and Act V. Whilst 

Philinte shares Alceste s pessimistic view of mankind, his scepticism ensures 

that his pessimism does not become an end in itself, like that of his 

friend. He follows Le Vayer in Prose Chagrine, in that his scepticism 

allows him to convert his underlying pessimism into a therapeutic which 

enables him to resist ’the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune’. In 

his Petit Traite ... Le Vayer explicitly differentiates scepticism from 

'cette haine du genre humain, qu’on nomme Misanthropie’, with which a 

sceptical view of life has some elements in common, at least initially. (107) 

Similarly, Philinte’s scepticism enables him to use the disabused truths of 

the misanthrope as a means of defining and developing his own moral attitude, 

for, as he tells Alceste in Act V, Sc. 1, the awareness of the permanence of 

’vice’ in human nature gives one the opportunity to practise ’vertu'. But
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what is this 'vertu' of which Philinte speaks? It cannot be wholly 

free or different from ’vice’ because they are both essential features 

of human nature. The ’vertu’ which is the moral fruit of scepticism begins 

with an insight into the truth of human nature in general, and is developed 

by a personal application of that truth. If ’vice’ be an ineradicable 

part of human nature, then Philinte’s own nature must necessarily be 

compounded to some extent of ’vice1. He is thus paradoxically more 

convinced of the imperfections of human nature than Alceste, because he 

feels himself a part of that nature and therefore subject to its moral 

flaws as well as to its qualities. Although he is the ironic spectator of 

the folly and imperfection of mankind, he is aware that he himself 

necessarily participates in their folly and imperfection.

The misanthropy of Alceste cuts him off from the imperfections of 

his fellows, and sets him, in his own eyes, on a higher moral level than 

they; the scepticism of Philinte, on the other hand, enables him to 

detach himself sufficiently from them to consider their faults, and at 

the same time to identify himself with them as it is extended in its turn 

to his own nature, revealing similar imperfections to him. Personal 

application of a ’detached1 examination of one's own nature and behaviour 

is at once the automatic reflex inherent in the Sceptic's vision of things 

and the rule par excellence which guides nis conduct. Le Vayer professes 

astonishment that people should castigate the actions of others whilst 

remaining purblind as regards their own failings:

Sans mentir, il y a de quoi s'etonner, que personne ne rentre en 
soi, pour s'y observer, etant si clairvoyants et si reprenants chez 
autrui que nous le sommes1. (108)

Ihe m°rale of the sceptical Philinte is a profoundly humanist morale; 

not only does it refuse to dissociate itself from the moral defects and 

qualities evidenced in the rest of mankind, but it also enthrones as the 

supreme moral virtue something which is manifestly within reach of every 

man - that is self-knowledge. In his exercise of self-knowledge, he is



his own high priest, confessor and guide, since all such knowledge must 

be mediated to him by his own disciplined judgment and through his own 

experience of life. He and he alone is qualified to pronounce both 

favourable and adverse judgment on himself. (109) The moral results 

which he hopes to gain from his self-examination are by no means negligible 

Philinte exemplifies that comprehension and indulgence towards others, and 

the severity and rigour towards oneself, which form the quintessence of 

the sceptical morale:

'... il faut user de toute sorte d'indulgence envers ceux que la 
conversation civile nous oblige de frequenter; mais ... quand nous 
souraettons nos propres oeuvres a l'examen interieur dans le tribunal de 
notre conscience, l fon ne doit rien se pardonner si faire se peut, ni rien 
accorder a cet amour-propre, qui nous flatte, et qui ne prend que trop 
sur nous malgre que nous en aions.1 (110)

Philinte sums up neatly the practical implications of such moral 

theory when he advises Alceste to adopt a different attitude towards his 

fellows:

’Mon Dieu, des moeurs du temps mettons-nous moins en peine,
Et faisons un peu grace a la nature humaine;
Ne l’examinons point dans la grande rigueur,
Et voyons ses defauts avec quelque douceur.' (11. 145-8) (111)

This practical wisdom which is firmly rooted in a knowledge of man's 

limitations and in the futility of any effort to make him more perfect or 

reasonable than he is at present, is not explicitly hostile to the moral 

code preached by Christianity. But the reflection of Sainte-Beuve on the 

morale of one of Moliere's contemporaries is entirely apposite when 

applied to Le Misanthrope; the morale of La Rochefoucauld, he wrote, in no 

way contradicts the Christian religion; it dispenses with it. (112)

The sceptical morale of the play does not experience the need to solve any 

of humanity's imperfections, but feels perfectly content with the existing 

moral framework. It knows nothing of the Christian doctrine of man,

according to which he lives in a natural state of sin and alienation from

his Creator, but from which he may be redeemed by a grace which transcends

his earthjy lot. It derives, not from the apostolic preaching of the



folly of the Cross, but from the antique humanism rediscovered in the 

Renaissance, of which the Socratic precept, Know Thyself, forms the corner- 

s tone.

But Philinte’s code of self-knowledge is not merely elaborated as a 

self-sufficient end in itself. Since no higher life can be sought for 

man than that which develops and evolves in his present social context, 

his wisdom is first and foremost a socially orientated ethic, far removed 

from the ’dehumanized* and abstract sagesse which recent commentators 

have made it out to be. (113) In the first scene, he underlines the 

importance of bringing one’s conduct into line with the manners and 

customs of honnete society:

’II faut, parmi le monde, une vertu traitable;’ (1. 149)

Society demands that one should prove flexible and disponible in 

one’s approach to honnete company. Any form of mental rigidity, 

displayed in clinging obstinately to attitudes and beliefs not in vogue, 

are seen by this society as ridiculous and therefore must be eschewed.

The practice of honnetete, which one of its leading exponents in the 17th 

Century, the Chevalier de Mere”, describes as being ’la quintessence de 

toutes les vertus’, demands what the same writer terms ’une disposition

V • • A
a la souplesse’ in the conduct and converse of the honnete homme.

Similarly Faret, in L ’Honneste Homme had already emphasized the importance 

of flexibility on the part of the honnete homme:

’... (il) saura prendre son temps, presser et differer a propos, se 
ployer et s’accommoder aux occasions, ... il saura feindre, il saura 
deguiser, et lorsqu’un expedient viendra a lui manquer, il se trouvera 
toujours d'un esprit assez tranquille et assez ouvert pour en inventer 
mille autres capables de terminer ce qu’il poursuit.’ (114)

When Philinte urges Alceste to be tractable in his attitude in society, 

he echoes the advice of another of Moliere’s raisonneurs - Cleante of 

Tartuffe. Both illustrate the extent to which the individual must be 

willing to let society mould even his deepest convictions. Philinte 

exemplifies, in the purely secular order, that compliance and flexibility



in outlook which must not only underlie but also guide one's attitude in 

religion. Cleante s recommendation to Orgon that he follow (une) devotion 

... traitable (1. 390) asserts as much as does Philinte's ideal of a 'vertu 

traitable' the primacy of secular ideals (honnetete) over any systematized 

form of idealism, whether it be personal or religious in inspiration. (115)

In short, both preach the subordination of individual rigidity of 

mind and manner to the social ideal of honnetete^. It is paradoxical but 

true to say that the honnete homme may only be born at the expense of his 

own individual nature: of all the theoreticians of honnetete^, Mere" in

particular stresses repeatedly that true honnete te* is 'un art consomme"', 

and may only be acquired after long practice and study. And Faret makes 

precisely the same point in the opening pages of his treatise, when he 

recommends his readers

'd'user partout d'une certaine negligence qui cache 1'artifice,
(qui) temoigne que l'on ne fait rien que comme sans y penser, et sans 
aucune sorte de peine.' (116)

If Philinte may be regarded as the epitome of an honnete homme ,

(and contemporaries such as Donneau de Vise' were not slow to recognize this) 

it is on account of his indifferent sceptical nature which enables him 

effortlessly to sacrifice his individual opinions and tastes to the social 

ideal.

As La Rochefoucauld shows, individual amour-propre is the natural 

motivation which may set the individual at odds with honnete society: 

according to him

'c'est ce qui trouble et ce qui detruit la s o c i e W . ' (117)

And Le Vayer gives an example, particularly appropriate in the case of 

Alceste, of the way in which such amour-propre may disrupt the social 

harmony:

'Uous devenons presque insociables et incapables de conversation par 
cet amour-propre qui maitrise presque tous les Dogmatiques' (118)
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Excessive faith in one's own reason is linked in Le Vayer's mind with 

a f ailme to control one s amour~propre which can only result in the 

negation of polite conversation. The role of Alceste amply illustrates 

the truth of this statement, as his tirades against society are rendered 

almost inarticulate by his refusal and inability to detach himself from 

his personal point of view. Hence the preponderance of explosive 

exclamations such as 'MorbleuI, parbleu', 'Tetebleu', which offer his 

temperament the only satisfactory means of self-expression.

If Philinte is freed from the socially harmful effects of amour- 

P£0£re, he cannot of course be entirely free from its influence, as it 

forms an ineradicable part of human nature. He can only follow the 

advice of La Rochefoucauld, that one recognize the omnipotence of amour- 

P.roP.r.e. the extent to which it dictates one’s actions, and then make 

discreet and enlightened use of it by harnessing it to one’s own and to 

society’s ends. (119) This is precisely what Philinte does, as he tries 

to create for himself that tranquillity and quietude of mind to which his 

indifferent nature aspires. And he pursues this ideal no less ardently 

than Alceste pursues his - if they differ from each other radically in 

temperament and humour, it is nevertheless true to say as J. Guicharnaud 

does, that

f # ?L'un et 1’autre n ’est occupe' que de soi ... II ne reste que deux 
moi , dont chacun est a soi—meme son propre but, mais qui ne trouvent 
leur satisfaction que par des moyens diametricalement opposes.’ (120)

There are two points in the play which illustrate the way in which 

the sceptical Philinte makes his own satisfaction coincide with that of honnete 

society. They also shed light on the vexed question of the motivation for 

his actions. The first is in the scene of Oronte’s sonnet. As Oronte 

reads each verse of his poem to the truculent Alceste and the indifferent 

Philinte, the latter intervenes with laudatory comments:

'Je suis dej a charme"* de ce petit morceau * (1. 319)
Ah! qu'en termes galants ces choses-la sont mises!'(l. 325)



'La chute en est jolie, amoureuse, admirable1 (1. 333)

When Oronte replies that

’Vous me flattez, et vous croyez peut-etre ...’ (1. 337)

Philinte comments unequivocally

’Non, je ne flatte point' (1. 338)

Yet in the following scene he explains his action in praising the 

sonnet to the exasperated Alceste:

’Et j’ai bien vu qu’Oronte, afin d’etre flatte" ...’ (1. 441)

It is obvious that Philinte, even if he does not share Alceste’s 

drastic view of the sonnet, has spoken less than the thought in his mind 

to Oronte. What is however less clear to the spectator or reader is the 

reason for his polite insincerity. For G. Michaut, Philinte intervenes 

not principally from a desire to flatter Oronte, but because he sees that 

Alceste is inevitably going to offend him and wishes to forestall and 

possibly avert his indignation. (121) E. Faguet,on the other hand,sees 

Philinte as an agent provocateur who praises the sonnet only in order to 

provoke Alceste. (122) Neither of these interpretations of his motives 

in this scene seems to me to be satisfactory. If he wishes to stem the 

tide of Alceste’s anger, as Michaut suggested, he has recourse to the 

singularly inept tactic of showering upon Oronte precisely the kind of 

fashionable compliments which he knows are bound to infuriate Alceste 

beyond all measure. Yet he does not seem to try to provoke Alceste 

deliberately here; having involuntarily incurred his wrath in the opening 

scene, he was then manifestly at pains to placate his irascible friend.

His principal argument against Alceste then was that his unfashionable 

honesty will only serve to make him look ridiculous in the eyes of society. 

Philinte’s chief preoccupation in the sonnet scene is neither with Alceste 

nor with Oronte - it is with fulfilling the appropriate code of bienseances 

which will help to maintain both the harmony of society and his own repos. 

J. G u i c h a m a u d’s observation on Philinte’s actions here seems to me very
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apposite:

. ’Le Pe tit dialogue Oronte-Philinte repose sur le choix d ’une valeur, 
qui n est pas la verite ou la sincerite, mais l’euphorie de la societe: 
chacun se fait aimer en satisfaisant 1*amour-propre d ’autrui.’ (123)

To Alceste, approval of the sonnet is synonymous with approbation 

of this honnete society in toto, a society which he despises, and 

therefore the denial of the only true verdict on the poem. Conversely, 

Philinte’s detachment from Alceste's jaundiced view of society is reflected 

in his detached attitude towards the sonnet. He knows not only that no 

absolute principle is at stake in one’s disapproval or approval of such a 

trifle, but more importantly that by his approval he will maintain Oronte’s 

fond opinion of himself as a poet, his favourable opinion of Philinte, and 

the social harmony which his flegme desires. If Philinte has preserved 

his standing as a honnete homme in Oronte’s eyes, there is nevertheless one 

important difference between their positions. Philinte is acutely aware 

of the role which his flegme and society lead him to play in this scene 

and throughout the play; he is the superior and ironic spectator of 

Oronte whom he allows to play out blissfully his role of a poet in which 

he believes implicitly, thus enjoying what Le Vayer terms ’la libre 

profession de sa marotte.’

It is chiefly Philinte s very human sense of refined pleasure in being 

simultaneously detached from and a part of the comedy of social life which 

saves him from the extremes of generous disinterestedness which Michaut 

and Jasinski have seen in him, on the one hand, and abstract inhumanity 

on the other, which some modern critics tend to see in the role. (124)

It is because the Sceptic enjoys his role of detached observer that he can 

submit with perfect equanimity to customs which would displease him 

personally. This apparently inhuman detachment is only possible because 

it affords him the very human reaction of being superior to the multitude.

In one of his letters, Le Vayer writes that although there is nothing so 

patently unreasonable as the extravagant misuse of compliments, yet
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’il faut ... se rire de inille choses pareilles, qu’on y trouve 
autorisees par la coutume. Cela se fait aisement, et meme avec plaisir, 
apres quelques reflexions convenables et reiterees.’ (125)

Le Vayer would thus seem to share closely Philinte's attitude to 

honnete society as revealed in the sonnet scene, an attitude which derives 

its pleasure from the spectacle of the amour-propre of others basking in 

its self-created glory. Elsewhere in his voluminous writings, Le Vayer 

says that even when there is no just cause for bestowing profuse compliments, 

one must do so firstly because it is the social custom; secondly, because 

a liberal distribution of unmerited praise is always preferable to 

parsimonious comment, since you, as dispenser, will at least have a share in 

the euphoria which they engender; and finally, the compliments which the 

recipients will bestow on you as a consequence, ought to dispose you to 

believe that you have sufficient merit to warrant such esteem. Faret 

echoes Le Vayer almost literally when he writes that

les louanges que 1'on donne a autrui ont encore cet avantage, 
qu'elles nous acquierent les acclamations et les louanges de ceux que les 
notres ont obliges. Obligeons done autant de personnes que nous pourrons 
par de bonnes paroles ...'

Dubose, having regretfully stated that he is living in a century of flattery 

and false praise, has no other solution to offer than that of Le Vayer and 

Faret: one must try not to lie, but one must often embellish: without

complaisance, society would be unpleasant to live in. (126)

The second point in the play which illustrates the way in which the 

sceptical Philinte accommodates himself to honnete company is provided by 

the scene in which Celimene receives her suitors in her salon. (Act II,

Sc. 4) Throughout the entire scene, Philinte is conspicuous by his 

detachment and silence, only intervening three times in order to make 

banal remarks. His longest speech is one of four lines, addressed to 

Alceste. Throughout, he observes what Le Vayer recommends as the most 

prudent attitude in company - 'un silence approchant du Pythagorique' (127) 

Philinte's silence here is of course directed towards the same end as



that behind his alacrity in praising Oronte’s sonnet - that is, the mainten

ance of his own tranquillity and the outward harmony of the social group.

But there are nevertheless several points in this scene where his behaviour 

has given rise to ambiguity as to his precise motivation. During 

Celimene’s series of satirical portraits of salon habitues, he intervenes 

with an apparently innocuous question concerning one of Cleon’s relatives:

’On fait assez de cas de son oncle Damis;
Q u’en dites-vous, Madame?’ (11. 631-2)

/  # \
When Celimene replies that

’II est de mes amis’

Philinte immediately answers

’Je le trouve honnete homme, et d’un air assez sage’ (11. 632-3)

Uncompromising words, which mean that he will not risk contradiction 

by an adverse or favourable opinion on Damis given by Celimene. For 

Jasinski, Philinte is once more attempting to spare Alceste further cause 

for embarrassment:

*... il intervient pour freiner Celimene, tout en paraissant jouer 
le jeu’ (128)

But if this be so, it is difficult to understand why such a 

penetrating observer of the salon types as Philinte undoubtedly is 

should fail to see that the mention of a well-known figure such as Damis 

will merely serve to encourage the censorious Celimene and not silence her. 

And in fact she promptly adds a satirical portrait of Damis to her list’.

By delaying his opinion of Damis until he has heard Celimene’s reaction, 

he reveals his adroit disponibilite, which enables him to accommodate his 

opinions effortlessly to those of the company. He belongs to those people 

whom Le Vayer describes as being

'... des personnes si clairvoyantes, qu’elle ne manquent guere a 
s’avantager de tous les moments favorables qui se presentent. L ’excellence 
de leur esprit se manifeste a prendre parti sur le champ, et a to u m e r  
adroitement la voile selon le changement des vents’. (129)

His next intervention comes in response to Alceste’s denunciation of



the group’s delectation in insidious criticism of its own members.

Although they have unanimously joined in the game of satirical portraits, 

says Alceste, they will still continue to greet the subjects of their 

satire as hypocritically and as effusively as ever. (11. 651-6) Philinte’s 

intervention is in the form of a question to Alceste:

’Mais pourquoi pour ces gens un interet si grand,
Vous qui condamneriez ce qu’en eux on reprend?’ (667-8)

Philinte neither justifies the social hypocrisy of the group’s 

criticism, nor criticizes Alceste’s principle that one ought not to gossip 

about one s ’friends’. But he does draw attention to the explicit 

contradiction between Alceste’s own condemnation of such people, and his 

disapproval of criticism of them as expressed by the group. Since he is 

at pains to point this out to Alceste, he aligns himself automatically with 

the group against his friend. Is he then guilty of what J. Guichamaud 

describes as 'une nouvelle trahison’ with respect to Alceste? (130)

Such a view of Philinte is surely only defensible if Alceste’s behaviour 

in this scene is not open to the reproach which the former (Philinte) brings 

against him. And Alceste, as it was pointed out above, is at no time 

during the play exempt from contradiction between his ideal and the way in 

which he illustrates it in practice. Philinte is perfectly justified in his 

criticism of such practice here, when he asks Alceste why he is so interested 

in defending the salon figures whom the group has satirized, when he 

himself continually criticizes them. It may be objected that Alceste’s 

criticism of them does not spring from the same sources of interest and 

hypocrisy as does that of the group. But to believe this is to believe 

what Alceste wishes us to believe, that the motivation for his censure 

of society is morally irreproachable in its honesty. And that is to be 

deceived by the most persuasive of all Moliere's comic heroes. In fact, 

his censure of society springs from his vanity, self-interest, and an 

extremely vulnerable ego - and these in turn are the sources for the social

2 3 3.



criticism which he gives of the group. By refusing implicitly to 

differentiate between Alceste’s censoriousness and that of the group, 

Philinte performs the invaluable function of exploding the self-created 

myth of Alceste’s moral superiority, and allows us to glimpse the common 

human motivation which he shares with those whom he affects to despise.

There is another and perhaps less apparent reason for Philinte’s

intervention on the side of the group against Alceste, one which is not

directly concerned with his own opinion of his friend, but which

undoubtedly influences his reaction to Alceste’s interruptions. As an

honnete homme, he is supremely aware of the fact that what one says and

does in society must bear the imprint of fitness, propriety, and

, • /  m

bienseance. Whilst Alceste may well be correct in theory in reproving

the pernicious habit of satirizing one’s ’friends’, he is scarcely advancing

the cause of sincerity or of polite conversation by choosing such an 

inopportune time for his moralizing. If such advice is going to bear 

fruit, it must be given at a more seasonable time. Otherwise, Alceste 

will only incur the ridicule of the honnete company, as Philinte had 

predicted in the opening scene. Le Vayer too is just as conscious as 

Philinte of the humiliating way in which well-intentioned but indiscreet 

moralisers such as Alceste will be received by society, and of the 

inevitable failure which attends their efforts:

... jamais ils ne s’acquiteront bien de leur charge, s’ils ne 
l’exercent en temps et lieu, lorsqu’ils trouvent de la disposition en 
ceux, qu’ils veulent^reprendre, a bien recevoir les corrections qui leur 
doivent apparemment etre utiles ... II n ’y a rien aussi d ’odieux a l’egal 
de ces personnes, qui font profession de censurer tout le monde, et qui 
recherchent avec importunite les occasions ... et de semblables affectations 
sont toujours mal revues, et 1’usage trop frequent de cette maniere de 
mortification ...les rend infructueuses, comme nous experimentons, que 
les meilleurs remedes ne servent de rien, quand on les reitere trop 
souvent.’ (131)

In Du Temps et de 1’Occasion he says that time may alter radically 

even the most sensible statements: put the most cogent truth into the mouth

of someone who expresses it in the x^rong context, and it will immediately



become ridiculous. (132) As Celimene will point out caustically to the 

prude Arsinoe, it is better to vouchsafe the responsibility for the 

moral reprehension of others

fA  ceux a qui le Ciel en a commis le soin.’ (1. 956)

Finally, tnere arises the question of Philinte’s motives towards 

Alceste with regard to their mutual friend, Eliante. Philinte, at the 

beginning of the play, tells Alceste that she would appear to be a much more 

suitable partner for him than Celimene, and he goes on to say that if he 

were to choose a wife, she would be his choice. (11. 243-4). In Act IV 
✓

Sc. 1 Eliante tells Philinte that if Alceste were not Celimene’s suitor,

and offered her his hand, she would consent to marry him; (11. 1191-1202)

Philinte replies that he would not oppose her intention, but if she were

not able to marry Alceste, he himself would be glad to become her suitor.

(11. 1203-12). In the following scene, Alceste, in order to avenge

himself on Celinene for her ’infidelity’ towards him, offers his hand to 
/
Eliante. In the final scene of the play, he declares to her that he is 

unable to marry her, since he intends to go off alone to his desert.

It is at this point that she turns to Philinte, and offers him her hand 

in marriage.

Michaut and Jasinski see in Philinte’s attitude towards Eliante 

the ultimate proof of his disinterestedness and altruism. It is true that 

he does advise Alceste to choose Eliante instead of Celimene; and it is 

also true that he waits until Alceste makes his final choice not to marry
✓
Eliante before doing anything to promote his own interests. If it is 

true, as Jasinski asserts, th a t’(Philinte) est passionnement epris d ’Eliante’ 

then we may have no hesitation in agreeing with Michaut that there is a 

rare quality of self-abnegation in his action. (133) But can one really 

maintain that Philinte is passionately in love with Eliante? Such an 

interpretation of an aspect of his role is fundamentally at variance with 

the psychological and physiological elements of his character. It is

2 3 5.



surely no accident that Moliere should have put such stress on his flegme

and indifferent humour, which provide the great dramatic contrast with

Alceste’s choleric temperament. And it would be pointless to do this if

his actions were not intended to symbolize this basic characteristic. His

indifference towards love shows itself in two ways. Firstly, in his

detachment from Alceste’s passion in the opening scene. If he suggests

/
that his friend would have been more prudent in preferring Eliante to

Celimene, it is because he wishes to point out the ironic discrepancy

between Alceste’s theory (which he has just enunciated) that reason ought

to be applied universally, and the singularly illogical choice which he

f
has made in not choosing Eliante. He brings the same detached outlook 

to bear on his actual relationship with Eliante. All his professions 

of interest in her are couched in remarkably dispassionate and undogmatic 

terms:

’Pour moi, si je n ’avois qu’a former des desirs,
La cousine Eliante auroit tous mes soupirs.’ (11. 243-4)

In Act IV Sc. 1 he is sufficiently free of passion to see that his

love for Eliante depends on contingencies outside his control. In fact

he formulates his proposal of marriage in undogmatic, almost negative

terms. (11. 1203-12)

The practice of such indifference even in love is an essential part

of Philinte’s principal concern - that of protecting his ego and his

amour-propre. Indeed, one may say that it is a mechanism which has

become a second nature, and which shields him from the vagaries of

capricious Fortune. He knows that whenever one formulates a rash design

or ambition, Fortune invariably intervenes to thwart one’s purpose.

He is therefore content to practise his detachment and his fatalism, hoping

discreetly that Eliante will be enabled by circumstances to marry him,

but prepared to resign himself without recrimination or vain regrets to her

possible marriage with Alceste. This seems to me to account for the fact

that he can wait until Alceste has made his final decision about marriage
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/
before consenting to marry Eliante. Such an attitude is certainly in 

line with the fatalism and firm control over their will which his 

predecessors, Ariste and Chrysalde, display in the Ecoles. It is also 

in harmony with the advice given by La Mothe Le Vayer in his Dialogue 

sur le Mariage (1631), as he makes Elius say:

t f * 1  ^  '  v • ##
qu ll etait a peu pres du m a n a g e  comme des autres conditions de 

la vie, qui nous reussissent faciles, ou importunent selon que la fortune, 
ou notre adresse et bonne conduite nous permet d’en bien ou mal user ... f

(134)

Whichever marital fate is reserved for Philinte by the gods, we 

may be sure that he will meet all contingencies with the same sceptically 

attuned attitude which underlies his actions in the play.

Finally one must ask the question: how is Philinte’s attitude towards

life and society to be evaluated within the moral framework of the play?

What position does he occupy in Le Misanthrope’s scale of moral values? 

Alceste’s answer to such questions is that Philinte is nothing less than 

a base hypocrite, who practises the deceptions which form the basis of 

society. But Alceste’s judgment of him as a hypocrite is over-simplified 

in the extreme and ignores completely the moral dilemma with which the 

play confronts us. This dilemma is the following one - Is it in fact 

possible to be sincere in a world where absolute sincerity and truthfulness 

do not and cannot exist? They cannot exist because each character’s 

interpretation of them is motivated by his amour-propre and formulated 

in terms of his own self-interest. Absolute sincerity and honesty must, 

by their very definition, strip away all pretence and illusion from the object 

upon which they are brought to bear; in Le Misanthrope,a definition of 

sincerity and honesty is only acceptable if it is based upon illusion.

Even Alceste, the man who claims to strip away pretence and vanity which 

hide the truth from men, fails to uncover and to deal with the monstrous 

egoism which underlies his ’mission’. Celimene, on the other hand,
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does not seek to destroy the illusions with which her suitors nourish 

t h d r  amour-propre. Her social role as a coquette is based upon her ability 

to flatter the self-interest of each of her suitors in turn, whilst 

enjoying the adulation which they give her. Yet with all her knowledge 

of society she too is blinded by her own amour-propre into accepting as 

quasi-permanent a precariously balanced situation which rests on the 

continuing illusions of her suitors. For although amour-propre 

gratefully accepts the illusion that it is an object of love, it can 

confound all logic and calculation by demanding that its illusions be 

based upon solid reality. (135) Arsinoe, as Celimene clearly demonstrates, 

is acting out the part of a virtuous and truthful friend and advisor; 

in reality she is a vindictive spinster, who schemes to deprive Celimene 

of Alceste’s attentions. In the cases of Acaste, Clitandre and Oronte, 

the self-delusion and reality are one, as they are fully convinced that 

their self-adulation and pride is founded upon reality. Only once is 

their illusion threatened, when Celimene reveals that she has been dis

pensing to others the same banal favours which she accords to them. But 

such is the persistence of their invincible illusion that their reversal 

is immediately forgotten in their indignation that such merit could be 

treated in this fashion.

It is against this background that Philinte and Eliante must be 

viewed in their dual roles of actors and spectators of the social comedy.

Their roles are created by their need to maintain their tranquillite" and to 

protect their ego from possible injury. Nevertheless, they do practise 

an enlightened self-interest, which leads them consciously to contribute 

to the surrounding social euphoria. Philinte in particular does not 

dissociate private and public aims - the need to maintain his own 

tranquillite is intimately bound up with maintaining the harmony of 

society. Although he is supremely aware of the necessity for cultivating 

what the Chevalier de Mere' terms ' ce talent d'etre bon acteur', yet he does
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not seek unduly to exploit his superior knowledge (as for example does

Celimene). (136) Since the role and the mask symbolize honnete society

and ultimately the human condition, it is not paradoxical to say that

Philinte is the most honest and the most lucid of all the characters in the

play, because he recognizes the necessity of playing a role, and

because he uses this knowledge to fulfil himself within the existing social 

conventions.

When we view the character of Philinte in a wider perspective than 

that of the play, it does not behove us to condemn him, for he is surely 

one of the two souls which inhabit us all. In Le Misanthrope, Moliere 

does no less than dramatize the duality of the absolute and the relative, 

the ideal and the realistic, which confront everyone. We all share, to 

some extent, the idealist vision of an Alceste, and we are all constantly 

forced to accommodate our idealism to more mundane reality. If it is true, 

as Gilbert Norwood asserts, that ’tragedy is found not only in the death

of the body but in the death of ideals’, then it is just as true to say that

most of us have at least understood that the course of the world runs

counter to such idealism. (137) At the end of Le Misanthrope, an alternative

outlook on life to that of Alceste is suggested, one which is at once more 

mature and more profound than his superficial idealism. This is of course 

the outlook which finds dramatic expression in Philinte's role, which takes 

fully m t o  account the inevitable failure of absolute idealism when applied 

to the stuff of human nature, and regrets that this should be so, but 

which finds no merit in vain recrimination against humanity or in with

drawal from it. The reality which is conducive to 'the death of ideals' 

remains and cannot be altered or explained away, but this by no means 

signifies that tears cannot be changed to laughter.

'A change of lighting suffices to make one into the other'. (138)

A change of lighting which is only possible if one acquires sufficient 

detachment from self and life to see that both are composed of the same
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mixture of good and bad and that to pit oneself against the injustice 

and imperfections of life is to forget that one is part of the unchanging 

picture oneself. It is such detachment which can herald the re-emergence 

of tne comic spirit, not as a facile refusal to countenance reality, but 

as offering a means whereby one can look reality squarely in the face and 

yet make it more bearable by passing from a tragic view of things to a 

philosophic smile at the vagaries and irregularities of the human condition. 

La Mothe Le Vayer shares with Moliere this ability to ’rire philosophiquement, 

life, and in a passage from Prose Chagrine, which might serve as an 

epigraph to the play, he describes his transition from the view of life of 

^  Alceste to that of a Philinte, a transition which must also have been 

effected by the author of Le Misanthrope:

... je ne sai si je ne ferais point mieux de congedier tant de 
chagrins inutiles ... et passant d Tune extremite a l fautre, m ’abandonner 
aux ris de Democrite, qui dans un egal mepris des choses de ce monde, me 
donneront du moins une humeur beaucoup plus supportable. En effet, il 
vaut bien mieux, selon le sentiment commun, rire que pleurer.1 (139)



2 4 1.

C H A P T E R  6 

AMPHITRYON

(1)

Amphitryon, composed after the one Act play Le Sicilien ou 

l fAmour Peintre, was played for the first time in January 1668, and 

was Moliere’s first major production since Dom Juan had been performed 

almost three years previously. (L’Imposteur, the second version of 

Tartuffe in five Acts, had been performed once only, on 5th August, 1667). 

Despois and Mesnard have therefore written with considerable justification 

that

'L ’Amphi tryon fut comme une rentree de 1’auteur, qui avait fait 
relache, une brillante rentrde. Cette comedie ne semblait pourtant 
promettre q u’une sorte de traduction; mais combien, dans le fait, elle 
montra d ’originalite.’ (1)

The truth of the first part of their statement is amply borne out by 

the favourable reception which the play received from the audiences at 

Palais-Royal; the second however could seem much more doubtful, as 

Grimarest writes that in spite of the play’s apparent success

’... un savantasse n ’en voulut point tenir compte a Moliere.
Comment! disait-il, il a tout pris sur Rotrou, et Rotrou sur Plaute.
Je ne vois pas pourquoi on applaudit a des Plagiaires.’ (2)

It is probably true to say that Amphitryon has a longer and richer 

literary history than any other of Moliere’s plays. Its theme, the 

usurpation of Amphitryon’s identity and that of his servant Sosie by 

Jupiter and Mercure, has been frequently used in Antiquity both in poetry 

and drama. The Roman dramatist Plautus dramatizes the fable in 

Amphitryo, and Jean Rotrou, a near contemporary of Moliere, wrote a 

French version entitled Les Sosies (1636), which relies heavily on the 

Latin original. It is not my purpose in this chapter either to contest 

the antagonistic generalisation quoted from Grimarest (each dramatist, 

whatever the quality of his inspiration»brings his own method of



composition to identical material) nor to make an exhaustive comparative 

study of the three plays. (3) What I intend to do is rather to isolate 

the central differences between Moliere’s conception of the subject and 

that of Rotrou and Plautus, without impugning the originality proper to 

those plays, in order to see how the theme and the manner in which 

Moliere treats it are integrated into his comic vision.

(2)

It is apparent from the beginning that Moliere does adhere rigidly 

to the formal structure of the fable as handled by the two previous 

versions: the prologue, the mutual deception of Sosie and his master,

and the appearance of Jupiter at the end of the comedy,form the essential 

structural pillars, and all are to be found in Moliere. In addition, he 

has also retained the basic plot, which may be outlined very briefly as 

follows. Sosie is sent by Amphitryon to Amphitryon’s wife, Alcmene, 

to announce the victory of the Thebans over the Teleboians. Rehearsing 

the story of his valorous exploits which he will recount to her, he is 

intercepted by Mercure, who, by astute application of physical force, 

coerces him to abdicate the name Sosie, which he himself assumes. Sosie 

flees in disarray. Jupiter, who has retarded the appearance of dawn in 

order to prolong his stay with Alcmene, ardently takes leave from her. 

Sosie recounts his adventure to his incredulous master who has returned.

He goes into his home and is told by a surprised Alcmene that she cannot 

understand why he has .returned so unexpectedly. The resultant 

questioning gives rise to mutual suspicion and mistrust. Alcmene, to 

prove that she is telling the truth, shows Amphitryon the present which he 

has just given to her - and Amphitryon discovers that the present which he 

had intended to give her has disappeared from its box. Alcmene, when 

questioned by her husband, reveals that she has just spent the night with 

him. He leaves in jealous anger, and Jupiter returns to Alcmene to 

apologize for what he has just said to her and at length succeeds in
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mollifying her. Amphitryon returns alone, having been unable to find 

the relative of Alcmene who can explain the situation to him. He meets 

Mercure in the guise of his valet and finds himself refused admission to 

his house. Amphitryon returns with his captains to force entrance but 

Jupiter appears and no one can distinguish between the true and the false 

Amphitryon. Amphitryon returns yet again with different friends, and 

it is at this extreme point of his confusion that Jupiter appears, 

announces his identity and the imminent birth of his son to Alcmene, and 

departs.

Whilst all these events are common to the three plays, Moliere 

handles them freely, imaginatively and independently. Thus he introduces 

a completely new character, Cleanthis, the garrulous wife of Sosie, and 

creates comic dialogues between them which employ his frequently used 

device of allowing the servants to parallel, on a much lower and less 

eloquent level, the situation of their master and mistress. (Act I, Sc. 4;

Act II, Sc. 3; Act II, Sc. 5; Act II, Sc. 7) This innovation allows

Moliere to duplicate the Jupiter-Amphitryon-Alcmene situation with the 

confusion of Mercure-Sosie-Cleanthis. He lengthens the dialogues 

between Alcmene and Jupiter, making the latter a true precieux hero

(Act I, Sc. 3; Act II, Sc. 6), but in general he accelerates the action

(Amphitryon, after Jupiter’s first appearance to him, goes away and 

returns almost immediately), the comic dialogue becomes much more rapid 

than in Rotrou, and the sense of bewilderment of the participants is 

consequently doubled. But the key to his completely different conception 

of the subject lies less in such typically ’molie'resque' additions, than 

in the Prologue. It will be profitable to compare his Prologue with 

those of Plautus and Rotrou. (4)

The Prologue in Plautus is typical of his fusion of formal 

proclamation with witty asides, and is above all expository in nature. 

Mercury, dressed as a young slave, announces that he is here at Jupiter’s
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command. After giving the audience several details about his master's 

parentage, he informs them that the play is going to be neither a tragedy 

nor a comedy, but since Jupiter is appearing, it must at least be a 

tragi-comedy. He asks the audience to look out for any cabales which 

might show a biased attitude towards the performance. Addressing the 

actors, he tells them that they must act their parts well since Jupiter 

himself is joining them. Then he narrates briefly the argument of the 

play - Amphitryo is away from home, leading the Theban array. In his 

absence Alcraena has been made pregnant by Jupiter,appearing as her husband, 

and now expects both Amphitryo's child and that of Jupiter. As Sosia 

approaches, Mercury continues his vigil outside Amphitryo's house, to 

make sure that no one disturbs his master inside.

In Rotrou's play, the Prologue, which is in alexandrines, is lofty 

in tone and is spoken by Junon, Jupiter's wife, who recounts her history. 

Abandoned by her immortal husband, her place is occupied by the beautiful 

mortal Alcmene. She laments at length on the sorry pass to which virtue 

has been reduced, and announces the imminent birth of Alcide to Alcmene, 

who is going to eclipse her fame and reign in her place. She laments

the duration of the night, in which Jupiter's son is to be b o m ,  and 

imprecates him. He is going to be attacked by serpents, and bulls, 

and will even triumph over Hell. Eventually he will destroy himself 

and this will be Junon's supreme act of vengeance upon Jupiter.

Moliere's Prologue is vastly different in design, and is 

doubtless the most thoroughly original part of his play. Despois and 

Mesnard have written most perceptively that

, „  'L ? prologue tres-piquant de Moliere ... est moins une exposition
(.ceile Cl doit se faire dans la piece meme et non pas en dehors) qu'une 
excellente ouverture, donnant deja le ton le plus juste de tout l'ouvrage'.

(5)

The tone of the dialogue between Mercure and La Nuit is far distant 

from the witty urbanity of Plautus or the formal dignity of Rotrou, but
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is the extremely human tone of two ’Gods’ speaking together. Mercure 

leads off lightly by referring in the most offhand way to his divine 

commission with which he has been entrusted by his master;

’... j ’ai deux mots a vous dire
De la part de Jupiter.’ (11. 3-4)

His casual remark (Ma foil me trouvant las .. 1. 7) earns him 

reproof from the more serious La Nuit:

’Sied-il bien a des Dieux de dire qu’ils sont las?’ (1. 12)

To Mercure’s irreverent question as to whether or not the Gods are 

made of iron, she replies in rather staid fashion:

’Non; mais il faut sans cesse
Garder le decorum de la divinite.’ (11. 13-14)

And the emphasis is ostensibly placed upon decorum. La Nuit 

would be perfectly at home in Rotrou’s play where the mythological back

ground serves to sustain the noble and solemn tone which prevails 

throughout. Here, Moliere’s intention is quite clearly to demythologize 

the lofty language and grandeur which conventional mythology confers on 

the theme, and through Mercure he debunks from the beginning the status 

of the Gods in an irreverent and ironic way which is totally lacking in 

Rotrou or Plautus. In Plautus the Gods remain only discreetly personalized, 

to the extent that they appear in the guise of mortals. One looks in vain 

in both plays for the complaints of Mercure that, although he is supposed 

to be the messenger of the Gods, yet he must needs carry out his divine 

errands on foot: the quixotic conventions of the poets, he says, are

to blame for this. La Nuit obliges her disquietingly independent 

colleague to come to the point of his request, and he tells her that 

Jupiter wishes her to prolong the duration of night. The reason is given 

in highly ironic and disrespectful terms:

’... vous n ’ignorez pas que ce maitre des Dieux
Aime a s’humaniser pour des beautes mortelles.’ (11. 55-6)

This witty jeu de mots provides the pretext for his succinct and

2 4 5.



piquant resume of the argument. Whilst Amphitryon, the new husband of

v
Alcmene, is away, Jupiter is going to visit her in the form of her 

husband - normally this tactic would be unworthy of Jupiter’s ingenuity 

because husbands do not generally find favour in the eyes of his 

conquests - but here is a favourable opportunity for its application.

In Plautus and Rotrou the birth of Jupiter’s son to Alcmene is 

already announced in the Prologue (in Plautus she is expecting both her 

husband's child and Jupiter’s), whereas in Moliere's Prologue all mention 

of this is omitted, and relegated to the last scene of the play where 

Jupiter announces it himself. The effect of this significant omission 

here is to reduce further the mythological figure of Jupiter to the 

dimensions of an earthly Tartuffe, engaged, albeit by more ingenious means, 

in the business of seducing Alcmene. Moliere, freed from the trappings

of mythological convention which poses the miraculous birth of Jupiter's 

son as the prior condition of the legend, can now complete the process of 

humanization begun by Mercure by showing him in the role of Alcmene's 

ardent and persuasive suitor, whose success depends upon his ability to 

harmonize his use of language with his appearances as Amphitryon.

We recognize immediately that not only Mercure but also Jupiter 

is essentially no different from the rest of Moliere’s comic characters who 

attempt to conceal their true nature from other people. Tartuffe, Alceste, 

Armande, all prefer to act a part in society — the part of a devot, a martyr 

to justice, or that of a coldly intellectual woman spurning mere physical 

pursuits. In each case, love is the catalyst which brings their latent 

humanity (which they hide from the other actors) to the surface. (6)

Mercure touches here upon one of the most important differences in 

Moliere's treatment of the theme. In Plautus and Rotrou, Jupiter's 

descent from Olympian heights to disport himself at the expense of mortals 

is heralded in triumphant style by his servant. In both plays, the
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’jouissance’, as Mercure in Rotrou says (Act I, Sc. 1), and nothing

more than that. The commerce of Moliere's Jupiter with humanity springs 

from a more fundamental urge in his nature: as Mercure tells us

f A  x r

'II veut gouter par la toutes sortes d’etats,
Et c Test agir en Dieu qui n ’est pas bete.
Dans quelque rang qu’il soit des mortels regarde^
Je le tiendrois fort miserable,
S’il ne quittoit jamais sa mine redoutable,
Et qu’au faite des cieux il fut toujours guinde^.
II n ’est point, a mon gre, de plus sotte methode 
Que d'etre emprisonne toujours dans sa grandeur;
Et surtout aux transports de l'amoureuse ardeur 
La haute qualite devient fort incommode .
Jupiter, qui sans doute en plaisirs se connait,
Sait descendre du haut de sa gloire supreme;
Et pour entrer dans tout ce qu’il lui plait
II sort tout a fait de lui-meme,
Et ce n ’est plus alors Jupiter qui parait.’ (11. 78-92)

In the guise of Amphitryon, the omnipotent actor will introduce 

the comic confusion of identities into the world of men, but the comedy 

can only take place because he is subject to the same passions which move 

common mortals. He is the author of the comedy which is about to be 

performed at his command and for his benefit, but he is also an actor in 

it as well as the subject of it. For the divinity of Jupiter has, 

paradoxically, acquired in Moliere’s play a mythical meaning not attaching 

to his too dramatic predecessors, even though he himself has been 

thoroughly humanized. He stands as the supreme symbol of the man who, 

by virtue of the rank and position which he occupies and enables himself

to occupy in the public imagination, has so perfected the wearing of a

mask that people cannot pierce it, whatever guise he may choose to appear

in. On a superior and public level, he is an Alceste or a Tartuffe,

imagining that his actions are exempt from contradiction in the eyes of 

others - and whilst this is true in the perspective of the play, nothing 

could be further from the truth for the spectators of his comedy.

Acting out his divine role, he needs to relinquish the mask occasionally

imposture practised upon Amphitryon and Sosie has the character of pure



because his deep nature and instinct are dissatisfied with it and seek an 

outlet. Unlike the usual comic character in Moliere’s theatre, he is 

aware both of the necessity of playing his habitual role and of the 

necessity of leaving it: like Tartuffe, he is a superior comic

character who exemplifies the deep paradox that the true self can only be 

revealed as an extension of one’s essential role. Tartuffe stretches his 

role of d_evot to its uttermost limit, allowing it to embrace seduction: 

Jupiter apparently abandons his ’mine redoutable’ of a God, but changes this 

role instead to the role of a galant, that is, to one which expresses the 

essence of his real person. Comedy is the activity which separates, as 

nothing else can, the true Jupiter from the false Jupiter, revealing the 

true self not only through a role but as being synonymous with the role.

The role itself symbolizes, as Mercure makes clear in the passage quoted, 

man s need to liberate himself from absolute pretensions to power or wisdom 

or, as in Tartuffe, inhuman devotion, and affirms the primacy of folie over 

_sages_se, of contradiction over the well-knitted appearances of rationality 

which he likes to give to his actions. Le Vayer points to the same basic 

idea of comedy which Mercure here expresses, when he writes

f... qu’il n^y a point d ’homme si confirme^ dans la sagesse, qui n ’ait 
quelques moments ou elle semble 1’abandonner.’ (7)

La Nuit, with her attachment to the decorum of the Gods which Jupiter 

is momentarily relinquishing, professes astonishment at the formal request 

from him for the dubious kind of service which he requires from her (that 

she should prolong the duration of night). Mercure chides her for her 

old-fashioned scruples; he has adopted a more critical and cynical 

attitude to Jupiter’s activities:

Lorsque dans un haut rang on a l’heur de paroitre,
Tout ce q u’on fait est toujours bel et bon;
Et suivant ce qu’on peut etre,
Les choses changent de nom. ’ (11. 128-31)

Everything that Jupiter does appears correct, because he knows, as does



Tartuffe, that people need to look up to the absolute standards of the 

idol, which they deify. Jupiter is, like Tartuffe and Dom Juan, the 

supreme manipulator of appearances and reality: but comedy, just as it

attains the supreme point of development which these comic impostors 

exemplify brilliantly, creates its own dilemma. Grounded as it is on 

the discrepancy which it perceives and manifests between man's ideal and 

his reality, its raison d etre is effaced once the ideal has apparently 

been converted into reality. The comic metamorphosis has been so 

convincingly performed by its authors that the comic vision can only 

maintain itself by accepting the metamorphosis at its face value, and by 

accepting the premise of its authors. So absolute does the supreme 

comedy of appearances appear, that the comic vision must enter into its 

game of complicity by accepting these appearances more absolutely than 

absolutely - only then can the absolute appearances be undermined in 

spirit if not in fact by comic irony. Mercure's admiration for his 

master's dexterity does not conceal the ironic perspective into which he, 

like Sganarelle in Dom Juan, has succeeded in placing Jupiter. In fact, 

Mercure employs his comic irony so penetratingly that La Nuit must re

emphasize how important it is for the Gods not to show the slightest 

discrepancy between what they are and what people imagine them to be.

The persona must be maintained at all costs, otherwise the comedy of the

Gods laughing at men would be reversed:

'N'appretons point a rire aux hommes 
En nous disant nos verites.' (11. 146-7)

The ironic Mercure must now engage in the execution of a double 

paradox. He must continue to play the part of a God consistently, as 

well as the role which Jupiter's caprice has imposed upon him. He 

prepares to go onto the stage

'Pour y vetir la figure
Du valet d'Amphitryon.' (11. 150-1)
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As in L* Impromptu de Versailles, we see the actors preparing to play 

their roles, but here the comic vision is heightened both by the number of 

parts which they play and by the hierarchy of comedies visible to the 

authors in ’heavenly1 and terrestrial spheres. (Jupiter is the author of 

the human comedy, but is reduced to the position of an actor in Moliere’s 

perspective of the play). Mercure and Jupiter attempt to keep up the 

appearances of Gods, now they attempt to keep up the appearances of humanity. 

Comedy fulfils the same function for the truculent messenger of the Gods as 

it does for Jupiter. He longs to escape from the comedy of the immortals, 

through which he sees, and acting the part of Sosie will restore 

temporarily his true self by giving freer course to his ironic spirit.

The comic vision of Moliere, usually concerned with the comedy of man 

aspiring to be God in his own right, attempting to eradicate the traces 

of his human nature, is now neatly reversed as the Gods aspire to nothing 

more than common mortality.

The Prologue of Moliere’s play allows us to glimpse the extent to 

which his Amphitryon differs initially from those of the two other 

dramatists. They accept the convention of mythology as their basic 

dramatic premise, and the Gods appear as imposing and superior figures 

in the background. They are actors in the plays, but unlike Moliere’s 

Gods, they do not act the part of Gods, nor do they aspire to realize 

themselves in their human roles. As mythological characters, they remain 

unquestioned and provide a stable position from which we see the comedy 

of Amphitryon and his servant. In Moliere’s play, on the other hand, 

the Prologue provides the divine comedy which it is necessary to see in order 

to understand the human comedy which results from it, and even the divine 

sustainer of both comedies, Jupiter, plays his role, and changes incessantly. 

The description by Scudery of his Cornedie des Come'diens could form an 

appropriate epigraph for Moliere’s play: ’le sujet de la come'die ... fut
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la comedie meme.1 (8) Theatre within the theatre, a role within a role, 

these are the elements everywhere discernible: the only things which are

constant and irreducible are appearances and illusions, which assure the 

ground of the comic character’s existence and of the comedy itself. (9)

(3)

Before the intrusion of Jupiter into the world of men dissolves 

all established truths and values into illusions, Sosie provides an 

interlude between the higher comedy of the Prologue and the lower comedy

in which the Gods are going to act. It is a fitting link between the two

comedies, for we see Sosie engaged in acting out his own private comedy 

alone. In fact a role is what he is continually condemned by circumstances 

to play. We hear him complain bitterly about his master who has sent 

him on a dangerous mission - he must proceed to Alcmene’s house with her 

husband’s message of greeting at dead of night. The whole of his life 

has been sacrificed in vain to the capricious bidding of his master - he 

has not received the gratitude which he feels he deserves. (10) Yet he 

realizes that he protests in vain, for his ingrained habits of service 

and obedience will inevitably overcome his wishful thinking:

la moindre faveur d’un coup d’oeil caressant 
Nous rengage de plus belle.’ (Act I, Sc. 1, 11. 186-7)

Appearances have only to smile upon him and he will return to play his

time-honoured role as Amphitryon’s willing inferior. But there is a

deeper reason for Sosie’s role as subservient than that of his mere

willingness to act as an inferior. The truth is that there is something

of the artist’s vocation in Sosie’s continued attachment to his master

malgre^ lui - a vocation of comedien, which enables Sosie to affirm his

superiority over his master whilst ostensibly retaining the position of a

valet. When Sosie recounts the fantastic story of his encounter with

Sosie (his double) to Amphitryon, he is promised his usual bastonnade

as reward for his lies and he immediately strikes another tone:



’Si vous le prenez sur ce ton,
Monsieur, je n Tai plus rien a dire,

Et vous aurez toujours raison.' (Act II, Sc. 1, 11. 693-5)

Further in the same scene, the exasperated Amphitryon insists

flatly that Sosie begin at the beginning of his garbled story about his

visit to Amphitryon’s home, and that he answer truthfully each question

put to him. The valet however must first establish the premises of his

narration:

Parlerai—je, Monsieur, selon ma conscience,
Ou comme aupres des grands on le voit usite?
Faut-il dire la verite,

Ou bien user de complaisance?’ (11. 709-12)

Amphitryon is explicit: he merely wishes to hear ’un compte fort sincere’

(1. 714) of the entire episode. Sosie begins by retracing minutely and 

scrupulously all his actions:

Je suis parti, les cieux d’un noir crepe voiles,
Pestant fort contre vous dans ce facheux martyre,
Et maudissant vingt fois l’ordre dont vous parlez.’ (11. 718-20)

To Amphitryon’s enraged reaction, Sosie will reply with a feigned 

naivete which conceals marvellously a whole philosophic outlook on 

superiors, language, and human relationships in general:

’Monsieur, vous n ’avez rien qu’a dire,
Je mentirai, si vous voulez.’ (11. 721-2)

IThat is truth and what is sincerity? Are the two compatible? Once more

we are confronted with the question so fundamental to relationships between

Moliere s comic characters, previously illustrated in the dialogues of

Dom Juan and Sganarelle, and focussed most sharply in the sonnet scene in

Le.Misanthrope between Oronte and Alceste. Amphitryon desires above all

sincerity which he automatically equates with truth as does his

predecessor, Alceste. But he unconsciously deceives himself,since his

irascible reply to Sosie’s initial sentence is adequate proof that truth

and sincerity for him can only coincide in what he wishes to hear. For

the enlightened Sosie, truth and sincerity are variable quantities,solely
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dependent upon the value which a superior1 s amour-propre confers on them. 

His art consists in so manipulating these variables that the unconscious 

self-deception of Amphitryon comes to the surface, and by absolving himself 

obsequiously from all appearances of blame by the instantaneous 

metamorphosis of black into white,he can savour fully the consequent 

confusion of his master. There is an immeasurable gap between the valet 

of Moliere and his two predecessors, as even the most cursory glance will 

reveal. In Rotrou, Sosie is nothing more than the stereotyped figure of 

the cowardly valet, imprisoned within his etat civil, completely lacking 

the dexterity and wit with which Moliere's Sosie converts appearances into 

their opposites.

In the scene in which Rotrou's Sosie tells Amphitryon how he was 

chased from the house by Mercure, he restates laboriously the truth of what 

he is saying, and at the end of the scene, he is still protesting vainly 

that he is telling the truth. In Plautus, the same dialogue de sourds 

ensues, and it is obvious that this aspect of Moliere's Sosie is completely 

original and fully in line with the Sganarelle of Dom Juan and earlier 

plays. (11)

It is clear that from the beginning of the play Sosie shares with 

Mercure the double vision of the masters they serve, as well as the double 

vision of themselves as servant and as spectator of their masters.

In the Prologue, Mercure had grumbled about the fatigue which Jupiter's 

service occasioned for him, and to the subservient La Nuit had remarked 

that it was merely the name and reputation of his master which lent a 

colouring of respectability to his deeds. (11. 127 ff.) When Amphitryon 

finally dismisses his valet’s ludicrous story Sosie similarly says

'Tous les discours sont des sottises,
Partant d’un homme sans eclat,
Ce seroit paroles exquises
Si c’etait un grand qui parlat.1 (11. 839-42)



They stand in a special relationship to each other by virtue of the ironic 

perspective in which they see the attitudes of others and especially the 

deeds and words of their masters - a relationship which will make 

duplication of Sosie’s identity by Mercure, if not more logical or probable, 

at least strikingly appropriate. Both, in spite of their protestations 

about their superiors, take a secret delectation in their exploits. Mercure 

will try to imitate the elegant amorality of Jupiter by saying to the 

prudish Cleanthis

* J 1aime mieux un vice commode

Qu’une fatigante vertu.’ (Act I, Sc. 4, 11. 681-2)

P. Benichou has commented appositely on the master-man kind of 

relationship in which Jupiter-Mercure, Amphitryon-Sosie and Mercure-Sosie 

may be said to stand in relation to one another, and on the valets in 

particular:

... ils sont comme des doubles degrades de ceux a qui ils 
appartiennent, et qu’ils singent plus souvent qu’ils ne les maudissent.
... Le double, par son caractere de sumaturelle puissance, i n c a m e  les 
ambitions du moi ....’ (12)

Sosie will return to Amphitryon and proudly tell him of ’Ce moi 

vaillant ... 1Ce moi plus robuste que moi’ which forced him to abdicate his 

identity (11. 810—20). It is this ’moi’ which pre-exists in Sosie, 

before he has encountered its physical manifestation in Mercure, but only 

on the level of imagination. It is precisely the role of the ideal ’moi’

which the real Sosie assumes as he prepares to recount the story of the

battle to Alcmene in the opening scene (unaware that the real 'moi 

vaillant Mercure is watching.) Moliere here adds another dimension to 

his valet’s role, which is neither in Rotrou nor Plautus. It is true that 

the Sosie of Rotrou tells the imaginary story of the battle to himself 

before he encounters Mercure, as he does in the Latin version:

’N ’omettons rien pourtant dont on puisse juger
Que j ’aie ete present au plus pressant danger’ (Act I, Sc. 3)

he says to himself.
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The scenario of Sosie in Moliere is however a solo theatrical performance, 

a play before the play, and not just a narrative account as in the other 

French version. His performance is necessitated, as is that of Jupiter, 

by the astute awareness of the cornedien of what others invariably expect 

him to do, even though such fictitious actions do not correspond to reality 

as he experiences it:

*11 me faudroit, pour l’ambassade,
Quelque discours premedite.
Je dois aux yeux d fAlcmene un portrait militaire 
Du grand combat ...’ (11. 190-3)

He also experiences a sense of urgency to perform, which has nothing to

do with others, or what they wish to hear, but which springs from his

perpetual need to fulfil himself by playing a role: the role which he now

proceeds to rehearse is but an extension of the real Sosie:

'Pour jouer mon role sans peine,
Je le veux un peu repasser.’ (11. 200-1)

His professional execution of it bears this out. After his 

ceremonious form of address to his 'lanterne' (which he takes as Alcmene) 

he supplies not only her observations, questions and reactions to his 

story, but also intermittent critical comments;

'Bon! Beau debut! (1. 206) Bien repondu (1. 214)

'Fort bien! Belle conception! (1. 217) 

and his warmest tribute to his acting ability:

'Peste! ou prend mon esprit toutes ces gentillesses?’ (1. 226)

Actor, critic, stage-manager, and public at the same time, he 

plays all his parts to perfection. (13)

He continues to play his role as the valorous Sosie as the aggressive 

Mercure approaches, whom he will later aspire to resemble. But his 

acting is also accompanied by knowledge of the real Sosie underneath his 

many masks:

!Si je ne suis hardi, tachons de le paroitre’. (1. 305)



In order to play his roles he must have an awareness of what he is and 

consequently of what he is not. He accepts, apparently with regret, 

the knowledge of what he is, but actually enjoys creating and playing his 

heroic role all the more, since it is diametrically opposed to the real 

pusillanimous Sosie. The further his role differs from his real self, 

the better does he play it, and the more comic does our comic vision of 

him become, as we glimpse simultaneously the pseudo-heroic and the real 

Sosie in precarious comic co-existence. He can only remain a conscious 

actor so long as his awareness of his real self is not removed from him. 

But if his true identity of Sosie is put into doubt, then he falls into 

an unawareness of his real self and so is unable to play his role as Sosie 

the valet of Amphitryon. The loss of his role in the comedy paradoxic

ally increases our appreciation of it, as the cornedien who dominates the 

stage brilliantly in his solo performance and in his performance as 

Amphitryon’s valet is in his turn dominated by Mercure. The usurpation 

of his identity by Mercure will erase the double vision of himself (the 

moi poltron’ and the ’moi vaillant’) which he delights to exploit, 

whilst creating a new double vision of himself which we share with 

Mercure (the knowledge that he is still Sosie, but that the appearances 

of the true and false Sosie are absolutely identical) which is 

immeasurably more comic. In the problem of identity which Sosie is about 

to be confronted with, Moliere raises his comedy to a hypothetical level 

of intensity, hitherto unexploited in his theatre, a level at which he 

discovers the unlimited possibilities of the comic vision, as it may tran

scend itself and be transcended ad infinitum.

(4)

Moliere’s comedy is usually concerned with showing up the comic 

contradictions within the nature of a character - whether they be the 

contradictions of Orgon the inhuman devot, of Dom Juan the esprit faible
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behind the pretence of the esprit fort, or of Tartuffe the saint and 

seducer. The comic character resists the elimination of his contradict

ions because it is by maintaining what others (i.e. the comic vision) 

see as contradictions that he assures himself of his own separate 

existence from them. He replaces the 'Je pense done je suis' of 

Descartes by 'Je me maintiens done je suis'; as long as Dom Juan can 

keep up his libertin exterior, he refuses to grant existence to the 

supernatural and thereby affirms his own. Orgon is happiest when 

imposing his own fiat on others. The opinions of others do not and 

cannot exist because they are seen as a threat to the comic character's

own existence. His reaction to opposition to his design is therefore

that of Orgon, when the family confront him with the possibility that 

Tartuffe may be an impostor - 'cela ne se peut'. His total inability 

to realize that others may, after all, be correct,can only produce one 

logical consequence - the irreparable confusion of Orgon, the flight of 

Alceste to his desert, the spectacular punishment of Dom Juan. The 

frenetic reaction of Harpagon to the loss of his 'cassette' may well be 

an aberration, but it expresses the truth of the comic character who 

suddenly finds himself deprived of his raison d'etre:

'Mon esprit est trouble, et j 'ignore ou je suis, qui je suis, et 
ce que je fais. ... tout est fini pour moi, et je n'ai plus que faire
au monde: sans toi, il m'est impossible de vivre.' (14)

Moliere now enlarges the domain of his comic vision from the 

struggle of a character to preserve his existence intact (which he 

concentrates in the object of his fixation) to include the struggle of 

characters to preserve their own existence tout court. The disproportion 

which comedy shows up between the true nature of the fixation and the 

total dependence of the comic character on it now disappears; the 

object of his fixation and the reality of his existence form a single 

whole, and the comic struggle becomes more intense as he struggles to 

affirm his existence not against tangible opposition (i.e. others), but
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against the elusive author of the comedy (Mercure, Jupiter) in the guise 

of himself.

The intervention of Mercure into the world of men, which adds a

higher dimension to the comic vision, is of course a hypothetical fiction

provided by Moliere himself, who stands behind and above the ’divine1

authors of the comedy; yet it is necessary even though hypothetical,

since it is the only fiction capable of containing the comedy of man’s

existence being usurped. The fiction of the Gods is invested with

literal truth by Sosie, who does no less than ground his existence upon

it. When Mercure asks him for the first time about his name, Sosie

affirms that he is indeed Sosie. Mercure accuses him of having

wilfully arrogated to himself the name, and this causes Sosie to invoke

the highest authority known to him:

’Fort bien; je le soutiens, par la grande raison
Qu’ainsi l’a fait des Dieux la puissance supreme,
Et qu’il n ’est pas en moi de pouvoir dire non,
Et d'etre un autre que moi-meme.’ (Act I, Sc. 2, 11. 359-62)

The affirmation of his existence as Sosie rests on his belief

in a Cartaesian-like ordering of the world into separate and recognizable

categories and identities by the immutable decrees of the Gods. This

assures him of his existence as Sosie, and allows him to be what he

imagines that he alone is and can be — namely Sosie the actor of many

parts, the wearer of many masks. Ironically, he is unaware that the

same authority which assures him of his objective existence is involved,

but at a higher level, in the perpetual activity which is the ground not

merely of his being, but of all being - that is, comedy. (15) If the

basis for what one takes as the ultimate guarantee of reality is no basis

at all, everything might be true, and anything might be wrong. The

only basis for reality is appearances and one is thus engaged in a

perpetual comedy of errors where the comedy may be truth and the errors

may likewise be truth. (16) One simply has no means of distinguishing
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appearances from appearances and one is submerged in a morass of doubt 

about oneself, and the reality of external events. The dilemma of

Sosie is precisely that which Descartes envisaged at the end of his

Premiere Meditation Des Choses que l’on peut revoquer en doute:

’Je supposerai done qu’il y a, non point un vrai Dieu, qui est la 
souveraine source de verite, mais un certain mauvais genie, non moins 
ruse et trompeur que puissant, qui a employe' toute son industrie a me 
tromper.f (17)

It might seem possible that Moliere was not thinking of Descartes’ 

Meditations at all when writing the scene between Sosie and Mercure.

Was it not possible that he was only working within the framework of 

conventional 17th Century themes? I do not think so, even though 

J. Rousset has shown that doubt, the oscillation between illusion and 

reality and disguise of one’s true nature, were recurrent motifs in the 

tragi-comedies of Scudery, Du Ryer, Boisrobert and others, not to mention 

Rotrou. (18) One of his observations in particular is extremely

pertinent when one considers the doubt of the characters in Moliere’s

Amphitryon and the conventional expressions of it in contemporary drama:

’Est-ce une illusion? - Quel demon nous enchante? Dormons-nous? 
revons-nous? Cette interrogation, plus emerveillee qu’inquiete, retentit 
partout, tant la tragi-comedie semble le lieu privilegie'des charmes et des 
sortileges qui changent la realite^ en songe. ’ (19)

When Rousset describes the question behind the doubts of the 

characters in these plays as ’plus emerveillee qu’inquiete’, we see the 

clear difference which marks off the doubts of Moliere’s Sosie from those 

of Rotrou and others. The Sosie of Rotrou tells his master that

’Quelque savant demon, en la magie expert,
Fait qu’ainsi tout se change, et se double, et se perd.’ (20)

Consequently, as Rousset notes, Rotrou in his borrowings from 

Plautus amplifies rhetorically the doubt of the characters about their own 

existence, for the mere theatrical effects of bewilderment and confusion. 

(21) Rotrou seeks deliberately to produce this impression even before 

Sosie has encountered Mercure, and he makes him say



*J*ignore qui je suis

En l’etat malheureux ou mes jours sont reduits;* (22)

Moliere s characters, on the other hand, are not merely passive 

creatures, willing prey to confusion. Both Sosie and especially 

Amphitryon cling to their identity as fiercely as the imaginaire clings 

to his idol, as I hope to show presently. The malus genius induces in 

them not just *emerveillementT, the stock reaction of the characters 

m  a theatre which specializes and delights in illusion, fantasy and 

bewilderment, but an ’inquietude’ which relates their dilemma, whether 

consciously or not on the part of Moliere, to Descartes’ sceptical 

hypothesis. This relationship to Descartes’ supposition may be seen 

firstly in the continuity of the play’s vision with the conclusion of 

Le Misanthrope and secondly in the attitude .of Sosie to Mercure.

Descartes’ demon hypothesis is just at one remove from the 

sceptical vision of Le Misanthrope, where Alceste seeks in theory at ‘ 

least a rational order of things and is instead assiduously frustrated 

and deceived - his ’mauvais genie, non mo ins ruse" et trompeur que puissant’ 

he finds m  the form of his legal adversary, who at each moment is able 

to turn appearances against him by ’le poids de sa grimace, ou brille

1 artifice* (23) Philinte had come to terms with the 'mauvais genie’ at 

large in the world, who turns all truth and logic upside-down, by 

making appearances the ground of his being - accepting the ways in which 

people and things appear to him and replying in kind by acting the role 

of an honnete homm e . In Prose Chagrine, which contains so many analogies 

with this play, we find La Mothe Le Vayer coming extremely close to 

Descartes’ hypothesis when he writes that

fJe trouve tous les jours moins etrange 1’opinion de ceux qui 
xaisaient les mauvais demons auteurs de ce monde, vu ce qui s’y pratique.’

(24)

Pascal saw the implication of the ’mauvais genie* hypothesis in 

scepticism, and attributed it in his Entretien avec M. Saci to Montaigne. (25)
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The hypothesis of the 'mauvais genie’, although latent in scepticism, was 

of course put to completely noil-sceptical ends by Descartes. He was 

concerned not with doubt as the only certainty of his philosophy, but with 

the use of a ’super-scepticism1 which employs doubt in a hyperbolic way 

in order to defeat doubt. To doubt as he doubted, wrote an 18th Century 

Carthesian

’Ce n ’est point etre Pyrrhonien, c’est etre Philosophe; ce n ’est 
point ebranler la certitude humaine, c’est la consolider.’ (26)

He knew that only when scepticism had been pursued to its extreme

conclusion could it be completely defeated. Wishing to find a source

of indubitable truth, he could only do this by carrying doubt to its

logical end. In the passage which precedes the Cogito in his Discours

de la Methode, he had already evolved a mild form of the 'mauvais demon’

hypothesis which led to his discovery that

'... pendant que je voulais ainsi penser que tout etait faux, il 
fallait necessairement que moi, qui le pensais, fusse quelque chose.
Et remarquant que cette verite: Je pense, done je suis, etait si ferme
et si assuree que toutes les plus extravagantes suppositions des 
sceptiques n'etaient pas capables de l'ebranler, je jugeai que je pouvais 
la recevoir sans scrupule pour le premier principe de la philosophie que 
je cherchais'.(27)

Amphitryon marks a singular coincidence between the philosophy of 

Descartes and the comic vision of Moliere. Carthesian doubt had to 

contain the demon hypothesis if doubt were to be taken to its logical 

and ultimate conclusion and be defeated. The comic vision of Moliere, 

seeing the comedy of deception and self-deception at work in everyone, had 

to be taken to its logical and ultimate conclusion of the divine comediens 

responsible for human confusion, in order to achieve its most profoundly 

comic expression. (28)

Of course there is a world of difference between the ways in which 

Moliere and Descartes treat the hypothesis of the 'mauvais genie'. Moliere,

unlike Descartes, envisages the hypothesis as a means of taking his 

characters into deeper and more inextricable comic difficulties than



hitherto exploited as they struggle with questions of identity and 

existence, non-identity and non-existence. Descartes, on the other 

hand, was above all concerned to emerge from his hypothesis and to found 

an objective metaphysical point of reference which would serve as an 

unimpeachable source of further truth. (29) At first sight it might 

appear that Moliere had seized upon the hypothesis for the possible 

comic value which it might yield, without concerning himself overmuch 

about the conclusion. Yet the progression of the ’mauvais genie1 in the 

form of Mercure goes through several stages in his confrontation with 

Sosie, at each of which the probability that he (Mercure) is Sosie is 

intensified and the doubts of Sosie about his identity are increased.

The result is much more ambiguous than the one which Descartes’ malus 

genius produced - the conclusion to which it led him was for him the 

certainty of his existence and the triumph of reason over doubt. For

Sosie, the doubt cast upon his existence will result in both the

triumph and the defeat of his reason; the scene would appear to be a 

rather ironic comment by Moliere upon the strict application to which 

Descartes puts reason, a faculty which in his plays is susceptible to 

many uses and abuses, being, as Le Vayer describes it, ’un jouet a toutes

mains que le mensonge manie comme il veut ...’ (30)

When Sosie receives his first bastonnade from Mercure for having 

dared to affirm his identity, the latter asks him

'He' bien! es-tu Sosie a present? qu’en dis-tu?’ (Act I, Sc. 2

1. 379)

The bemused Sosie replies

’Tes coups n ’ont point en moi fait de metamorphose;
Et tout le changement que je trouve a la chose,
C'est d’etre Sosie battu.’ (11. 380-2)

The first onslaught upon his identity and person has, paradoxically, 

only served to make him all the more certain that he still is Sosie, that 

is, the valet perpetually condemned to be the inferior on account of his



cowardice, (cf. 11. 369~78) Questioned again by the threatening Mercure, 

the tone of his reply changes subtly:

*11 est vrai, jusqu’ici j ’ ai cru la chose claire;
Mais ton baton, sur cette affaire,
M ’a fait voir que je m ’abusois.’ (11. 393-5)

He still does not entertain the slightest doubt about his real identity, 

but chooses to make a politic abdication of it, employing the familiar weapon 

of irony which assures him of a momentary ’moral’ superiority over 

superiors. The first change in his attitude occurs when Mercure affirms 

for the first time that he and he alone is Sosie the valet of Amphitryon - 

woe betide anyone who takes it upon himself to play the role of Sosie’.

(11. 396-9) For Sosie, who sees himself reduced to playing the role of 

himself instead of his habitual roles which he can enjoy because he knows 

only too well what he is in reality, this is too much:

Ciel. me faut-il ainsi renoncer a moi-meme’, (1. 400)

But m  the very act of imagining such an enormity, he once again 

spontaneously affirms his true nature:

’Que son bonheur est extreme
De ce que je suis poltron.’
Sans cela, par la mort ....’ (11. 402-4)

The aspiration to be his ’moi vaillant’ is however just as much a

permanent part of his nature as the real 'moi poltron’: the real Sosie

is not conceivable without his ideal role and the cowardice which co-exist

and maintain each other. The two ’mois’ are so closely bound up that one

cannot distinguish one from the other; is it his 'moi poltron’ or his 'moi

vaillant’ which makes him wax bold enough to say incredulously to the malus 

genius

'Qui te jette, dis-moi, dans cette fantaisie?
Que te reviendra-t-il de m'enlever mon nom?
Et peux-tu faire enfin, quand tu serois demon,

Que je ne sois pas moi? que je ne sois pas Sosie?' (11. 412-15)

2 6 3.
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Mercure*s claim to be Sosie appears too far-fetched when submitted to 

normal standards of reason and sense-perception: to the question which he

poses to himself ’Reve-je? est-ce que je sommeille?’(1. 430) he gives a 

positive reply based on empirical evidence:

’Ne sens-je pas bien que je veille?
Ne suis-je pas dans mon bon sens? (11. 432-3)

He is aware of the reasons which motivated him to come to 

Amphitryon’s house with his message, of the cowardice which prevented 

him from trying to force an entry, and, most of all, of the blows which 

he has just received from Mercure. (31) He describes these sense 

impressions as ’cent indices pressants’ (1. 429), which combine to refute 

what he terms ’un discours si loin de 1’apparence’. (1. 425)

Up until this point, Sosie has been able, in spite of Mercure’s 

pressure, to maintain the intactness of his identity. He has so far 

relied successfully upon his reason which affords him subjective and 

intuitive certainty both of his identity and his separate existence as 

Sosie. But Mercure too can give proofs of his identity and his origins, 

which not only parallel those which Sosie has just adduced but have the 

formal appearances of objective validity which those of Sosie could not 

have. Mercure is able to tell him whence and why he has come, that he is 

’Fils de Dave, honnete berger’,(1.460) that he is the long-suffering 

husband of the prudish Cleanthis, and of an incident in Thebes which Sosie 

would prefer to forget. (11. 450-67) The initial doubt of Sosie about 

his identity begins as he admits that no one, apart from Sosie, could know 

so much about him:

'Je commence, a mon tour a le croire un petit.’ (1. 471)

This doubt is reinforced by the physical resemblance of Mercure to the real 

Sosie, which the amour-propre of the latter finds impressive. Yet he 

still doubts, and poses the question which he imagines that he alone (i.e. 

the real Sosie) can answer. What did Amphitryon obtain as booty from the
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battle, and to whom did he intend to give it? Mercure’s impeccably 

faultless answer elicits much more serious doubts from Sosie than 

hitherto expressed:

’Et de moi je commence a douter tout de bon’. (1. 485)

Sosie, so dogmatic about his identity earlier, is now brought to a 

complete state of suspension of judgment about himself and Mercure, and 

is precisely half-way towards his great volte-face:

Pres ae moi, par la force, il est deja Sosie;
II pourroit bien encor l’etre par la raison/ (11. 486-7)

He has not yet renounced all the empirical evidence which his 

reason and senses afford him of his own identity: they still appear to

convince him that he is Sosie:

'... quand je me tate, et que je me rappelle,
II me semble que je suis moi.’ (11. 488-9)

What is now different is that the appearances of Mercure as Sosie 

are also convincing since they are founded upon proofs of identity at 

least as cogent as those which he experiences intuitively. Rationally, 

that is, according to the appearances which are offered to his reason and 

senses, he cannot deny that Mercure is Sosie or that he himself is not 

Sosie. The third and culminating stage of his doubt is reached when 

Mercure is able to tell him precisely that he (Sosie) spent his time in a 

tent satisfying his gluttony whilst the battle continued; (11. 498-512) 

for Sosie, this is the most indubitable proof that his double is indeed 

Sosie, as well as the most impressive:

’Cette preuve sans pareille
En sa faveur conclut bien;
Et l’on n ’y peut dire rien, (11. 505-7)
Je ne saurois nier, aux preuves qu’on m ’expose,
Que tu ne sois Sosie, et j ’y donne ma voix.’ (11. 509-10)

He has still a fundamental question to ask Mercure, in spite of the double’s 

apparent victory over him:

’Mais si tu l’es, dis—moi qui tu veux que je sois?
Car encor faut-il bien que je sois quelque chose/ (11. 511-12) (32)



Sosie has finally been brought to the stage where he goes further 

than doubt his own identity. He must rationally and formally concede 

that Mercure is Sosie, (that is, appears to be, for Sosie throughout the 

scene rigorously limits his judgment to appearances) and that conversely, 

he is not (that is, does not appear to be), Sosie. Yet he is still 

conscious of his own existence, and knows that he must be something, even 

if he cannot be Sosie the valet of Amphitryon. Once again Moliere is 

without doubt making comic use of an important element in Descartes’ 

epistemology. In the part of the Piscours which immediately precedes 

the Cogito he agreed to accept as true the supposition that everything he 

experienced by means of reason and the senses might be nothing more than 

pure illusion. Nevertheless, thinking that every perception of phenomena 

might well be deceptive (faux), he perceived intuitively an unshakeable 

truth, namely that

’... il fallait necessairement que moi qui le pensais, fusse 
quelque chose;’ (33)

In the second of his Meditations Metaphysiques he intensifies his doubt 

about the deception of reason and the senses, in order to be able to 

intensify his eventual affirmation of subjective consciousness. He 

admits the possibility of some alien and malicious power creating his 

thoughts and also of their creation of himself. Yet one certainty 

withstands the onslaught of his doubt:

'Moi done a tout le moins ne suis-je point quelque chose? ...
Mais il y a un je ne sais quel trompeur tres puissant et ruse', qui 
emploie toute son Industrie a me tromper toujours. II n'y a done point 
de doute que je suis, s’il me trompe; et qu'il me trompe tant qu’il 
voudra, il ne saura jamais faire que je ne sois rien, tant que je 
penserai etre quelque chose.' (34)

Although overwhelmed with doubt concerning what he actually 

conceives himself to be, Descartes cannot doubt his existence as a 

conscious being, since the process of doubt carries with it the implicit 

assurance of the existence of something which may be doubted. Similarly,



Mercure can suppress Sosie's identity, but cannot do away with his 

consciousness that he exists. (11. 513-16) Sosie, like Descartes,

finds himself imprisoned in a world where he exists with subjective 

certainty, but unlike the philosopher, finds himself in the impossibility 

of validating his existence objectively. He is left by Mercure and by 

Moliere at the stage of certainty which for Descartes was purely 

transitional. It is as though Moliere had decided to truncate Descartes’ 

second Mediation and his entire system of thought at the point where it 

seemed to hold out the greatest promise for comedy; ironically, Descartes 

himself provides a potentially comic summary of the progress of his thought, 

as it is still suspended between the certainty of the Cogito and the 

uncertainty which engulfs it:

'Mais je ne connais pas encore assez clairement ce que je suis, 
moi qui suis certain que je suis; de sorte que desormais il faut que je 
prenne soigneusement garde de ne prendre pas imprudeminent quelque autre 
chose pour moi, et ainsi de ne me point meprendre dans cette connaissance, 
que je soutiens etre plus certaine et plus evidente que toutes celles que 
j ' ai eues auparavant.’ (35)

The scene between Sosie and Mercure ends with Sosie still in this 

condition of certainty and doubt - but although he has conceded that 

Mercure must indeed be Sosie, he has not been entirely defeated by 

Mercure’s imposture. Confused though he is, he has still sufficient 

lucidity to see something of the complex nature of his problem. On the 

one hand he is aware that ’la raison a ce qu’on voit s’oppose’ (1. 518); in 

the light of what has appeared to him to be reasonable in the past, the 

episode is wholly fantastic and improbable. On the other hand, he knows 

that the appearances of reason are also against him, and that he cannot 

for ever remain suspended between the equal but contradictory appearances 

which confront him. He must terminate the bizarre encounter, and, in the 

best tradition of Moliere's valets, chooses acquiescence in the will of the 

stronger as the better part of valour. (36)



In spite of the coincidence of Sosie's dilemma with the self-imposed 

difficulty of Descartes, it is the 'suspension de jugement' induced in 

Sosie by the double nature of appearances which relates the comic vision 

of this scene more closely to the position held by Descartes' opponents, 

the Sceptics. Gassendi in particular, in his Disquisitio Metaphysica 

(1642-4) presented lengthy and cogent sceptical objections to Descartes' 

metaphysical system. (37) In spite of the divergence of opinion among 

scholars regarding the extent of Gassendi's scepticism, there is no doubt 

at all that his Disquisitio is impeccably sceptical in the nature of his 

objections. As H. Berr wrote

'Contre Descartes et sa nouvelle facon de douter, il prend la 
defense des sceptiques.' (38)

Gassendi reiterates again and again that his disagreement with 

Descartes rests not on the truth of the matter in question - that is, the 

existence of God, a belief which he accepts fideistically - but in the 

methods employed by Descartes to prove God's existence. (39) In 

particular, he disagrees with the principle of Descartes' hyperbolic doubt, 

so necessary however to the Cogito, and expressed dramatically in the 

hypothesis of the malus genius, a fiction, writes Gassendi nearly thirty 

years before Moliere's play,which is truly theatrical in its conception.

He cannot understand why Descartes should find it necessary to elaborate 

such an extreme hypothesis in order to confirm his Cogito - perhaps the 

reason lies in what Gassendi calls 'votre excessive confiance en vous-meme' 

which makes Descartes conceive of his grand design (hallucinatum) in the 

first place. Gassendi demythologizes the grandiose hypothesis and 

at the same time the faith in reason which sustains it:

 ̂ '... pour vous donner a vous-meme une telle assurance, il a ete"
necessaire d'imaginer un Dieu trompeur ou je ne sais quel malin Genie 
qui se joue de vous, alors qu'il semblait suffire de mettre en cause le peu 
de lumiere de I'esprit humain et la seule faiblesse de notre nature.' (40)



Gassendi’s ironic demythologizing of the mains genius harmonizes 

perfectly with Moliere’s conception and dramatic treatment of it: his

’malin genie’ in the form of Mercure owes his existence, as do the Gods 

in the first place as the Prologue reveals, not to mere mythological 

convention utilized by Rotrou, but rather to human error and weakness, 

which means that man is continually unable to pierce to the essential 

meaning of phenomena. Throughout this important scene with Mercure,

Sosie has not only illustrated such limitations, but has also been 

content to remain within them. He has reacted to Mercure’s arguments 

according to their increasingly apparent cogency; initially refusing to 

countenance such a preposterous pretension (11. 424-5), he has shown a 

readiness to accept'the appearances of proof offered (11. 468 ff.,

11. 484 ff.) before agreeing to acknowledge'them as true. (11. 517 ff.)

His acknowledgement that Mercure must indeed be Sosie has nothing 

definitive or essential about it; the fact that he is prepared to regard - 

Mercure as Sosie is implicit recognition of the weakness of human 

reason, of the unreliability of his judgment, of his capacity to err - 

and these are all factors which serve to undermine any dogmatic opinion 

which one may hold of oneself or of others.

This acceptance by Sosie of appearances would appear to illustrate 

comically the sceptical attitude to doubt as opposed to that of Descartes. 

As Gassendi writes in his Disquisitio, sceptical doubt applies only to 

those things which are ’reellement incertaines’ but not to things which are 

’effectivement apparentes’: the object of the Sceptic’s doubt is therefore

’la nature profonde de chacune de ces apparences’, and not the ’apparences’ 

themselves. (41) Likewise Le Vayer opts for a modest acquiescence in 

appearances, and consigns those who refuse to accept them to the province 

of comedy. (42) Sosie chooses not to resist appearances, by abdicating 

his identity, but his master Amphitryon resists appearances by obstinately 

clinging to his identity. In the sceptical perspective of the play, the
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fool will appear once more as the wise man, and the wise man as the fool.

(5)

It is this sceptical perspective which is responsible for the 

Amphitryon cf Moliere, who turns out to be quite different from his 

two predecessors. The corresponding character in Rotrou is still the 

bemused Amphitryo of the Latin play, who is malgre lui, a fairly passive 

spectator of his own conjugal misfortune. In Rotrou he appears in 

particular as a less choleric and more vacillating character than his 

counterpart in Moliere. When Sosie tells him of his encounter with Mercure, 

he can only exclaim

'Quelle confusion a la mienne est pareille,
Et combien justement doute-je si je veille!'

In his first meeting with Alcmene, who tells him of his sudden and recent 

visit to her, he says

'Je ne me connais plus; moi-meme je m'ignore1 (43)

The frequent repetition of such doubts by his Amphitryon is, as we

noted above, a special characteristic of Rotrou and of the dramatic 

framework within which he was working. One looks in vain for the expression 

of similarly fundamental doubts on his own nature by Moliere's Amphitrvon.

He could not say that he does not know who he is, because he is supremely 

aware of his identity and reputation as the victorious general of the 

Theban army, and the husband of the beautiful Alcmene, and he does not for a 

moment doubt that reality corresponds to his persona. The world for him 

is ordered in a firm and stable fashion, just as it was for Sosie prior to 

the arrival of Mercure upon the human scene. (44) Reality is not and 

cannot be problematic for him, and he therefore does not fall into confusion

when Sosie recounts to him his bizarre adventure with Mercure (as did

the Amphitryon of Rotrou). To his mind, the story is merely just another 

role acted by his mendacious valet - and he dismisses it contemptuously as 

'contes ... d'extravagance outres' (Act II, Sc. 1, 1. 697). He, on the
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other hand, maintains a completely rational attitude, which Sosie too 

shared when he first listened to Mercure:

’Au mystere nouveau que tu me viens conter
Est-il quelque ombre d'apparence?' (11. 769-70)

Sosie knows only too well how absurd his story must appear to the 

eye of reason, but since his encounter with Mercure he also knows something 

more of the power of appearances:

’Cela chaque le sens commun;
Mais cela ne laisse pas d ’etre.’ (11. 775-6)

His formerly narrow understanding of what constituted common-sense 

has now been enlarged by the paradoxical yet rationally convincing 

appearances of Mercure in the form of Sosie. Amphitryon however remains 

stubbornly fixed in his conception of what ’le bon sens' may be:

'Le moyen d'en rien croire, a moins d'etre insense?' (1. 777)

Since Sosie's account appears to him to be unreasonable, it simply 

cannot be, and there is no further problem. His dogmatic attitude to the 

opinions of others is easily recognizable as that of the Moliere imaginaire, 

but he is in fact doubly dogmatic because of the apparently absurd 

coq-a-1'ane which Sosie tells him. Sharing the intransigence of opinion of 

the imaginaire, he passes, unlike them, for an ostensibly reasonable 

person in the eyes of others. In his reaction to Sosie here and to 

subsequent events, Moliere illustrates a favourite sceptical theme - what 

do we mean when we invoke the criterion of 'le bon sens' as a standard of 

reference for ourselves and others? Le Vayer devotes his Petit Traite^ 

Sceptique sur cette commune Facon de parler, N'Avoir Pas le Sens Commun 

to this very problem:

'... le plus ordinaire emploi de notre proverbe est a l'egard ce ceux 
que nous croyons avoir des opinions extravagantes, quand elles ne s'accordent 
pas aux notres: parce que cet Amour de nous memes est si puissant, que nous
ne considerons nos pensees que comme une partie de notre etre, sans les 
examiner davantage; ... De la vient cette animosite'" ordinaire contre ceux 
qui nous contrarient, et qu’aussitot que quelqu'un s’ecarte de notre sens, 
pris pour notre jugement, nous disons qu’il a perdu le Sens Commun, c'est a 
dire qu'il ne raisonne ni ne juge comme le reste des hommes raisonnables.' (45)



Le Vayer disposes of such narrow-minded sagesse by means of his 

beloved series of sceptical tropes which oppose reason to reason, and folie 

to imagesse, until nothing is left of the notion that ’le bon sens’ exists - 

apart from the certainty that it cannot exist objectively as a criterion 

of behaviour. (46) Moliere achieves the same result by placing 

Amphitryon in a series of increasingly paradoxical positions which 

culminate in the recognition by his friends in the final Act that he is - 

the wrong Amphitryon.’ It will be profitable to follow the evolution of 

Amphitryon from his encounter with Sosie until Act III.

Having rejected utterly the fantastic story told by his valet, he goes 

m  to see Alcmene. He receives her account of his supposed visit with 

incredulity, but she can produce evidence for the visit in the form of 

the present which he (i.e. Jupiter) gave her. He sees the diamonds in 

front of him, which he has brought in a sealed box. It is he himself who 

admits that ’le cachet est entier’ (Act II, Sc. 2, 1. 964), and now finds 

himself in a position similar to that of Sosie in Act I. But Sosie was 

prepared to accept the testimony of appearances for what they were worth, 

however intrinsically absurd they might seem to be. It is true that 

Amphitryon declares

1Je vois des incidents qui passent la nature;’ (1. 981) 

but he is not prepared to concede the intrusion of the irrational 

into his ordered world, in spite of Alcmene’s assurance that he did visit 

her, and of the story which Sosie has already recounted to him in the 

previous scene. On the contrary, the conclusion to which he hastily comes 

is one which by its very nature rules out the irrational. His honour 

is endangered and he must quickly seek out his rival in order to avenge 

himself:

’Le deshonneur est sur, mon malheur m ’est visible’ (1. 1052)

He will find her brother who will explain everything to him:
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Apres, nous percerons jusqu’au fond d’un mystere 
Jusques a present inou'i,
Et dans les mouvements d ’une juste colere,
Malheur a qui m'aura trahi!1 (11. 1060-3)’

When he will have avenged himself, there will be no further problem

for him. It is not the irrational nature of the occurrence with which

he is concerned, but with the outward gesture: he lives on the surface,

taking surface for depth, appearance for reality, and the safeguarding of

his reputation as his essential task.

Rotrou’s Amphitryon, when he returns from his search for Naucrate,

his brother-in-law, admits already that he must truly have a double:

On s y perd, on s’y double, on ne s’y connait plus’

He even considers the double to be a kind of irrational manifestation of

himself:

’Quand notre etat premier nous sera-t-il rendu?’ (47)

At the corresponding stage of Moliere’s play, his Amphitryon still has

made no concession to the irrational, and believes himself to be in perfect

self-possession in spite of his disquieting experiences. He is still

preoccupied not with what he considers to be the mere theft of the diamonds

by his rival, but with the loss of his honour:

Le vol des diamants n ’est pas ce qui m’etonne:

On leve les cachets, q u’on ne l’aperjoit pas;’ (Act III, Sc. 1,

11. 1466-7)

He attempts instead to rationalize his supposed visit to Alcmene:

’La nature parfois produit des ressemblances 
Dont quelques imposteurs ont pris droit d ’abuser;
Mais il est hors de sens que sous ces apparences
Un homme pour epoux se puisse supposer,
Et dans tous ces rapports sont mille differences 
Dont se peut une femme aisement aviser.
Des charmes de la Thessalie
On vante de tout temps les merveilleux effets;
Mais les contes fameux qui partout en sont faits,
Dans mon esprit toujours ont passe pour folie;’ (11. 1470-79)

In other words, he is still as dogmatically rational as he was

when he first listened to Sosie. He still insists on rationalizing his

position after his bewilderment at the hands of Mercure (in the guise of
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Sosie) in the following scene, asking himself

’A quel parti me doit resoudre ma raison?
Ai-je 1’eclat ou le secret a prendre?’ (Act III, Sc. 3, 11. 1563-4)

His reason is still firmly under the sway of his natural impulse to 

safeguard his honour, and whatever happens to him cannot divert him in the 

slightest from that course.

Even when Naucrate is able to assure Amphitryon in the following 

scene that Sosie has not left them and could not therefore have been 

responsible for the trick which Mercure has played on him, he still does 

not see, or refuses to see, that it may be a question less straightforward 

than that of avenging his marital honour. (Act III, Sc. 4, 11. 1612-14)

The climax to his dogmatic intransigence comes with the first appearance 

of Jupiter to him in Act III, Sc. 5. Once again, a contrast with the 

attitude of Rotrou’s Amphitryon is illuminating. There Jupiter and 

Amphitryon vie with each other to give proofs of their identities as the 

true Amphitryon. The real Amphitryon is so disconcerted at the sight of 

his double that he confesses

’Je dcute qui je suis, je me perds, je m ’ignore;
Moi-meme je m ’oublie et ne me connais plus.’

and he therefore shows a certain understanding of the inability of his friends 

to distinguish the true Amphitryon from the false one:

’A peine me connais-je en ce desordre extreme;
Me rencontrant en lui, je me cherche en moi-meme,
Mais cette ressemblance est assez confirmee
Par le recent abus des chefs de notre armee;
L ’incertain jugement que ces gens ont rendu
Laisse encore a present leur esprit suspendu;
Cette distinction ne leur est pas possible.’ (48)

Moliere’s Amphitryon,on the other hand,remains rigidly true to 

his character, showing neither doubt of his own identity nor appreciation

of the complex problem which confronts his friends. He and he alone is

the true Amphitryon, and this recognition ought to be immediately and 

objectively obvious to all, since it is to himself. Subjective certainty,
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as the opponents of Descartes' Meditations Metaphysiques continue to 

object, is no guarantee of objective certainty; and, as Gassendi points 

out to him in his objections to the Ve Meditation, to say that you 

perceive something clearly and distinctly yourself, as Descartes says 

he perceives the Cogito and the existence of God which guarantees it, is 

no guarantee that it is equally clear and distinct to others. The 

question of clear and certain knowledge, continues Gassendi, is further 

complicated by the fact that

f... pas un seul de ceux qui pensent le contraire de vous ne 
manque de croire qu’il a une connaissance aussi claire et aussi distincte 
que la votre.1 (49)

Amphitryon ignores the problem of the nature of reality completely, 

even though Sosie proclaims Jupiter to be the true one (11. 1625-6). 

Polidas^however,chooses to suspend judgment prudently-

'Certes, ce rapport admirable
Suspend ici mon jugement.1 (11. 1627-8)

And Naucrate re-emphasizes the reason for their hesitation in acting 

to the infuriated Amphitryon:

Nous voyons bien en vous Amphitryon paroitre,
Du salut des Thebains le glorieux appui;
Mais nous le voyons tous aussi paroi^tre en lui,
Et ne saurions juger dans lequel il peut etre.' (11. 1656-9)

It is left to Jupiter to conclude that the problem of the true and 

false Amphitryon is ostensibly insoluble and therefore definitively 

insoluble, either by Amphitryon's violent methods or the more patient 

research of Naucrate:

'L'un de nous est Amphitryon;

Et tous deux a vos yeux nous le pouvons para^tre.' (1679-80)

Ironically, he confirms the impossibility of a solution by his calm 

dispassionate attitude which favours his claim to be Amphitryon: the

real Amphitryon's attitude is outward proof that he is the impostor:

'Et lorsque de la sorte on se met en colere,

On fait croire qu'on a de mauvaises raisons. ' (11. 1634-5) (50)
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.The final ironic thrust comes from the balanced Naucrate, who has 

weighed up carefully the respective claims of each aspirant, as 

he says with reference to Jupiter

’Je ne sais pas s’il s’impose;
Mais il parle sur la chose
Comme s ’il avoit raison.f (11. 1713-15)

The withdrawal of the disconsolate Amphitryon bears out the 

tenet of the Sceptics, that one can only doubt the things which are 

’reellement incertaines' and not the things which are 'effectivement 

apparentes’. And since in this case Jupiter and Amphitryon are 

outwardly indistinguishable, the supreme paradox that the first is more 

apparently Amphitryon than the second appears as the most reasonable 

solution to the problem.

In the final scene Jupiter gives his promised explanation to 

Amphitryon, but unlike the corresponding scene in Plautus and Rotrou, 

Amphitryon is just a silent spectator. In Plautus Amphitryo says that 

he is content to share his happiness with Jupiter, and in Rotrou 

Amphitryon deems himself honoured to have had the God as his rival. (51) 

Moliere cleverly transposes the remarks of their Amphitryons into Jupiter' 

speech, as the latter proudly tells Amphitryon that he mast take a shared 

rivalry with the master of the Gods as a great personal compliment.

(11. 1898-1901) The glorious cuckold’s exasperated silence however is 

proof, if proof were needed, of his ambiguous attitude to Jupiter’s praise 

and this is ironically underlined by Sosie. He proposes that all the 

actors in the event put an end to all commentary and analysis of it, and 

that a discreet silence be henceforth maintained thereon. (52)

Jupiter had blanaly claimed that he would be able to demonstrate 

to all that AlcmeneTs virtue was unsullied (11. 1691 ff.) and that after 

nis explanation of events all would be well. All that Jupiter and Sosie 

suggest however is that the participants should act as though nothing 

at all had happened. The acceptance of this illusion might well be



possible (Posicles, after all, had ventured to suggest something of the 

kind to Amphitryon when he said

’Si cette ressemblance est telle que l’on dit,
Alcmene, sans etre coupable (11. 1818-9))

The supreme irony of the situation is that this occurrence has 

happened to the man most unlikely to adopt such an attitude. He must

by his very nature probe as far as a mortal can into even the most

delicate of matters for the sake of his honour:

• A

Je brule de 1 apprendre,

Et je le crains plus que la mort.’ (Act III, Sc. 4, 11. 1613-14) 

is the way he describes his urge to discover his marital fate. In 

addition he is, like one of his predecessors, Dom Garcie, with whom he 

has so much in common, perpetually mastered by his jealous temperament 

which is not easily given to forgiveness and forgetfulness. To 

accept an illusion involves fostering the belief that one's attitude to 

something or someone is the only opinion which really matters in spite 

of what others may say. But Amphitryon is far too dependent upon the 

image which he wishes others to have of him to be able to control his will 

to that extent. As he says himself, the re-establishment of on e’s 

reputation and honour is a consideration too important to be 

rationalized. (Act III, Sc. 7, 11. 1823-6) Even the pince-sans—rire 

Sosie, who glibly proposes this solution, had illustrated its inherent 

difficulty when he confessed before his meeting with Cleanthis

’La foiblesse humaine est d ’avoir
Des curiosites d’apprendre
Ce qu’on ne voudroit pas savoir.’ (Act II, Sc. 3, 11. 1083-5) (53)

The advent of Jupiter into the world makes men into unwitting actors 

in his comedy. His withdrawal from it leaves them with the new 

consciousness that henceforth only self-deception and illusion are suitable 

attitudes for them to adopt. Everyone must, whether willingly or not, 

play his own role in his imposed comedy. Amphitryon and Alcmene are the



characters who fare worst because they did not play a part previously. 

(The virtuous appearances of Alcmene corresponded to her real self, and 

the valorous image of Amphitryon was completely at one with its heroic 

creator). Only those who perpetually play a role are in harmony with 

the comic vision of Jupiter, and the comic vision of Moliere above that 

comic vision. Such characters escape with impunity the comic fate which 

the two comic creators decree shall befall those who, too seriously and 

too concertedly, believe that their real essence can and does coincide 

with their outer gestures, their persona.
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C H A P T E R  7 

LES FEMMES SAVANTCS

(1)

Les Femmes Savantes, unlike the three enigmatic plays of the period 

of 1664-69, offers no comparable difficulty with regard to the 

interpretation of the principal characters. In Tartuffe, Dom Juan and 

Le Misanthrope, Moliere’s own attitude to the protagonist seemed far from 

unequivocal; hence the meaning of those plays acquired mysteriousness and 

depth as the ambiguity of the characters not only gives an additional 

dimension to the play, but also validates contrasting interpretations of 

it. If there is ambiguity in Les Femmes Savantes, and this chapter will 

argue that there is, it lies not in the comic or non-comic aspect of the 

characters, but in the ideas which they express. For critics such as

✓
E. Faguet, for example, there was no semblance of ambiguity in those 

ideas. Moliere had simply spoken his final word as 'pedagogue et critique 

litteraire', thus demonstrating the unity between his earlier works and 

his penultimate play. (1) At first sight, the overtly didactic nature of 

the play would seem to reduce interpretation of it to a commentary on the 

prosaic ideas uttered by the various cnaracters. P. Brisson summed up 

wittily the opinions which the characters express as being no more than 

'... du pot-au-feu mis en formules' 

and more recently another French critic has written in the same vein:

v f**C e'est un des vices de cette^piece que chaque personnage a peu 
pres possede un programme, ... et se repand en professions de foi.' (2)

Yet the same critic, A. Adam, has admitted, paradoxically, that 

'La pensee meme n'est pas nette' (3)

What is the thought of the play, and which characters express it?

The question has been answered in this particular connection with an



apparent definiteness. Tlius for D. Mornet for example

’On ne peut pas douter qu’Henriette soit son i d e a l '  

and G. Reynier and other critics echo the same view with certainty. (4)

Adam has however questioned this view, on the ground that Henriette 

represents a ’vulgarite de pensee1 scarcely acceptable to Moliere. 

Justifiably refusing to accept the theory of Moliere the representative 

par excellence of the reasonable j us te—mi lieu}he unconsciously falls into 

a similar danger in his unwillingness to consider opinions which appear 

to him unreasonable as being those of the author. (5) It is interesting 

to note that both M o m e t  and Reynier tacitly concede the point which Adam 

makes about the ’vulgarite'’ of Kenriette’s opinions; the first critic > 

howeverfattempts to provide an explanation of it by considering it as an 

understandable reaction to the pedantry of her mother and sister; 

similarly, the second views her as Moliere’s model of a well-balanced outlook 

on life, but cannot refrain from wishing that the playwright had couched 

her sagesse. in somewhat less mundane terms. (6)

But Henriette, considered in the wider context of Moliere’s plays, 

presents additional difficulties of interpretation. In previous plays 

such as L’Ecole des Maris (1661) and particularly L ’Ecole des Femmes 

of the following year, Moliere had seemed to be unfavourable to characters 

such as Sganarelle and Amolphe, who attempted systematically to inculcate 

ignorance of life in the minds of their wards. In Les Femmes Savantes, on 

the other hand, he would appear to be favouring the ideas of Henriette, who 

is, on her own admission, willing to be ignorant of everything except 

marriage, children, and prosaic domestic pleasures (Act I, Sc. 1). Such 

a girl would undoubtedly have appealed very much to the barbon who reads 

with reverence the Maximes du Mariage, which prohibit to the married 

woman attendance at those ’belles assemblers’ at which enlightened 

feminists expatiate. (7) Chrysale in Les Femmes Savantes concurs 

wholeheartedly with the traditional views on the role of woman, which
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his younger daughter expounds. (8)

There is certainly a contradiction in logic between the fate which

/
the views of the barbons of the Ccoles meet, and those of Henriette, 

which apparently triumph here. Indeed, examples of such illogicalness in 

Moliere1s conclusions could be multiplied with regard to other characters 

in his plays (see Part III, ch. 8). But the seemingly contradictory 

denouements are perfectly acceptable as such when it is remembered that the 

mainspring of comedy lies not directly in the logical processes of thought, 

although it is true, as Fernandez says, that laughter is ’... une sensation 

de la raison . (9) Drama is at once the product of reason and the province 

of contradiction:

'For contradictions imply opposing elements; one thing rises up 
to confound another: and it is out of the conflict of opposing elements
that drama is generated.’ (10)

Moliere himself saw the first principle of comedy as being

1 disconvenance' or ’ contrarie'te"’ : contradiction and conflict are of the

essence of comic drama, and point to the truth that its vision is, by its 

very nature, bound to transcend the rigid categories into which reason 

and logic would order thought. So, as with the rest of Moliere’s plays, 

the question we must ask is not ’which ideas appear most reasonable in 

themselves or are least in contradiction with previous comic conclusions?’ 

but rather ’how best can we understand the comic principle and its vision 

as illustrated within a certain thematic framework?’

(2)

The principle underlying the vision of the play is enunciated, as

✓  ̂
in so many of Moliere’s plays (i.e. L’Ecole des Maris, L’Ecole des Femmes,

Le Misanthrope, etc.) within the opening scene. Here the dramatist 

mediates to the spectator by way of the raisonneur the optic through which 

he should view the comedy. In Le Misanthrope, Philinte had warned Alceste 

that it was an act of unparalleled folly to attempt to remould the world 

to his own specifications (11. 157-8); and the rest of the play is an
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illustration of this principle. We are not asked to provide our own

subjective definition of comedy, but to interpret it in the light of a

conception about what is ridiculous in human behaviour. In Les Femmes

Savantes, the opening dialogue between Henriette and Armande is likewise

of immense importance. From the beginning, the initiative is firmly

grasped by the acerbic Armande. Deprecating her sister’s desire for

domestic contentment, she adjures her to leave marriage and all its

mundane concomitants to people of low breeding and vulgar taste. Her

argument is summed up succinctly in her lofty injunction:

’Laissez aux gens grossiers, aux personnes vulgaires,
Les bas amusements de ces sortes d’affaires;
A de plus hauts objets elevez vos desirs,
Songez a prendre un gout des plus nobles plaisirs,
Et traitant de mepris les sens et la matiere,
A 1’esprit comme nous, donnez-vous toute entiere.’ (11. 31-6)

Choosing to embrace such a high ideal and disparaging banal reality,

Armande embarks upon the course of all the imaginaires. But she differs

from them in one respect, in the manner in which she speaks of the ideal.

does not merely assert the superiority of her own wisdom over that of

others, as do Orgon and Alceste, for example. The ideal which she

propounds to her sister gains additional elevation in her eyes because

it involves the duality of ethereal,rarified pleasures of the intellect on

the one hand, and vulgar, sensual and ’low’ experience on the other.

Henriette, like Philinte, Chrysalde, Ariste, etc. presents the more down

to earth view of things which dramatic opposition makes necessary. Just

as Armande goes further than any other comic character in the spiritualized

form of her ideal, so too Henriette goes beyond the usual counter—answer

°f the raisonneur by expounding her exceptionally mundane version of the

ideal:

tout esprit n ’est pas compose d’une etoffe,
Qui se trouve taillee a faire un philosophe.
Si le votre est ne propre aux elevations 
Ou montent des savants les speculations,
Le mien est fait, ma soeur, pour aller terre a terre,
Et dans les petits soins son foible se resserre.’ (11. 55-60)
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’Habitez, par l'essor d ’un grand et beau genie,
Les hautes regions de la philosophie,
Tandis que mon esprit, se tenant ici-bas,
Goutera de 1*hymen les terrestres appas.’ (11. 63-6)

This introductory dialogue provides us with a microcosm of what 

has been called ’le phenomene comique’ - we witness the lyrical upward sweep 

of the comic idealist’s thought, which is counterbalanced exactly by the 

prosaic downward sweep of the comic realist. (11) The raison d ’etre 

for what Henriette says is not primarily in any inherent merit which 

Moliere attached to her views, or any profound didactic wisdom contained in 

them (although both may well be present). What she does say springs from 

the necessity of providing a counter-action to the movement away from 

comic reality initiated by the comic idealist. The tone and content of 

her remarks about women’s education and domestic duties, etc. are conditioned 

by the genesis of the comic idea: it therefore seems beside the point to

argue that her ideas are parochial and limited in scope. She is just as 

much a character of comedy as Armande, since both are equally important to 

the comic conflict. She must inevitably incarnate the ’vulgarite^ de pensee’ 

not only to complement the comic idealist, but also to fulfil the particular 

role of the raisonneur - that of provoking his opponent into comic excess. (12) 

A juste-milieu must be created between the two extremities of comic 

idealism and comic realism in order that the spectator should enjoy a 

superior perspective on the play to that of the protagonists. The 

juste-milieu between the two comic extremes cannot necessarily be equated 

with the ideas of Henriette, the dramatic opponent of Armande. There is 

in fact a dichotomy between the theory of juste-milieu which Henriette 

outlines

(f... tout esprit n ’est pas compose" d ’une etoffe
Qui se trouve taillee a faire un philosophe f 11. 55-6)

and the role of opposition given to her. The theory which she enunciates 

here is clearly the fundamental principle which Armande has transgressed 

and from which the comedy of Les Femmes Savantes derives. For it is clear
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that the femmes savantes are pedantic impostors, and the mask which Armande 

wears constantly slips revealing her true nature, which is of all things 

not 'taillee a faire un philosophe' . Yet Henriette, the theoretician of 

j-u.ste-^l.ieu, cannot be taken as a literal exponent of it, on account of 

the role of dramatic opposition which the comic principle imposes on her. 

Whilst it is true in a sense to say with D. Romano that she represents 

the ’naturel1 as opposed to the 1artificiel1, moderation as opposed to 

excess, it is only true to the extent that comedy inclines her to the 

opposite extremity of les femmes savantes - that is, to excessive 'naturel* 

and excessive moderation as opposed to excessive pretension and erudition. (13) 

It seems necessary therefore to draw a distinction between her theory of the 

ju.s_te-milieu , (valid as a framework in which to view the comic idealist) and 

the role of ignorante \7hich she voluntarily assumes in the comedy. The 

thought of the comedy resides not in the literal acceptance of all 

Ilenriette s ideas, but in the principle of j us te-milieu which governs the 

comedy of les femmes savantes.

It will be profitable to amplify that principle which Henriette 

explicitly states but which she herself perforce contradicts to some degree.

The view of life which it enshrines is one which takes full account of the 

diversity and individuality of human nature. If Armande's mind is born 

propre aux elevations , that of Henriette is designed to 'aller terre a terre* 

Everyone who acts in harmony with his own natural instinct finds his own 

personal juste-milieu, different to that of his neighbour. La Mothe 

Le Vayer outlines this view in terms strongly reminiscent of those used by 

Henriette, when he draws an analogy between the various levels of 'esprits1 

and the ways in which different kinds of birds fly:

TLes uns se plaisent a s !elancer jusqu'au plus haut de l'air; 
d'autres ne s'elevent que fort peu de la terre, ou ne sautent que de 
branche en branche; et la troisieme espece est de ceux, qui volent dans 
le milieu que les premiers abandonnent, et ou les seconds ne peuvent 
arriver.’ (14)



Both Le Vayer’s comparison and Moliere’s character proclaim that 

the only true basis for personal fulfilment can be the maintenance of 

one’s individuality. Henriette advances this justification for her refusal 

to follow the example of others, and in invoking this individual criterion, 

astutely places her attitude beyond the reach of Armande’s generalizing.

The jus te-milieu of which she speaks can neither be acquired by or imposed 

upon one’s nature; if this occurs, natural temperament and inclination will, 

however unconsciously, rebel against attitudes superimposed. At first 

sight, her theory appears to be nothing more original than a reiteration 

of the principles of honnetete. Thus for example we find the Chevalier

/  *  0 0 0 0 0 0  9 0
de Mere insisting on the importance of an affinity between one's actions 

and one’s natural instinct:

’... il faut consulter son inclination et ne la pas contrarier ... 
on a peu de grace quand on va contre son genie ...’ (15)

La Rochefoucauld may also be quoted, to show how much of a common

place such an observation would seem in the 17th Century:

’... il faut savoir discerner ... ce qui nous est propre, et suivre
alors avec raison la pente naturelle qui nous porte vers les choses qui 
nous plaisent’. (16)

In the same maxim, La Rochefoucauld poses the question of individual 

authenticity in terms which are especially applicable to Mbliere’s comedy:

*Une femme peut aimer les sciences, mais toutes les sciences ne lui 
conviennent pas toujours et I’entetement de certaines sciences ne lui 
convient jamais, et est toujours faux.’ (17)

The ideas of honnetete* thus expressed do not go beyond this general 

principle of juste-milieu: indeed to become more specific, to lay down

precepts for individual cases, would undermine the belief in the diversity

• • •  A  /  /  /  »
of human beings which is so fundamental to honne te te. Mere is even more

vague in his descriptions of honnete behaviour. Words such as ’subtil’,

’imperceptible’, 'je ne sais quoi’, recur regularly, and it is clear that he 

is quite content that the intangible essence of juste-milieu should forever 

elude him. (18) But the comic vision is much less abstract, and more
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adjacent to life tlian the, detached 17th. Century moraliste could afford to be, 

and focusses the attitude of juste-milieu more sharply. The juste-milieu 

of comedy is not couched in vague terms of reasonable injunction, golden 

mean, moderation, or avoidance of excessive behaviour but in the extreme 

nature of comic opposition between Henriette and her sister. Whereas 

tiie moral is te gives a general answer to the question: ’To what extent can

a woman be legitimately interested in philosophy etc,’ the answer of the 

comic vision is blunt, direct, and unequivocal. The comic principle, 

enunciated by Henriette, was that behaviour and instinct must be in harmony 

with each other: consequently comedy results from reason imposing on

nature an attitude which is in disharmony with instinct: in practical

terms, this is translated in Armande’s refusal of marriage, for the sake of 

philosophy. It is the paradox of Henriette the dramatic character to 

appear in the guise of the raisonneur, proclaiming, with every appearance of 

moderation and reasonableness, the unalterable supremacy of instinct over reason 

a view which runs diametrically counter to those appearances'. The 

corollary of this is even more paradoxical, but fully consistent with the 

folie sagesse which previous raisonneurs have expounded: only if reason

accepts the supremacy of instinct can it be accounted ’reasonable' (but not 

necessarily logical); reason, on the other hand, if it does not accept 

this paradox, is unreasonable and comic (but not necessarily illogical).

If the touchstone of the comic vision of Les Femmes Savantes is 

provided by the sceptical notion of folle sagesse applied here to marriage, 

then one would expect to find a resemblance between that comic vision and 

the ideas of La Motne Le Vayer on the subject. In fact it is surprising 

to find not only a remarkable similarity between Le Vayer and Les Femmes 

Savantes, but also to hear the same burlesque tone which characterizes the 

comic treatment of the 'femme savante' in the play. In his Promenades en Neuf 

Dialogues (1662-4) Le Vayer devotes the fourth dialogue between Tubertus and 

Xilinus to a consideration of those people who seem to wish to repress

236.



287.

their natural instincts. Xilinus reproaches Tubertus for his austere 

love of solitude and his misanthropic inclinations: he finds this attitude

totally unreasonable and unacceptable, and bases his point of view upon 

one cardinal principle:

I  / ,  V # /   ̂ ^

/ . DeJ a > Je m etonnais qu’il y eut des humeurs assez austeres, pour 
resister a^des sentiments que Dieu et la Nature semblent avoir donnes 
egalement a tous les Animaux, et qui a l’egard de 1’homme sont tels que les 
plus grands Legislateurs n ’ont rien trouve de plus propre a les faire vivre 
heureusement que 1’union conjugale.’ (19)

Tubertus, in spite of his melancholy humour, cannot but agree with him 

those people who resist or are impervious to the call of nature and love, 

involve themselves unwittingly in a kind of gigantomachie, that is, in a 

hopelessly unequal struggle against natural desires and instincts, which are 

destined to triumph over reason and will in the end. (20)

The Sceptic rests his ideas, not only of marriage but of life in 

general, upon this principle: the indisputable primacy of instinct over

reason. And this is not only the principle behind the comedy of Moliere, 

but also almost the sole principle which may be attributed to him with any 

degree of certainty, for it is the unvarying constant in every comedy and 

in every comic character. A comic character in his theatre becomes 

comic to the extent that he attempts to escape from his own nature, trying 

to eradicate his natural characteristics, which nevertheless remain all 

the more firmly rooted. (21) Hence the ’gigantomachy’ of the comic hero, 

who is doomed to failure because his true self can never be completely 

suppressed. Nowhere is this theory more apt than in the cases of women, 

who, like the ^re^cieuses ridicules, are revolted by ’la pensee de coucher 

contre un homme vraiment n u’. (Les Precieuses Ridicules, Sc. 4)

Armande is one of the most ardent of such ’Jansenistes de l’Amour’ as Ninon 

de Lenclos wittily described them. (22) In the opening scene of the play, 

she has advised Henriette as follows:



’Mariez-vous, ma soeur, a la philosophie’, (1. 44) and later she 

outlines to Clitandre her lofty theory of a spiritualized love, purified 

from sensual commerce, in which

’l’on ne s’aperpoit jamais qu’on ait un corps’ (Act IV, Sc. 2, 1.1212)

Moliere takes great care not only to point out the manifest absurdity

and discrepancies in such a platonic philosophy, but especially to

underline the multiple hypocrisies latent in it. At four stages of the 

play the comic vision expresses itself without equivocation on this 

attitude: in Act I, Sc. 2, Armande attempts forcefully to prevent

Clitandre from declaring his preference for herself or for Henriette.

When he nevertheless states his love for the latter, Armande attempts 

immediately to rationalize her jealousy and wounded pride by saying that 

Clitandre is unbearably conceited to imagine Armande concerned for him, and 

that Henriette cannot marry Clitandre without her parents’ consent.

(11• 155-68) The vehemence of her double reaction is ample proof, if 

proof were needed, both of the depth of her passion for Clitandre, and her 

determination to conceal it at all costs; in Act III, Sc. 5 she lauds 

Philaminte’s choice of Trissotin as a husband for Henriette; when 

Henriette ripostes by asking why she herself does not accept such a learned 

and therefore eminently suitable husband, she again extricates herself 

from explicit contradiction by rationalization; maternal decree is 

something which cannot legitimately be resisted; in Act IV, Sc. 1 she 

informs Philaminte of Henriette’s continued disobedience to the 

projected marriage with Trissotin (and by so doing discloses to her 

Henriette’s true position); but she succeeds in exacerbating Philaminte

beyond all measure by announcing her news in carefully chosen terms -

Henriette, she says

i  i  • ^  t "... sembloit suivre m o m s  les volontes d un pere,
Q u’affecter de braver les ordres d ’une mere.’ (11. 1125-6)

The fourth stage in Armande’s attitude is found in Act IV, Sc. 2, and



marks an involuntary deviation from the concerted rationalizing postures 

mentioned above. T a is final stage consists of three movements: she first

of all accuses Clitandre of infidelity towards her in declaring his passion 

for her sister (11. 1167-74); when Clitandre rejects her charge, she 

reiterates her platonic ideal (11. 1189 ff.); and when Clitandre 

emphasizes that his conception of love takes fully into account physical 

desire, she relents in the hope of regaining him: the fact that she still

attempts to rationalize her radically changed attitude (marriage of the 

kind Clitandre favours will be grudgingly accepted by her as a concession 

to the baser part of human nature (11. 1235 ff.)) cannot obscure one truth; 

the comic vision has remorselessly driven Armande from implicitly 

contradicting her ideal to voluntarily contradicting it by capitulation to 

Clitandre’s point of view.

A. Adam has commented most perceptively on the ’gigantomachy’ waged 

by Armande throughout the play:

 ̂ 'On devine 1 'exasperation de Moliere, l'antipathie instinctive,
1 horreur. Ce faux idealisme n'est a ses yeux que mensonge. Armande 
etait belle, faite pour aimer et e tre aimee. Elle s'est installee dans
I imposture. Elle se ment a elle-meme plus encore qu'elle ne ment aux 
autres. Elle s'enivre d'un orgueil chimericpe, d'un ideal absurde.
II n'est de sante' et de verite que dans l’obeissance aux lois de la nature*. 
(23)

The views expressed in this scene by Clitandre are fully in harmony 

with the principle of the comic vision ('1'obeissance aux lois de la nature’)

of which marriage is not only a symbol but a literal expression. He

possesses ’un corps tout comme une ame;’(l. 1214), and cannot discriminate 

between the importance of each:

I A
... mon ame et mon corps marchent de compagnie’ (1. 1218)

Platonic loves are consequently ’trop subtilises’ (1. 1223) for him:

just as he loves ’avec tout moi-meme’ (1. 1225) (i.e. with instinct and 

reason) so too he is attracted both intellectually and physically to 

Henriette (1. 1226). So the second cardinal principle of comedy is 

worked out dramatically in this scene, with, as Adam indicated, potentially
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tragic implications for Armande. That it is decidedly not tragic is 

entirely due to the forcefulness with which comedy is intent on exposing 

at all costs the imposture of Armande and the injustice done by her to 

human nature. The sceptical view of the human duality of mind and matter 

is identical to that which Clitandre has expressed burlesquely. In one of 

his Homilies Academiques (Du Corps Humain), Le Vayer writes:

’Car de presupposer qu’en contemplation de l fexcellence de l ’ame, et 
des avantages qu’elle a comme divine sur le corps, il n fy a nulle mesure 
a garder entre l’une et l 1autre; ce serait etre peu equitable et peu 
judicieux, a les considerer non pas separement, mais dans 1’union ou ils 
sont constitues pour faire un seul compose .’ (24)

The comic vision re-establishes the worth of this ’compose"’ of body 

and mind in apparently straightforward terms - Armande is defeated,

Clitandre triumphs. But the implication of the vision goes further than this 

for in the culminating stages of Armande's self-deception her true nature has, 

however hesitatingly, re-emerged. There is another precieuse in Moliere’s 

theatre who stands side by side with Armande in her opposition to marriage, 

but in whom the optimism of the comic vision is more apparent. In 

La Princesse d ’Elide, comedie galante (1664) and contemporary to Le Vayer’s 

Promenades mentioned above, the Princesse has sworn never to let herself be 

enslaved by the chains of marriage; like Armande, she is able to 

rationalize her attitude so well to her servants that she betrays her 

underlying obsessions:

ne devez-vous pas rougir d’appuyer une passion qui n ’est 
q u’erreur, que foiblesse et q u’emportement, et dont tous les desordres 
ont tant de repugnance avec la gloire de notre sexe? J ’en pretends 
soutenir l’honneur jusqu’au dernier moment de ma vie, ... je ne puis 
souffrir q u’une ame qui fait profession d !un peu de fierteT ne trouve pas 
une honte horrible a de telles foiblesses.’ (Act II, Sc. 1)

Her two servants take a more down to earth view of things: do not

treat love arrogantly, they advise her, or else it may choose to revenge 

itself upon you. But the Princesse has no use for such prudence: the

legendary power which love is supposed to have is only invoked by mortals as 

a concession to their own infirm nature. Yet the servants are still



sceptical about her vaunted resistance to love:

* ... toute la terre reconnoi't sa puissance, et vous voyez que les 
dieux memes sont assujettis a son empire.’

Tubertus in his fourth Promenade likewise speaks jocularly of

’(le) pouvoir despotique et presque incomprehensible de l’Amour’ (25) 

Love is for the 'Princesse,as for her more illustrious successor, ’a symbol 

for what is not the mask but the man, for nature, as opposed to art’ (26)

Soon the Princesse will be forced to concede defeat, as she succumbs to the 

attraction of the Prince d ’lthaque. Tubertus once more could provide the 

perfect epigraph for such a situation, based as it is upon the comic 

antithesis of love and reason:

toutes les maximes de la raison (sont) autant d ’heresies 
dans l’Ecole de cet enfant Aveugle, ... le premier soupir qu’il nous (fait)
jeter (est) ordinairement le dernier de la sagesse.’ (27)

Better to resist the temptation to submit life to one’s own ordered 

scheme, and to make ample allowance for the unpredictable intrusion of one’s

own nature and circumstances - in other words, of folie itself.

For both dramatist and Seep tic, marriage is then both symbol and 

literal expression of nature: but in both cases, it would also seem to

contain a hidden dimension of meaning. This dimension is, in Le Vayer, 

concealed in the discreet conclusion with which he chooses to terminate the 

Promenade, and, in Les Femmes Savantes, in the sheer implication of the 

play. A comparison will reveal an interesting similarity of mind. Le 

Vayer proceeds to give abundant examples for his thesis that marriage is 

the state which is most closely in harmony with human instinct. He 

adduces the presence of Christ at the wedding-feast of Cana as ’proof’, 

and skilfully extracts passages from Fathers of the Church in such a way 

that they appear indeed to forbid celibacy: he even makes St. Ambrose

responsible for the facetious observation that if marriage populates the earth, 

then virginity docs precisely the same for heaven’. By means of such 

adroit insinuation,he manages to create in the reader’s mind the impression
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that celibacy, whatever the motive behind it may be, is nothing other 

than another form of gigantomachie. (28)

It would of course be totally futile to suppose that the author

L e s ^ ^ mmeB Savantes wrote his play with such a tendencious idea in 

mind. But can we not glimpse something of his attitude in the impatience 

with which comedy unmasks Armande’s views on marriage? If Armande is 

guilty in his eyes of a hypocritical prudishness which induces her to 

oppose marriage, it is nevertheless clear that Moliere makes her utter 

statements which would come naturally to someone engaged in a vocation which 

did not admit of marriage. Her idee fixe is expressed most fully in her 

maxim

fA  de plus hauts objets e le v e z vos desirs* (1. 33)

which is somewhat reminiscent of St. Paul’s famous injunction:

’Affectionnez-vous aux choses d’en haut, et non a celles qui sont 
sur la terre’ (29)

Armande is, quite obviously not a religious, nor is she talking here 

of religion. The point I wish to underline however is the following one: 

to the extent that Moliere seems to deny the possibility that one can have 

a more spiritual life than one centred upon marriage, one may conclude 

that religious celibacy, or celibacy of any kind, would also appear to him 

as an ideal incommensurate with the strength of human nature. For the man 

to whom Armande’s ideas are so totally antipathetic, as for Le Vayer, 

marriage is principally the legalisation of the deepest human instinct, and 

whenever the conjugal state harmonizes with this tendency, it can create 

the best basis for human happiness.

The reassertion by the comic principle of the importance of instinct 

whenever mind and intellect refuse to recognize its existence and 

legitimate claim on human nature,helps to clarify Moliere's attitude to 

preciosite. Recently, Latiiuillere has followed the 19th Century critic 

V. Cousin in affirming that Moliere was in no way hostile to the ideas of
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Mile de Scudery (he is thinking principally here of Les Precieuses 

Ridicules) (30). Lathuillere bases his thesis upon the apparently 

convergent views of Moliere and Mile de Scudery on many topics, and 

indeed it is not difficult to discover similarities of expression between 

Sapho and Moliere’s characters. Moliere and the precieuse may very well 

agree in satirizing pedants and women who affect fine manners and the 

other affectations, but this can in no way be taken to imply fundamental 

agreement on his part with the essential spirit of preciosite''. Conversely, 

it seems equally questionable to ask whether or not Moliere was thinking 

of Mile de Scudery or Mme de Rambouillet when ridiculing Cathos or 

Magdelon, or Armande or Philaminte. The definitive answer to such 

questions would call for objective documentation of a kind that we do not, 

and are not likely to,have. But in the light of what has been said 

above about the comic vision in Les Femmes Savantes, it may be more 

meaningful to ask whether or not that vision is compatible with the 

/ • • • 
precieux ideas concerning marriage.

As Mornet has shown, there is no single monolithic form of 

preciosite in the 17th Century. The preciosite satirized by Moliere in 

1659 was, according to him, the old preciosite of thirty years earlier, 

no longer in vogue in the salons around the middle of the century. (31)

Even if one allows for such a distinction, it is still possible for us to 

isolate the precieux characteristic par excellence.present to varying 

degrees in all the forms of 17th Century preciosite. M o m e t  himself sums up 

its essential attribute, when discussing specifically the precieux understanding 

of love as revealed in novels from the time of L ’As tree to Le Grand Cyrus:

’l’esprit tout pur y apparait fort souvent comme l'ame meme du 
veritable amour’.

Mile de Scudery places a spiritualized love above all other values of

friendship, and extols it as being

’... si spirituelle,si agreable, et si innocente tout ensemble, 
qu’elle ne choquerait ni la bienseance, ni la vertu’ (32)



Such doctrine doubtless offers an attractive alternative to the

imposed mariage de raison in the 17th Century and a kind of escape from

restrictions of husband and children. And in practice the platonic

conception of love is often translated into precieux repugnance for all

forms of marriage which do not conform to the ideal. Marriage, in the

conventional sense, is seen as a tyranny which moulds the lofty ideal into

mundane reality, un scandale a ma raison* as Didascale proclaims in

P,r e A-.u.s..e, (1656-53). The precieuse Eulalie stigmatizes the custom still

more virulently, as she contrasts it with the minor matters about which her 

/ #
precieuses friends worry: it is

*... un tyran bien different de tous les vostres, et que je crois 
estre le seul veritable, le seul redoutable, le seul insupportable, ... 
celuy du mariage.* (33)

Gueridie, once married, can only utter one reflection:

’Helas.’ je suis mariee!* 

and Mile de Scudery confesses that she never witnessed the marriage of one 

of her friends without giving way to unconsolable grief. (34)

Not all precieuses were as absolute in their opposition to marriage: 

many without doubt followed Sapho’s example less rigorously, and were able 

to accommodate themselves to *des noeuds de chair, des chaines corporelles* 

to quote Armande*s description of marriage. (1. 1238) But in that case 

Sapho would have viewed such actions as falling short of the precieux 

ideal, and Moliere would not have satirized them to the extent that he 

satirizes Armande. Both would have regarded them as defective precieuses.

It is perfectly clear from Moliere*s theatre that there are certain 

convergences of thought with preciosite' (see particularly Part III 

Chapter 8); but it is equally clear where the limits of those convergences 

are to be situated. Whenever the precieuse Armande declares that 

according to platonic marriage

'... l'on ne s’aperpoit jamais qu’on ait un corps’ (Les Femmes Savantes

1 . 1212)
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or whenever Saint Sorlin makes his precieuse Sestiane say

Le corps en nos amours ne prend aucune part' (Les Visionnaires.

Act IV, Sc. 4, 1. 1446)

such utterances are flagrant deformations of anything a pre'cieuse might be 

expected to say. Nevertheless, there is no deformation without a real impress 

ion capable of being deformed, and these lines are exaggerations of a real 

tendency m  preciosite. (35) It is at this point that Moliere would seem 

# ✓

to agree with Saint-Evremond’s own penetrating assessment of the precieux 

ideas of marriage:

Ces fausses delicates ont ote a 1’amour ce qu’il a de plus naturel
pensant lui donner quelque chose de plus precieux. Elies ont tire une
passion toute sensible du coeur a l’esprit, et converti des mouvements en 
idees. (36)

Saint-Lvremond finds the precieuse ridiculous because of her tendency to 

solidify movement in ideas, or in other words, to subsume life to thought.

* Du mecanique plaque" sur du vivant', the Bergsonian formula of the comic, 

is not then just a commentary upon the comic of the precieuses; it is 

inherent in their basic ideas. Comedy, to the extent that it symbolizes 

the constant triumph of the'vivant’ over the ’mecanique’, the ’mouvement' 

over the idee’, of instinct over reason, contains in its essence the 

dissolution of the precieux ideal, which invariably seeks to refine, 

subtilize, spiritualize its subject, whether that subject be language, 

literature or marriage. (37)

(3)

Clitandre shares with Henriette the function of attacking the 

jrrecieux conception of marriage, which is the cornerstone of their pursuit 

of learning. For it is by revolting against the baseness of physical 

nature that they derive the impulse towards the world of the spirit, that 

is, philosophy. It is Clitandre, much more than Henriette, who is 

entrusted with the function of stripping away the accretions of learning 

with which the femme savante invests herself. He has usually been viewed 

not only as the dramatic partner of Henriette, but also as the enunciator
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of the same moderate and reasonable views which she is supposed to express:

’... il est la ... pour mettre au point, sur la question de la 
science des dames, les exagerations de Chrysale et exposer la theorie du 
juste-milieu*. (38)

But the juste-milieu which Clitandre apparently expounds , is subject 

(and indeed more clearly so) to the same paradox which underlines 

Henriette’s expression of it. Both expose at considerable length 

complementary theories of moderate behaviour, calculated to avoid all 

excess, and both thus strike the authentic and familiar note of the Moliere 

raisonneur. They are parallel characters in another sense too, for both 

are overtaken by the dramatic role in which they have been cast by the 

author (that is, the role of the comic realist, extreme in his absolute 

opposition to the comic idealism of la femme savante) . The consequence 

of this is that they are predestined to take a much less detached and 

balanced view of things than we might be led to think at first glance.

The contradiction in Clitandre between the role which he plays and 

the way in which he expresses himself may be glimpsed in Act I, Sc. 3, 

where he gives a lengthy exposition of his views on the education of 

women. He begins with a general statement which is also an outright 

affirmation of principle:

T ... les femmes docteurs ne sont point de mon gout1. (1. 217)

But immediately the general applicability of this is attenuated 

by an apparent concession:

'Je consens qu'une femme ait des clartes de tout’ (1. 218)

The important phrase in this line is obviously f des clartes de tout* . 

Clitandre is willing to allow women to have knowledge of a general 

unspecialized character on a range of topics, but this is contrasted with 

and opposed to

1. ... la passion choquante 
De se rendre savante afin d’etre savante;1 (11. 219-20)

which is, to Clitandre’s mind, the essential characteristic of the typical
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_fenuue savante. (39) This description qualifies both the previously 

mentioned Armande (1. 216) and fMadame votre mere’ (1. 227). The 

glossary which Clitandre appends to the genre of woman originally 

described by him as femme docteur now explains unambiguously the precise 

connotation of that term for him - it is a description which says 

plainly that sucn a woman is animated by a vainglorious desire to 

distinguish herself in learning. This is of the utmost importance in the 

context of Clitandre1s speech, because it is now clear that for this 

raisonneui at least,there is no balanced juste~milieu between women who 

have general ideas about certain subjects and the pedantic specialist, 

the femme docteur. The corollary to this is that any woman who is 

anxious to instruct herself in a particular discipline finds herself in 

danger of being assimilated without reflection by Clitandre to the 

category of egotistical femmes docteurs, even though she may well be 

genuinely interested in her subject, and not intend or aspire in the 

slightest to enter that category. This is the first implication of 

immoderation in the raisonneur1s speech, and it is further reinforced by 

what he goes on to say in the subsequent lines.

Iiaving defined femme docteur or femme savante to his own satisfaction, 

he now makes more explicit the meaning which he attaches to the 'clartes. de 

tout* which a woman may acquire without incurring his disapproval, that is, 

without becoming a femme docteur. The woman he approves of should 

frequently know how and when to appear ignorant of subjects and ideas with 

which she is nevertheless fully conversant; in addition, she should not display 

openly her knowledge of a subject, but be content with the inner knowledge 

that she does know about matters which she is hearing in discussion. She 

must be unwilling to convey the impression that she is at all familiar with 

them. She mast therefore be aware that she knows about certain topics of 

conversation, but also continually aware of what other people might possibly 

think of her if she did enter into discussion about them. Her apparent



modesty and deference in discussion,which Clitandre finds so praiseworthy, 

derive, not from the quality of true humility and insight into one’s 

nature, but from a lively fear of ’le qu’en~dira-t-on’ - a fear adroitly 

insinuated and exploited in the feminine mind by such people as Clitandre 

in the interests of traditional masculine domination. The equitable 

manner and moderate form in which he delivers his speech (we note above 

the respectful references to Armande and Philaminte), conceal not just the 

paradox of Socratic or learned ignorance (about which I shall have more to 

say later) but a much more surprising and fundamental one. For is not 

the suave raisonneur basically no different in his outlook for the education 

of women than Chrysale?

At first sight, the discreet views of Clitandre could not be further 

removed from the extremely direct ideas of Chrysale: for the latter

’Former aux bonnes moeurs 1’esprit de ses enfants,
Faire aller son menage, avoir l’oeil sur ses gens,
Et regler la depense avec economie,
Doit etre son etude et sa philosophie.’ (Act II, Sc. 7, 11. 573-6)

such are the tasks which ought to consume a woman’s time, energy and talents. 

(40) It is true that in the theatre we laugh at the burlesque and excessive 

views of Chrysale and not generally at those of Clitandre; the latter does 

not after all say or imply that women should be confined to the execution of 

menial duties. But he is firmly at one with the barbon as regards the 

undesirability of women receiving education. For if Clitandre’s ideal 

woman ought to feign ignorance by not conversing about matters familiar 

to her, then there is no apparent reason why she should study at all, since 

the degree of education which Clitandre is prepared in theory to concede 

to her is bound not to make the slightest change in practice.

The paradoxical form and content of Clitandre’s views on the

femme savante, and his intangible conclusion, have much in common with 

Le Vayer’s treatment of this question, which was of such paramount interest 

to the 17th Century, and perhaps gives some indication as to what Moliere’s
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position may well have been with regard to it. In his fourth Promenade, 

which was quoted in the preceding section, he is just as ironic about 

the parochial views which the barbon holds on this question as Moliere 

so often seems to be:

Car tout le monde n ’est pas de 1 Thumeur de ceux qui trouvent une 
femme assez savante, quand elle sait discerner le haut-de-chausse du pour- 
p o m t  de son mari’.

Chrysale,who is the quintessence of the bourgeois mentality which 

Le Vayer derides here, is precisely one of those people who does live by 

such a maxim:

Nos peres sur ce point etoient gens bien senses,
Qui disoient qu’une femme en sait toujours assez
Quand la capacite de son esprit se hausse

A  connoitre un pourpoint d ’avec un haut de chausse’. (Act II, Sc. 7,

11. 577-80)(41)

Le Vayer, through the medium of his beloved Tubertus, goes on to say that 

in his opinion the feminine mind is as capable of assimilating learning as 

the masculine one. (42) But his readers need not hope to find an 

unambiguous statement of principle, for the Sceptic, as though embarrassed 

by the possibility of committing himself, appends his usual qualification 

and self-contradiction. He quotes with obvious approval the paradoxical 

opinion of one of his friends, who is, I believe, none other than the 

author of Les Femmes Savantes:

... je ne puis m ’empecher de vous rapporter ici la pensee d ’un de 
nos amis communs, que celles dont nous parlons, qui veulent passer pour 
savantes, ignorent ordinairement tout ce qu’elles pensent savoir, et 
q u’elles ne sont veritablement savantes qu’en ce qu’elles feignent d ’ignorer.’
V.HO j

We recall the enigmatic utterance of Clitandre:

1 ... j ’aime que souvent, aux questions qu’on fait,
Elle sache ignorer les choses qu’elle sait;
De son etude enfin je veux qu’elle se cache,

Et qu’elle ait du savoir sans vouloir qu’on le sache.’ (11. 221-4)

The paradoxical mode and content of this speech have the salutary 

effect of making it as impossible to attribute Clitandre’s views literally 

to Moliere (even though we accept Moliere as the ’ami commun’ of Le Vayer’s



quotation) as it would be to attribute those of Tubertus to the Sceptic: 

for in Le Vayerfs case, the burlesque detachment with which he envisages 

the whole question enables him to evoke contradictory facets of it, and 

then to dissolve them in paradox: in Moliere’s case, the necessary

detachment of the dramatist who animates the contradictory attitudes of his 

characters is further accentuated by the paradoxical thesis which he gives 

to Clitandre to defend. Paradox is the formula by which both are able 

to evoke objection and counter-objection in exaggerated form, whilst at the 

same time retaining the detachment and the flexible position as ironic

observers of the question of women and learning.

It seems necessary to underline the detachment of Moliere with 

respect to Clitandre, on account of a double conclusion which is frequently 

drawn about the views of this character. Hie first is that Clitandre is 

Moliere’s porte-parole regarding the education of women, and the second, 

that since a parallel can be established between the opinions of the 

raisonneur and Mile de Scudery’s views on this topic, Moliere must 

therefore be in fundamental agreement with the feminist. In Le Grand Cyrus 

(1649-53) for instance, she declares herself hostile to all women who try to 

be savantes as well as to those who go to the opposite extremity: she wishes

to establish a j us te-milieu between what she terms ’une suffisance impertinente’ 

and a ’stupidite ennuyeuse’ (44). She does not exclude learning for women, 

but says they must take care to avoid the terrible title of femme savante:

’Je veux done bien q u’on puisse dire d’une personne de mon sexe, q u’elle 
sait cent choses dont elle ne se vante pas, q u’elle a l’esprit fort eclaire, 
qu’elle connoit finement les beaux ouvrages, q u’elle parle bien, qu’elle 
ecrit juste, et q u’elle sait le monde; mais je ne veux pas qu’on puisse 
dire d’elle: e’est une femme savante, car ces deux caracteres sont si
differents q u’ils ne se ressemblent point’ (45)

But on reflection, it will be seen that there is something of a gap 

between Sapho’s ideal of an educated woman and Clitandre’s thoughts on 

that subject. The kind of woman whom Sapho imagines as being far removed 

from the femme savante, is nothing less than the femme docteur who displeases



Clitandre so much. For if Sapho presumes to speak in company,however 

modestly, about philosophy, literature or the arts in general, she will 

automatically incur his reproach that she is indulging in a vain display 

of knowledge. What for her are merely judicious and finely chosen 

observations on the part of a woman, would be instinctively assimilated by 

Clitandre (not to speak of ChrysaleI) to feminine ambition seeking to 

usurp the rightful place of man as the recognized head of the household.

(4)

I have said that in this speech we glimpse a contradiction between 

the theory and practice of Clitandre’s views on the instruction of women, 

a contradiction occasioned by his role of the comic realist, w h o , in spite 

of his initial detachment, is more influenced by his latent prejudices 

than may be seen at first sight. One factor in the situation of Clitandre 

which does away with all semblance of impartiality on his part is his 

extreme antipathy for Trissotin. In this speech he connects his 

criticism of Philaminte directly to the ascendancy which the pseudo--savant 

has gained over her - Trissotin is qualified as ’son heros d ’esprit’ 

and is the object of several lines of incisive satire. (11. 228 ff.)

But the heaviest attack by far on the pedant is made by the raisonneur 

in Act IV, Sc. 3. At this stage of the action, he knows not only that 

Trissotin is the person who has inspired the femmes savantes with an 

infatuation for learning which threatens to make him unacceptable in 

Philaminte’s eyes as a suitor for her daughter, but also that the pedant 

is his rival for Henriette’s hand. When Philaminte informs him of the 

identity of his rival, he makes his second bitter attack upon Trissotin’s 

person and his literary achievements. (Act IV, Sc. 2, 11. 1249 ff.)

The following scene, with the confrontation between the two rivals, marks the 

culmination of Clitandre’s resentment against the pedant, and the enlargement 

of the paradoxical argument of Act I, Sc. 3 to include the general question 

of how desirable knowledge is. The increased acerbity of Clitandre is
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matched by a far more devastating use of paradox than in the first Act.

Trissotin announces the apparition of a shooting star and is at once 

silenced by Philaminte: such important news must be left until later

because of Clitandre’s importune presence:

’(Monsieur) fait profession de cherir 1’ignorance,
Et de hair surtout l’esprit et la science' (11. 1273-4)

Although Clitandre is doubtless aware of the categorical meanings 

attaching to ignorance and science for the femme savante, he does not 

offer any contradiction but introduces an important nuance into the 

discussion .*

'Cette verite veut quelque adoucissement’ (1. 1275) 

he replies; knowledge is an excellent thing in itself, but becomes 

intolerable for him whenever it spoils the natural qualities of a person 

(11. 1276-8). He invokes here the same criterion of an individual balance 

between attainment, aspiration and personality,which lay at the heart of 

Henriette’s strictures to her sister in the first scene of the play.

The criterion for such a harmonious attitude on the part of a woman is 

for Clitandre, as we have seen, partly provided by her acceptance or 

refusal of his idea of marriage. But a much more general criterion of 

natural behaviour is to be found in the individual’s attitude to knowledge, 

and Clitandre now illustrates it in paradoxical terms:

’... j ’aimerois mieux etre au rang des ignorants,
Que de me voir savant comme certaines gens.’ (11. 1279-80)

and

’La science est sujette a faire de grands sots.’ (1. 1284)

To Trissotin, as to Philaminte, this is mere paradoxical absurdity:

’Le paradoxe est fort ... ' (1. 1285) 

is the puzzled response of the former:

'J'ai cru iusques ici que c'etoit l'ignorance
Qui xaisoit. les grands sots, et non pas la science.5 (11 . 1293-4) 

But for Clitandre, the paradox is one of form as well as of content, and
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also fully explicable:

’... un sot savant est sot plus qu’un sot ignorant’ (1. 1296) (46)

Against the bewildering combinations of mutually exclusive terms such as

these, Trissotin can only stand his ground and represent in an insipid and

pedantic manner the ’normal’ usage of words:

’Le sentiment commun est contre vos maximes,
Puisque ignorant et sot sont termes synonymes’ (11. 1297-8)

To the pedant, the proverbial-like statements of Clitandre are just artificial

paradoxes, cleverly elaborated in order to disconcert but devoid of any

essential meaning. But the paradoxes of Clitandre fulfil two important

and interdependent functions: firstly, they serve to mystify Trissotin

by rationalizing linguistic absurdities, thus fulfilling one of the

important roles of the Moliere raisonneur; (47) secondly, by the ironic

and flexible usage of language, which gains fullest expression in paradox,

they convey by contrast to the audience the narrow literalness and rigidity

of the pedantic mentality.

Both these aspects of the role of the raisonneur would seem to be

worth stressing, since they reflect a particular attitude towards the

question of knowledge which may be compared to Le Vayer’s treatment of the

same subject. The paradoxical form and content of Clitandre’s argument

are to be found in one of the Sceptics early dialogues, De 1’Ignorance

Louable (1631) (48) . In this dialogue Le Vayer amuses himself by

arguing almost simultaneously through his various interlocutors both for

and against knowledge, enjoying the detachment which the sceptical

perspective affords him on the question. He remains fully consistent

to his sceptical irode of non-dogmatic argument and suspension d ’esprit

by resolutely refusing to embrace any less ambiguous conclusion than that

implied by the title of the dialogue, De 1’Ignorance Louable. Is this

not akin to the comic vision in this scene of Moliere’s play? Moliere

is both the author of Trissotin and of Clitandre, enjoying at all times
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the double vision of opposite views conflicting, and harmonizing these 

contradictory views to form a comedy of opposites. As in the dialogue, 

there is no straightforward conclusion on the question of knowledge.

To look for one is indeed to assume that Moliere accepts Clitandre 

as his porte-parole, and to assume that is to overlook not only the 

paradoxical nature of Clitandre’s conclusion,(knowledgeable ignorance is 

his ideal) but also the necessary detachment which removes the comic author 

from the situation and allows him to create it in the first place.

In the dialogue, Telamon assumes the role which Trissotin fulfils 

in the play, that of defending the time-honoured veneration of ’la science’ 

and those who are accepted as savants: and he defends them against the

Sceptic Orasius just as confidently as Trissotin does in the play:

’... aussi ne puis-je m ’empecher de m ’opposer aux injustes et 
extravagantes pensees de votre Sceptique, principalement lorsqu’elle se rend 
injurieuse envers les sciences, les accusant d ’impertinence, voire de 
nullite, ce que j ’estime un blaspheme insupportable.’

Orasius now provides the devastating counter-argument: if one studies

all the erudite treatises and philosophies without prejudice one is forced

* ... de donner dans le panneau de notre Acatalepsie ou 
incomprehensibilite, et d ’avouer ingenuement que toutes ces sciences 
pretendues n ’auront servi qu’a nous faire mieux reconnaitre les titres 
de notre ignorance, et les mauvais fondements de notre presomptueuse 
suffisance’ (49)

One recognizes here the same dual movement which was so characteristic 

of the first scene of Moliere’s play: the lofty theory of Trissotin and

Telamon is exactly balanced by the earthy and paradoxical maxims of Clitandre 

and Orasius. The first unite in proclaiming that knowledge is the most 

distinctive mark of a person’s moral excellence - for Telamon it is the 

Summum bonum, and if not possessed, one is necessarily assimilated to

’... ces ames ignorantes et depourvues de ce caractere d ’humanite' ...’

One thus becomes

’... un homme d ’esprit defectueux, ignorant et brutal,... un animal 
extremement imparfait* (50)



The basis for these views lies in his belief in the Stoic notion

that knowledge is to be fully equated with virtue, and ignorance with ’vice*.

(51) Philaminte is likewise infatuated by the high-flown Stoic doctrine

of the Sage who exemplifies all the divine wisdom and virtue of their

philosophy. (Act III, Sc. 2, 11. 895-8) Stoicism has indeed an overriding

influence on her judgment of human character. Clitandre, for example,

is deemed by her to be completely ignorant of knowledge and therefore is

appropriately qualified by her as ’sot*, ’brutal’ and ’impertinent’ (Act IV,

Sc. 2, 1. 1153, 1155, 1157). But all the moral worth which he lacks in

her eyes is embodied in Trissotin, who is invested with all the virtues

which she imagines are conferred by ’les sciences’. She therefore defends

him against the attacks of Clitandre (Act IV, Sc. 3), and against the

import of the calumnious note sent to her by Vadius in the following scene,

where she proudly vindicates his exemplary character. (52)

It is interesting to note that Orasius and Clitandre both attack

this lofty view of knowledge by presenting what appears to be a devastatingly

negative thesis. Orasius seemed to affirm that man is capable of nothing

more than complete ignorance and Clitandre says to Trissotin that he would

rather be accounted ’au rang des ignorants’ than to be learned like others

(11. 1279-80). Yet both take care to qualify such generalisations.

Orasius is careful to point out that he does not condemn in toto knowledge

of literature and philosophy:

’Sachez que nous ne condamnons point la connaissance des lettres 
et des Sciences. ... mais nous en blamons seulement 1’arrogance, et nous 
nous contentons d’en moderer 1’opiniatrete.’ (53)

In other words, he would certainly agree with Clitandre that 

’Ce sont choses de soi qui sont belles et bonnes;’ (1. 1278)

He thus gives the lie to what Philaminte has just said of him 

(*I1 fait profession de cherir 1*ignorance’ (1. 1273)) by the perceptive 

way in which he argues his case against Trissotin. He has thought suffic

iently about the merits of Trissotin’s productions to be able to give him
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a very frank estimation of their value. (11. 1353 ff.) There mast be, 

in the comic vision of pedantry, sufficient knowledge and wit placed at 

the disposal of its antagonist to make more explicit its absurdities.

And that is precisely the indispensable requirement for those like Orasius 

and the raisonneur, who defend their notion of ignorance against the 

overweening pride of the pedants. The former makes this important point 

in mordant terms:

’... comment pourrions-nous reprimer 1’audace de tant de Pedants 
Dogmatiques, avec qui nous sommes j oumellement aux prises, les ay ant tous 
unis contre nous, si nous ne savions jusqu’ou s’etend leur suffisance 
lettree?’ (54)

It is not knowledge itself which they impugn, but a certain attitude 

to knowledge which makes people like the femme savante transgress the 

limits of propriety in such matters. What, we may ask, are those limits? 

They are overstepped, according to Clitandre,in exhibitions of

’La science et 1’esprit qui gatent les personnes’ (1. 1277)

If the nature of a person can be ruined by the influence which ’science’ 

and ’esprit’ produce upon him, the converse is equally as true - knowledge 

itself can be ruined by a person’s misuse of it. To Clitandre’s way of 

thinking, then, there are two kinds of error into which the femme savante 

falls with respect to knowledge, and both are so closely related that it 

is scarcely possible to determine which produces, or is produced by,the other. 

One might term the'first a general attitude to learning, and the second a 

personal and particular attitude.

The first attitude is clearly seen in the infatuation of the femme 

savante with knowledge - an infatuation which is so excessive and irrational 

that she believes that every and any achievement is within her powers.

The utopian schemes so rhapsodically elaborated in the salon are sustained 

by their inexhaustible ardour which inspires them to plumb the depths of 

every known and unknown branch of knowledge. Armande sums up their broad 

general aspiration when she vows that



'Nous approfondirons, ainsi que la physique,
Grammaire, histoire, vers, morale et politique.’ (Act III, Sc. 2,

11. 893-4)

They are so remotely unaware of what is and what is not within the 

compass of human powers that the monstrous flattery of Trissotin completely 

eludes them when he says unctuously

’On en attend beaucoup de vos vives clartes,
Et pour vous la nature a peu d ’obscurites.’ (11. 887-8)

Nothing can deflect them from their supreme ambition which is to

’Decouvrir la nature en mille experiences.' (1. 874)

In fact it is flattery such as that practised by the pedant which 

encourages their initial credulity and renders them purblind to the 

ignorance preached by Clitandre which is the beginning of true wisdom.

For as Orasius takes care to point out, the ignorance which they favour 

so much is

’... une ignorance honorable, et vraiment philosophique, laquelle 
s ' accommodant a l'obscurite' de la Nature, et se mesurant a la portee de 
l’esprit humain, ne promet rien au dela de ses forces ...’ (55)

An ignorance which inculcates in its proponents a salutary modesty 

with regard to what one knows and to what one is ever likely to know, 

prophylactic against belief in one’s own omniscience.

Blind to the limitations of knowledge in general, it is to be 

expected that the femme savante should also be blind as regards the 

appropriate branch of knowledge in which she ought, or ought not, to 

interest herself. She does not ask whether or not she is drawn by 

inclination cowards a particular subject - she lets herself be guided by 

her belief that anyone who does not share her ardent passion for learning 

must have a totally unnatural outlook on life. Consequently Clitandre 

seeks to expose the basic error of their pedantry by placing natural 

knowledge (ignorance) in opposition to study:

’Et 1’etude dans 1’autre (le pedant) ajoute a la nature’ (1. 1302)

, It is against inverted reasoning such as that of the femme savante



that Orasius argues, when he poses the question of whether knowledge is 

natural to man, as the pedants claim. The argument is decided for him 

by evidence of the empirical kind that Clitandre has adduced in the 

verse quoted above:

’Car si ainsi etait que la science nous fut propre et naturelle, il 
y a grande apparence que nous 1’acquerrions sans beaucoup de peine, et 
la possederions avec plaisir et volupte. Or je me rapporte aux Savants 
combien cette acquisition leur a ete/ laborieuse ...’

Neither sound common-sense nor good judgment are the necessary 

consequences of much laborious learning, according to Orasius, and he 

sees as examples of this truth pedants who persist in speaking in Latin 

to one another in the streets. (56) Clitandre’s satire of such pedants 

is similar in content, but much more caustic in tone. Those people who 

have wasted

’... neuf ou dix mille veilles
A se bien barbouiller de grec et de latin,’ (11. 1374-5) 

he peremptorily dismisses as

’Inhabiles a tout, vuides de sens commun' (1. 1380)

'Sens commun* for Clitandre denotes the opposite of what the femmes savantes 

do, and is simply a harmony between one*s natural inclination and the way 

one chooses to fulfil it. He is more tolerant than the femme savante 

about the meaning of common-sense, and only asks that this general principle 

be applied in individual cases. When he emphasizes to Trissotin the 

discrepancy between self-imposed learning and natural instinct, painful 

effort and unrewarding result, he is saying what Le Vayer never tires of 

repeating whenever and wherever he writes of a proper attitude to study.

In De 1*Ignorance (1664-66) he takes up again the argument of Orasius, and 

makes his usual individual criterion for wise learning:

'... je tiens qu'il serait plus avantageux a plusieurs personnes 
studieuses de suivre leur instinct, ... que de se laisser gourmander par 
des sciences qui les asservissent, et qui leur sont comme un baton trop 
pesant dans la main, plus propre a donner la Loi au bras qui le tient, 
qu’a la recevoir de lui.* (57)



The final paradox of this position which Le Vayer and Clitandre share 

lies in the fact that tneir ideal of learned ignorance does not necessarily 

imply the possession of knowledge to the exclusion of natural ignorance, 

or vice versa. Both may, and indeed inevitably must, co-exist happily 

in the imperceptible blend of acquisition, inclination, and awareness of 

the limitations of one’s knowledge and of knowledge in general which form 

1’Ignorance louable. The paradoxical use of language by Clitandre 

and Orasius is calculated above all to shock the pedants, and to unsettle the 

entrenched dogmatism in which they feel secure.

But unlike the kind of paradoxical appearances which in 

La Rochefoucauld’s Maximes are stripped away to reveal reality, paradox 

on the surface merely serves to conceal paradox in depth. (58) Montaigne 

points cryptically to the deep paradox behind the personal aspect of 

learned ignorance, whenever he writes that we must try to do more than 

merely learn the opinions and knowledge of others:

*11 les faut faire nostres’ (59)

In other words, what we learn from sources other than ourselves must be 

assimilated so that it becomes our own, expressing itself in an individual, 

non-dogmatic and unself-conscious manner - whenever this takes place, 

knowledge can be termed both truly learned and truly natural. (60)

With modest confidence in his empirically based wisdom, the ignorant 

of Clitandre will not concern himself unduly over his lack of formal 

scholarship and will not conceal his distaste for the speculative type of 

knowledge beloved of pedants. Mere' remarks of pedantry that it has never 

been the language of any Court in the world, and Clitandre totally 

approves of the oblivion in which Trissotin and his scholarly friends are 

left to languish by the honnetes gens there. (11. 1350-3 ff.) Le Vayer’s 

ignorant is likewise as deeply indifferent towards the type of sibylline 

publications of Rasius and Baldus lauded by Trissotin as are Clitandre and 

his friends: indeed, Le Vayer looks upon such indifference as a mark of



intellectual sanity:

’Il y a mille choses q u’ils sauront bien nier et rejeter avec mepris’

(61)

The alacrity with which Henriette and Clitandre do precisely this 

leaves us little doubt that Moliere, in this respect at least, would have 

agreed with them wholeheartedly. (62)

(5)

In Moliere's theatre, the omnipresent motive behind the actions of 

his comic characters is amour-propre. But in Les Femmes Savantes there 

are almost as many levels of amour-propre as in the Maximes of La Rochefoucauld, 

and almost as many ways in which it expresses itself. (63) There are those 

who manifest most visibly the illusory vision of themselves which amour- 

propre holds out to them, such as les femmes.savantes; there are also 

characters such as Vadius and Trissotin who consciously use the vanity of 

others for self-advancement (but even they can be blinded by their belief 

in their own importance, see Act III, Sc. 3); and there are those who see 

through the vain motives of others, and who are used by Moliere to expose 

their intentions. Henriette and above all Clitandre belong to this class - 

it is for this reason that the first makes to escape from the 'docte 

assemblee’ of Act III, and the second frequently reiterates his aversion to 

flattery of the femme savante and of her idol, Trissotin. The comic principle 

of the play deflates the bubble of vanity and amour-propre principally in 

two ways; by the kind of satirical attack which we have seen Clitandre 

make on Trissotin, and by allowing the character to absorb himself fully 

in the unconscious euphoria of self-praise. In comedy of the first kind, 

the spectator tends to participate consciously in the unmasking of the pedants; 

but whenever the comic character indulges in rhapsody of his own intelligence, 

as in the salon scene, the relationship between him and the spectator is 

somewhat different to the first, for he now lets the character unmask 

himself, whilst at the same time allowing his own ego to ’play the game’
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with the character and to expand in the same rhythm as his. (64) In 

tne first part of the salon scene, (Act III, Sc. 2) the atmosphere is 

totally euphoric, and no breath of comic reality is allowed to upset 

the idyllic situation in which the femmes savantes set themselves up as 

the sole legislators about the use of grammar, and the value of literature 

and scientific discovery. (Henriette, the comic realist, maintains an 

ironic silence throughout). When Trissotin judges them to have vied 

sufficiently with each other for superlative terms with which to describe 

his Sonnet a la Princesse Uranie, he underlines unctuously the monstrous 

code of mutual admiration to which they adhere:

'Si vous vouliez de vous nous montrer quelque chose,
A notre tour aussi nous pourrions admirer.' (11. 842-3)

Both parts of the salon scene (Sc. 2 and 3) are extremely penetrating 

illustrations of the multiple disguises in which amour-propre may appear: 

it may appear as a spontaneous exaltation in one's imagined intelligence, in 

judicious flattery, in deferential praise to a fellow-scholar, or in the 

ferocious way in which it strikes out at any criticism of one's literary 

productions. Comedy makes this illustration all the more penetrating 

on account of the subtle way in which it h a m asses the spectator's own 

amour-propre for its own ends; for the salon scene is not merely a play 

within a play, but in psychological terms it forms a microcosm of the 

spectator's attitudes to the comic character. For if he laughs at the

actors in this scene, he indulges in

'... cette connoissance d'etre plus qu'un autre (qui est) fort 
agreable a la nature'

which, according to the Lettre sur la Comedie ... heightens his enjoyment 

of the comic spectacle; and if he enters into the comic euphoria

engendered by the scene, he indulges unconsciously in an expression of his

own ego. (65) It is almost as though Moliere perceived in the theme of

the salon scene an unparalleled opportunity for presenting in compressed

form all the comedies, both conscious and unconscious, of which amour-propre
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is capable.

Le Vayer, in his opuscule Du bon et du mauvais usage des recitations , 

(1643) had already discerned the many private and public comedies to which 

the docte assemblee of the 17th Century could give rise. The raison d'etre 

of such salons is above all the eclectic one of Cathos and Magdelon and 

the femme savante,namely that of gathering together people of distinction

’pour ou'ir reciter quelque piece qui n'a point encore vu le jour ...' 

as Le Vayer writes. (66) The initial disadvantage attaching to such schemes 

lies, as one may see from Moliere’s scene, not in the assemblee as such, 

but rather in the inevitable influence which an audience exerts over one's 

amour-propre. The same phenomenon occurred in the salon of which Le Vayer 

speaks, and he describes it in quaint terms:

’... ceux qui recitaient etaient transporters d’une si etrange passion 
de se voir ecoutes par un grand nombre d'auditeurs ...'

A salon poet like Trissotin or Vadius sets the tone of such an 

assemblee, and it is one which his listeners readily adopt. In reality, the 

latter offers to recite his latest poem only because he knows too well, as 

does Trissotin, that dissentient voices will not be heard. He is sure that 

the exaggerated image which he has formed of his own literary ability will 

merely be confirmed by unanimous approval of

'... ces assemblers ou l'on recite (qui) ne sont guere composees que 
de personnes qui veulent obliger celui qui parle ... En effet, on n'est 
guere appelle en de semblables reduits que pour y apporter son approbation.' (67

Le Vayer quotes the complaint of a friend who attended such an assemblee 

at which a poem was recited to him unexpectedly, that he was unable to 

compliment the author, as he had not received sufficient notice to prepare 

his eulogy. In more serious vein, Le Vayer's principal criticism is that 

the compliments given to salon authors do not adequately discriminate the 

good from the bad. In fact, the reverse is almost always true:

'... il se voit presque toujours qu'on y rend a tous indifferemment 
les memes louanges qui ne sont dues qu'aux hommes du plus haut merite ... 
les moindres Declamateurs recevaient ordinairement les plus grands 
applaudissements.' (68)



The attitude which Le Vayer adopts to such salon scenes is essentially 

one of critical dubiety, especially regarding the value and importance 

which approval in such circumstances confers upon the work itself. There 

are many factors which ought to make one pause before expressing an opinion:

'... on doit bien prendre garde surtout, de ne s'assurer jamais de 
la valeur d ’une piece prononcee dans une ruelle de lit, ou dans un cabinet 
d’ami, sur les louanges suspectes qui s’y distribuent, ni sur les 
app1audissements de quelques personnes, qui ne sauraient pour lors, quand 
ils en auraient le dessein, remarquer suffisamment tout ce qu’elle a de bon, 
ou de blamable. Car j ’ai toujours souffert avec impatience l’humeur de 
ceux, qui ne pouvaient permettre qu’on trouvat a dire la moindre chose en leurs 
ouvrages, sur ce mauvais pretexte qu’ils les avaient fait voir en fort bonne 
compagnie.’ (69)

Le Vayer does not overestimate such dangers, for even the most cunning 

salon authors may nevertheless succumb to its flattery, as Trissotin 

illustrates. When Vadius makes the devastating observation that, in plain 

terms, the sonnet on the Princess Uranie is absolutely worthless, Trissotin 

invokes the adulation with which the femmes savantes greeted it:

’Beaucoup de gens pourtant le trouvent admirable’ (1. 993) (70)

The quarrel of the pedants Trissotin and Vadius is indeed an excellent example 

of the gradual way in which amour-propre manifests itself with subtlety 

and even modest lucidity. When Vadius makes his appearance in the salon 

Trissotin bestows fulsome praise upon his fellow-poet, as he tells the femmes 

savantes

'Au reste, il fait merveille en vers ainsi qu’en prose,
Et pourroit, s'il vouloit, vous montrer quelque chose.' (11. 953-4)

Modestly, Vadius defers and, like Oronte in the second scene of Le 

Misanthrope, he utters sensible strictures on those salon authors who 

habitually bore their listeners with their own mediocre works. (71) He, 

on the other hand, is going to follow the example of a wise Greek, who 

expressly forbad authors to rush indecently into a public reading of their 

.works - then he promptly announces that he is going to read his 'petits vers' 

on a romantic theme. Before he can read his poem, however, Trissotin begins 

to praise his poetry anew. Vadius, true to the salon rules of politesse
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and bel esprit, responds in kind, and their mutual compliments rise into a 

crashing crescendo of false praise. Trissotin must divert attention from 

Vadius’ poem to his sonnet, and consequently interjects by asking for his

opinion on it. Vadius finds it execrable, the more so since it comes

between his audience and the glory of his poem. The alternating 

compliments now turn to alternating defence of his poem by Trissotin, and

furious attack on it by Vadius. Trissotin in his turn begins to attack

the poetry of his rival, which he had formerly lauded to the skies - and 

Vadius, having previously praised Trissotin’s poetry, now demolishes it at 

one fell swoop. (11. 955-1044) The predictable symmetry of the comic 

situation serves to emphasize all the more the fragile and unreliable nature 

°f judgment, especially whenever it is concerned with one's own creations 

to which one is so attached that any attack made upon them is immediately 

confused by amour-propre with an attack on one's person. Le Vayer, in 

De 1'Ignorance, stresses the extreme difficulty of giving an unprejudiced 

opinion of one's own literary achievements and on those of others: for

him, as for Moliere, the impossibility of doing this seems inevitable:

'Car si nous devenons incapables de juger raisonnablement de nos 
propres compositions, que ne ferons-nous point ... de celles des autres?' (72)

in De la Censure des Livres, (1662) he goes farther than this, and by

isolating the vanity of writers from that of the common mortals, finds

himself in close agreement with Les Femmes Savantes:

'... c'est le defaut ordinaire de la plupart des hommes savants, 
non seulement de preferer leurs lumieres et leurs connaissances a toutes 
celles des autres, mais encore d'etre fierement persuades que rien 
n'echappe leur vue ... '

In another of his petits traites, entitled De quelques compositions, 

he speaks of those who write as imagining themselves to be superior to the 

rest of mankind, having merely to put their pen to paper in order to change 

the course of history. (73) No-one, he adds, could be further estranged 

from the true humanism which the reading and study of books ought to 

inculcate. Literary criticism ought above all to be characterized by a
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sense of one’s humanity, since one is aware that the extreme diversity of 

books is only equalled by the extreme diversity of opinions, and that no single 

opinion can possibly claim to be the absolute and true one. Knowing this, 

one should commend what one finds pleasing and to one's taste, and excuse 

what one does not appreciate or like without undue aversion or acrimony. One 

must be full of indulgence towards the writings of others if one hopes that 

one's own achievements will be received favourably. (74) But Le Vayer was 

far too familiar with the kind of literary figure in the salon to apply 

such ideal criteria to him. Fatalistically he admits (as fatalistically 

as the pedants in Les Femmes Savantes will quarrel over their opinions'.) 

that

'.. . tous les discours et tous les raisonnements des hommes de cette 
profession, seront presque toujours accompagnes de beaucoup de contestation, 
et d'une extreme animosite.'

Such disputes, he writes elsewhere, are always liable to degenerate

into venomous personal attacks, and this is certainly borne out by the

progression of the pedants' remarks in the salon scene from literary

criticism to the grossest personal vilification. (75)

The attitude which Le Vayer adopts in salon meetings is both critical

and discreet. He does not become uncritical towards an author because

of his reputation, nor does he succumb to the idea that without a

sophisticated and glib vocabulary one need be uncultivated or unintelligent.

Henriette, in the salon scene, exhibits some of these qualities when

confronted with the erudite Trissotin: she shows scant respect for his

reputation as a poet, unashamedly telling him that his poem is in no way

importuning her:

’Je n ’ecoute point' (1. 824)

When Philaminte invites her to the feast of learning, her answer is starkly

simple and unaffected:

'Je sais peu les beautes de tout ce qu'on ecrit' (1. 729)
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But her behaviour throughout the salon scene obeys most completely one 

rule which Le Vayer recommends for particular use in those circumstances, 

which consists in simply knowing that Ton se peut taire eloquemment* .

One does not need to opine verbally in order to give an opinion - for silence 

is, of all opinions, the most tacit and damning. (7 6)

The climax of the quarrel between Vadius and Trissotin is reached in 

the mutual accusations of plagiarism which they hurl at each other.

Trissotin advises the Greek scholar thus:

’Va, va restituer tous les honteux larcins 
Que reclament sur toi les Grecs et les Latins.1

and Vadius makes the same charge:

’Va, va-t-en faire amende honorable au Parnasse 
D’avoir fait a tes vers es tropier Horace1 (11. 1019-22)

Clitandre satirizes virulently those scholars whose knowledge has been 

acquired by simply remembering slavishly what others have said and written 

before them. (Act IV, Sc. 3, 11. 1371 ff.) Literary imposture is but a 

natural supplement to the disguise of learning which they put on in the 

salon. It seems reasonable to assume from the sharpness of the satire of 

the plagiarists that Moliere considered their duplicity in no way different 

from that of Tartuffe, Dom Juan or other comic impostors in his theatre. 

Indeed, a similarity between an aspect of the role of Trissotin and 

Tartuffe has often been noted by critics. (77) Even Le Vayer, normally so 

benevolent in his criticism of authors, scornfully speaks of those

’... qui ne parlent jamais de leur chef, mais toujours par l’organe 
d’ autrui ... ’

Such writers may be said to ’transcrire ’ but certainly not to ’eerire’. 

He does, however, permit a discreet use of the quotations of others, provided 

that due acknowledgement is given. And in this respect, one only has to 

examine the copious references annoted at the sides of his pages to realize 

how scrupulously he adhered to his literary code of morals. (78) But one 

must resist the temptation of burying one’s own thoughts under an avalanche



of quotation, and he judges severely books which could be reduced to a 

’carte blanche’ if one decided to extract their volume of borrowed references. 

He does show an awareness of the difficulty confronting writers when he says 

that it is virtually impossible to be original and would doubtless agree 

with La Bruyere to the effect that

Tout est dit, et 1 on vient trop tard depuis plus de sept mille ans 
qu’il y a des hommes et qui pensent.’ (79)

One will find it difficult if not impossible to say something which 

the writers of Antiquity have not already said more perfectly.

Nevertheless, if the thought cannot be original, at least the use which is 

made of it can be:

...encore faut—il contribuer quelque chose du sien, et assaisonner 
ce qu’on tient d ’autrui^de telle sorte, qu’on lui donne une grace, qui ait 
quelque air de nouveaute.’ (80)

It is perhaps not fanciful to apply the theory of this observation to the

practice of the author of Les Femmes Savantes, especially since this play

provides an illuminating example of his use of borrowed material.

According to Grimarest, he remarked to friends that -

II m  est permis, ... de reprendre mon bien ou je le trouve’ (81)

The pamphleteers of the 17th Century who attacked Moliere so

continuously after the resounding success of L’Ecole des Femmes (1662)

attempted to draw attention to the manifold ’plagiarisms’ of the author.

Boursault, Robinet, Montfleury and Donneau de Vise were all unanimous that

Moliere had borrowed indiscriminately from Terence and Rabelais as well as

from contemporary authors. For Donneau de Vise", at that time Moliere’s

most vehement critic, nothing could be more facile than the writing of a 

/
play such as L’Ecole des Femmes. In his satire of Moliere, Zelinde ou la 

/ , # ✓
Veritable critique de l’Ecole des Femmes (1663) Zelinde tells Aristide that he 

too could write comedies quite effortlessly:

’Vous devez ... lire comme lui (Moliere) tous les livres satiriques, 
prendre dans l’espagnol, prendre dans 1’italien, et lire tous les vieux 
bouquins.’ (82)



It is an. incontestable fact that Moliere did read and borrow widely 

in Montaigne and Rabelais as well as in contemporary French works, from 

the commedia dell’ arte and commedia sostenuta as well as from the nouvelles 

of Boccaccio and from Spanish comedy. (83) One need go no further than 

Les Femmes Savantes to see how widely and freely he borrowed his material.

One can find the echo of a comic situation or a witticism in Le Roman 

Bourgeois by Furetiere, in Chappuzeau’s L’Academie des Femmes, in 

Saint-Evremond’s La Comedie des Academistes, in Desmarets de Saint-Sorlin1s 

Les Visionnaires, in Thomas Corneille’s Le Baron d ’Albikrac, etc. (84)

Moliere however uses these borrowed elements in his own way, subordinating 

them to the design of his play, with the result that the similarity is 

often reduced to a general characteristic common to his play and the source. 

Two examples of what might be termed his more extensive borrowings may be 

quoted with reference to his play. It is generally acknowledged that he 

derived the idea for the character of Belise from Saint-Sorlin’s play 

Les Visionnaires. Contemporaries noted this, and indeed the conception 

of Ilesperie in this play is similar to that of Moliere’s character.

Hesperie is, in the words of her author, a woman ’qui croit que chacun l’aime’ 

and the verbal similarities betx^reen the roles are not lacking. But the 

style of Hesperie is hyperbolic rhetorical, and belongs to the pastoral 

world of L ’As tree. She frequently speaks for twenty or more lines,

analysing her feelings in the language of one of Corneille's heroines. (85)

In short, the role is both mock-heroic and static. Belise is likewise a 

woman who believes everyone to be in love with her. But the differences 

are more salient and numerous than the resemblances. Her language is much 

more r-iodem than that of her counterpart, at no time during the play is she 

allowed to deliver lengthy or tedious speeches, she is at once fixed in her 

vision of herself and able to manipulate language with astonishing ease;so 

that it makes reality conform to her absurd vision of it. In Act I, Sc. 4, 

for example, we admire the flexibility of mind and the ingenuity with which
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she preserves her illusion from reality, as she interprets each remark 

made by Clitandre to mean that he loves her, in spite of his strong denials. 

Hesperie does the same thing when her sister Melisse talks to her of her 

own amant Phalante, (Act II, Sc. 2), but the more direct comic confrontation 

between the chimerical Belise and Clitandre has no parallel in Les 

Visionnaires. in Les Femmes Savantes, Belise is not only comic in herself 

but also is used to throw others into comic confusion. When she tells Ariste 

and Chrysale that Clitandre is in love with her, she momentarily at least 

throws their plan to support Clitandre and Henriette in front of Philaminte 

into disarray. She recites to them the list of her amants, as does 

Ilesperie. But what is the statement of a folie in Les Visionnaires 

becomes in Les Femmes Savantes the ingenious rationalization of the apparent

aversion which her amants manifest towards her, as she ripostes to the

successive objections of Ariste and Chrysale. (Act II, Sc. 3) Moliere also 

gives his folle the role of femme savante, and, as she adds her voice to the

chorus of adulation for Trissotin in the salon, we see that she represents

just one of a variety of folies in the play. (86) In short,one need only 

study the respective dramatic functions of the two characters to realize 

how much more complex and fascinating is the role of Belise to that of her 

stolid declamatory counterpart with whom she has but one psychological 

feature in common.

The quarrel of Vadius and Trissotin is likewise an imitation of an 

episode in Saint-Evremond’ s La Comedie des Academistes (see note 72). In 

this comedy, Colleret joins in the pean of praise which Godeau proclaims 

about himself. But when he tires of this and seeks to stimulate Godeau into 

praising his own achievements, the feigned admiration turns swiftly to 

mutual insult. In Les Femmes Savantes, the scene is much more complex.

Both Vadius and Trissotin embark upon hyperbolic praise for each other (11. 

969-86); the second movement in the ballet of the pedants is introduced 

by Vadiusf reference to his ballad which he longs to read. Trissotin



immediately counters by a discreet reference to his own sonnet. The third 

movement begins with Vadius’ adverse opinion of the sonnet (11. 990 ff.) 

which creates irreparable confusion in the salon, since all, except Vadius, 

have just listened to the author reading it and the canons of literary 

tas.te of the femmes savantes are about to be fiercely attacked. Vadius, 

having attacked the poem, now vainly attempts to retreat (11. 1003-5) and 

the fourth movement is irresistibly set in motion (11. 1006 ff.) as the 

pedants' quarrel mounts in intensity. The quarrel is at once an hors d'oeuvre 

with its own subtle orchestration and tension, and an intrinsic part of the 

exposure of pedantry and false learning. The way in which Moliere has 

appropriated these two borrowings suffice to show that the cataloguing of 

his sources tells us little or nothing about the working of his comic genius, 

and although the sources for this play are particularly abundant, I agree 

with Rene’ Bray when he writes of it that

'Cette comedie peut meme etre dite l'une des plus originales de notre 
poete' (87)

There are certain stylistic features of salon writing reproved by 

Le Vayer which are prominent in the literary gathering in Moliere's play.

He particularly dislikes 'fausse eloquence' which is inevitably present 

in what is read there:

'... j'apprehende toujours qu'on ne m'impose en prononcant avec trop 
d 'affectation, et d'emphase, ce qu'on veut faire passer pour excellent;
... Les prononciations pompeuses et ampoulees sont bonnes pour le theatre..' 
(88)

Eloquence of this specious kind is invariably accompanied by an ornate 

and florid style, and presents a plethora of convoluted figures of speech:

'Les figures, qui doivent etre autant de lumieres d ’un discours, et y 
briller comme les etoiles dans leur Ciel, n'y (sont) attachees qu'en forme 
de noeuds, obscurs, et raboteux, plus capables d'Scorcher une oreille tant 
soit peu delicate, que de lui donner la moindre satisfaction.’ (89)

Moliere was, as F. Baumal and D. M o m e t  have well reminded us, too much 

a man of his time to avoid the influence of the salon and precieux type of



expression. Indeed, in his comedies galantes, it is particularly obvious

that he was able to write precieux verse as well as Tristin, Bensserade, Saint-

Amant or the other habitues of the salon. (90) Yet if this is true, it is

also equally as true that he could detach himself sufficiently from the

language of the salon in order to incorporate it into a play, and to make

a comedy of it. In Trissotin’s poem, he obviously intends to ridicule the

grandiloquent and sonorous choice of words which the poet has erected upon

the flimsiest and most ludicrous of themes, but which nevertheless did

actually form part of the poetic works of l’abbe Cotin. The grotesque

richness of the language Ctnagnif iquement’, fsuperbement1, etc.) scarcely

conceals tne insipidity ana banality of its subject. With Oronte1s sonnet

ln Le,Misanthrope, Moliere can enjoy the spectacle of the self-appointed

custodian of common-sense and naturalness delivering himself of his irate

opinion of precieux poetry:

' Ce style figure, dont on fait vanite”,
Sort du bon caractere et de la verite:
Ce n ’est que jeu de mots, qu’affectation pure,
Et ce n ’est point ainsi que parle la nature’ (Act I, Sc. 2, 11. 385-8)

1116 Poj-nte which terminates Oronte’s poem ’Belle Philis, on

/ \ N
desespere, Alors qu on espere toujours’, is doubtless preferable in taste to

Trissotin s jeu de mots in his poem Sur Un Carrosse de Couleur Amarante:

’Ne dis plus qu’il est amarante;
Dis plutot qu’il est de ma rente.’

Yet it finds no more favour in the eyes of Alceste than of Le Vayer. For

the former, it is quite simply ’bon a mettre au cabinet’ (1. 376) since it

relies for ii,s effect on unnatural manipulation of language; for the second,

all allusions pueriles’, ’antitheses ridicules’ and ’metaphores exorbitantes

au dernier point’ are profoundly distasteful. But even more so is the

cultivation of paradox as a stylistic device, which he dismisses as

summarily as Alceste:

’En effet les Paradoxes, selon moi, ne sont bons que pour le Cabinet’

3 2 1.
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A second aspect of language with which Moliere deals comically is

introduced by Martine, the servante, whom Philaminte dismisses for the

heinous crime of offending the canons of proper linguistic usage: she

has, alleges Philaminte

f ... insulte mon oreille 
Par 1*impropriete d ’un mot sauvage et bas,
Qii'en termes decisifs condamne Vaugelas.’ (Act II, Sc. 6, 11. 460-2)

Whether or not Moliere is formally condemning Vaugelas here (and

the occasion would seem to be too burlesque to draw such a solemn conclusion

from it), he is certainly showing us the ridiculous excesses to which

regulations governing language and grammar may be taken. The growth of

the Academic litteraire or cercles was a phenomenon of the first part of the

century, founded initially by individuals interested in the reform of the

French language, such as Mme des Loges or Charlotte des Ursins, and

culminating in the foundation of the Academie francaise in 1635 , of which

Richelieu, Seguier and Louis XIV were the successive protectors. (92)

As Moliere pointed out in his 1669 Preface to Tartuffe, there is nothing

so praiseworthy in the world that cannot be made ridiculous by men, and

language is one subject so evidently exposed to this danger. (93) Indeed,

the fixity of grammatical rules which threaten to impose themselves upon

a living tiling such as language, is an ideal subject for comedy, as 

/
Saint-Evremond well saw as early as 1638. In his Comedie des Academistes, 

he satirizes those pedants like Godeau and Chapelain who wish to expunge 

from the French language the toumures of Montaigne, who spend two years 

together in solemn conclave in order to reform six words. Chapelain, in a 

moment of inattention, finds to his horror that he has inserted too great a 

hiatus into one of his verses. (94) Similarly,the grandiose academie 

which the femmes savantes intend to found is going to proscribe a certain 

number of words which are repellent to them; against these vocables, says 

Armande,
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... nous preparons de mortelles sentences,
Et nous devons ouvrir nos doctes conferences
Par les proscriptions de tous ces mots divers
Dont nous voulons purger et la prose et les vers’. (11. 905-8)

When this has been accomplished, the ideal state will have been

achieved and people will ’parler Vaugelas’ according to the dictates of the

purists. Comedy is no more indulgent towards what it takes as a misguided 

zeal for linguistic perfection (a perfection made synonymous in the play, 

rightly or wrongly, with Vaugelas) than La Mothe Le Vayer. Vaugelas’

Remarques appeared in 1647, and by 1654 Le Vayer had published his first

petite traite against his strictures on correct and incorrect use of 

language, entitled ironically Des nouvelles remarques sur la langue francaise. 

(95)

He objects to the dogmatism which underlies Vaugelas*approach to language, 

which leads him to maintain that one badly chosen word could ruin the

reputation of a preacner or an author. There is no need, Le Vayer protests,

to quarrel over the value of one syllable, especially whenever it has been

consecrated, by long usage. (96) He invokes, as does Alceste, what seems to

him to be an objective norm in language:

’La plus grande purete de langage est insipide, et ressemble, si elle 
n est accompagnee du bon sens, a un bouillon d’eau claire, qui ne nourrit 
point.’ (97)

It is a sterile exercise to grow old in the eternal pursuit of le mot 

juste without due regard to the primary importance of content. Many 

authors spend excessive time ’a debiter des sottises bien confites’. It is 

a shameful thing for an author to waste his time cogitating and arguing 

about fine points of grammar. (93)

The proscription by Vaugelas of words and expressions such as ’quasi’ 

and ’la ou’ is incomprehensible to him. He constantly opposes to 

linguistic theory the subjective evidence of experience, supplemented by the 

usage of recognized authors. If style is going to be natural, it must be 

capable of expressing emotions in various stylistic registers: this wish for
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a natural and flexible style provokes his principal criticism of Vaugelas:

’Comment se pourrait-il faire q u’un style fut naif dans la gene ou 
il le met, et parmi tant de contraintes qu'il lui donne? ... La rudesse 
d ’un terme, la negligence d ’une phrase, donnent quelque fois du gout, et 
plaisent par cela meme, qui est le plus pres du vice ...’ (99)

Besides, he adds, too much preoccupation with purity and perfection

of language may well make an author so hesitant in his choice of word that

nothing will ever come from his pen. People who walk a perpetual tightrope

are too afraid of falling to make any worthwhile advance. (100)

He agrees that bon usage ought to be followed, but it is not the

dogmatic code of Vaugelas in which this consists; language must be

al1owed to evolve naturally, but the rules which have been traditionally

and generally accepted as being essential to grammatical accuracy should

continue to be preserved. (101)

From Le Vayer’s attitude to Vaugelas, it will be seen that he shares 

w ^ th Les Femmes Savantes a healthy disregard for linguistic perfection and 

purity. By refusing to allow words and concepts, however intrinsically 

valuable they may be, to dominate and become reality, he displays a 

practical scepticism for that theoretical approach to life which is grist 

to the mill of Moliere’s comedy. Words exist to be used by people, and not 

vice versa. In the case of the femme savante, she conceives of reality 

chiefly in terms of words to be approved of or proscribed and consequently 

for her people exist not as beings in themselves, but to the extent that the 

words they use place them into one or other of her verbal categories. (102) 

The principle which underlies Le Vayer’s scepticism in this respect 

is, as I have attempted to show, fully consonant with the comic vision of 

the play as expressed on a number of subjects. According to this

principle, it is as futile to endeavour to impose a rigid course upon the 

development of the spoken or written word as it is to conceive of human 

beings solely in terms of Platonic relationships, Carthesian metaphysics, or
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pure reason. Whenever the comic character threatens to reduce the 

iiregular and unpredictable nature of life to conformity with his idee 

’ then this principle comes into play and comedy demonstrates its 

unreasonableness, even though it be couched in the literal terms of pure 

unadulterated reason, as it claims to be in the play. It is on account of 

the nature of the fixation that Les Femmes Savantes, more so than any other 

play by Moliere, has to defend the reason of comic sanity against the 

ravages of reason toute pure. That is perhaps its most cogent 

justification against the widespread view, quoted at the beginning of this 

chapter, that it is more pedestrian and prosaic than most of Moliere's 

plays.
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C H A P T E R ,  8 

TI-IE REAS ONERS ON MARRIAGE (1)

The theme of marriage probably yields the richest of all comic 

effects in Moliere's theatre, but it also illustrates well the problems 

raised by the relationship between ideas and comedy in general, with x^hich 

preceding chapters have been concerned. Much has been written already 

about his presumed ideas on this subject, yet it is surprising that so much 

of the discussion should have taken place without reference to the comic 

framework of his theatre which contains and shapes those ideas. (2). The 

most valid approach to this question seems to me to be that of starting 

with the comic structure of the plays as we find it, thence working 

towards the views on marriage inherent in and conforming to the particular 

law of that structure, that is, paradox.

The theory behind this could be explained most clearly perhaps with 

reference to the approach of critics in the tradition of G. Michaut to this 

question. The general method of erecting a philosophy of Moliere on the 

apparently more reasonable ideas of one character in the play has also 

been applied to the investigation of Molierefs views on marriage. Thus 

Ariste, for example, the raisonneur of L'Ecole des Maris, represented the 

author's ideas on the subject in question.(3). Conversely, ideas on 

marriage which were not reasonable, such as those expounded by Chrysale 

in Les Femmes Savantes, were not considered to be those of Moliere. (A).

The identification of his views with those of the so-called raisonneurs 

(or with a mitigated version of their views) seems to me to create here 

insuperable difficulties as regards the consistency and unity demanded by 

such a method of interpretation. For example, if Ariste is Molierefs 

mouthpiece, the author would appear to approve of a marriage involving



such a gross disparity in age as that between the sexagenarian guardian

and his young ward Leonor. L TEcole des Femmes, however, played some

eighteen months later, would appear to contradict this in no uncertain

fashion, as the play underlines the fact that such difference in age

can be a major barrier to a successful marriage. Yet Michaut refused

tenaciously to admit such a contradiction in Moliere’s thought. (5). The

/
case of Chrysalde in L'Ecole des Femmes is more difficult to square with 

this approach. As he is the raisonneur of the play he is ipso facto the 

mouthpiece of the author; yet is his apologia for cuckoldry in Act IV 

Sc. 8 to be interpreted as being that of his author, and are we to 

conclude, as did Bossuet, that Moliere

... etale ... au plus grand jour les avantages d'une infame tolerance 
dans les maris?’ (6).

This has been rejected as virtually impossible and the remarks of the 

raisonneur seen as comic paradoxes not to be taken seriously. (7). If 

this be the case in one instance, might not the remaining tirades of the 

raisonneurs be intended equally as comic paradoxes by Moliere? It is 

surely a case of petitio principii to argue, as did Michaut, that Molieref 

views were always the opposite of those expressed by the ridicule of the 

play. Accordingly, serious ideas could not co—exist with comic expression 

and the raisonneurs, who are every bit as much characters of comedy as 

their counterparts, could not convey any ideas about life. (8).

In contrast to this approach, the contention of this chapter is that 

any attempt to discover the thought of Moliere from the plays must do 

justice to the paradoxical expression of ideas in comic form, which are 

uttered not only by the raisonneur on marriage, but also by his apparently 

more comic counterpart. Above all, apparent contradictions, such as those 

mentioned above, must not be explained away as unimportant, but rather 

shown to form, as contradictions, a necessary and intrinsic part of
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Moliere s comic vision. Only in such a way does it seem possible to 

reconcile these ideas with the principle of paradox underlying comic 

structure and drama. Moliere perceived the conflicting elements which go 

to make up comic drama in that perennial subject of comedy, marriage, and 

presented them in the antithetical ideas of the raisonneurs (Ariste, 

Chrysalde, Clitandre etc.) as well as in those of the ridicules (Sganarelle, 

Arnolphe, Chrysale, etc.). It is not therefore a question here of 

isolating the views which Moliere may have held on marriage; rather I 

wish to show how the comic framework for the contradictory ideas expressed 

by his characters on this subject, (ideas which he simultaneously shares 

and does not share) could only be achieved by the author adopting a certain 

perspective which results in his comic vision of that subject, and which is 

most certainly that of Moliere the creative artist if not that of Moliere 

the man. In particular, I wish to show that this is a philosophic 

perspective, close to that from which the venerable master of paradox La 

Mothe Le Vayer views serenely the comedy of human endeavour. Whilst the 

Sceptic’s views may differ in detail from those in Moliere’s comedies, his 

philosophy of scepticism offers an excellent optic for the playwright’s 

treatment, of the subject.

To point out the similarity between comic structure and the sceptical 

way of treating marriage, I propose to make use of one of Le Vayer’s 

earliest works, his Dialogue sur le Mariage, which has never, to my know

ledge, been considered either as a source for Moliere’s ideas or as 

presenting an analogy with his treatment of this theme. This dialogue was

published in 1631, and forms part of Neuf dialogues faits a 1’imitation des 

anciens. (9).

At the beginning of the dialogue Eleus, a bachelor, consults his 

friends Cassander and Philocles about the advisability of marriage.
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He sums up inadvertently the entire dialogue when he expresses the opinion 

that he has always held on marriage:

I ? • - /  • ^  N  «
qu ll etait a. peu pres du m a n a g e  comme des autres conditions de 

la vie, qui nous reussissent faciles, ou importunent, selon que la 
fortune, ou notre adresse et bonne conduite nous permet d’en bien ou mal 
user . . . ' (10).

This observation foreshadows the eventual conclusion of the dialogue, 

and thus creates a dimension of irony in which all the human reasoning 

and counsel of the various interlocutors will henceforth be viewed. It 

is in fact this ironic outlook on life that is exemplified in the structure 

of the dialogue, as Cassander, who is also unmarried, intimates that he 

will present the case for marriage to his friend, whilst Philocles, 

although married, undertakes to defend celibacy. This initial paradox not 

only underlines the typical sceptical indifference of the speakers, but 

also results from their desire to provide the opposition necessary for 

debate. Is this not precisely the same function as that of the raisonneur 

on marriage in Moliere? Chrysalde’s academic theorizing about the 

inestimable pleasures and benefits of cuckoldry, or Ariste’s doctrine of 

excessive liberality in the treatment of one’s wife, are attitudes made 

possible only by the detachment of the speakers from their respective 

positions within the plays, and this allows them to see the subject of 

marriage in terms of a dramatic spectacle in which they are the actors 

just as much as their opponents. (11). If this be so, it is not enough 

to say of the raisonneurs, as does R. Bray, that ’ils assurent la 

symetrie dans la presentation comique’. (12). They also illustrate 

dramatically that supreme indifference to one’s own opinion that

constitutes the sceptical ataraxia of Le Vayer.

/
The dialogue not only offers a structural similarity to the Ecoles;

Cassander’s sceptical indifference provides the vantage point from which

t-he raisonneur in both plays can see clearly the contradictory position
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of the comic hero:

... nous voyons tous les jours les plus grands declamateurs 
contre le mariage, donner enfin dans le panneau comme les autres ... et 
chanter souvent la Palinodie ...’ (13).

It is the function of the raisonneur to draw attention to such a 

contradiction on the part of the misogynous ridicule, and to summarize at 

the beginning of the play the essence of the comedy in epigrammatic form. 

For example, Arnolphe, the famous detractor of the conjugal state, despises 

the blindness to reality which marriage induces in husbands. (L'Ecole des 

Femmes, Act I, Sc. 1). It is for Chrysalde, therefore, to emphasize the 

risk that such a person takes in deciding to marry. Exposing the

incongruity of his decision, he suggests in advance the course that the 

play will take:

'Vous devez marcher droit pour n'etre point berne^’. (1.70)

In the very act of inveighing against women, the melancholy Arnolphe 

reveals a peculiar fascination with them as he seeks to harmonize his 

present position with his invectives in front of the ironic Chrysalde, who 

knows, as does Cassander, that they are merely 'calomnies forgees a 

plaisir’ and the product of a morose temperament. (14).

Cassander not only shares the initial ironic function of the 

.L ^ sonneur i-n unmasking such hypocrisy in the imaginaire1 s attitude to 

marriage, but also his more moderate ideas on woman's role in society and 

in the home. Again, as in the case of the raisonneur, this is stated more 

in opposition to an extreme attitude than as a doctrine by itself:

r ^  y a fort j>eu qui considerent que comme la femme n ’a pas ete^
tiree de la partie superieure de l’homme pour lui commander, elle n'a pas 
aussi ete deses^pieds pour etre traitee en esclave, mais bien de son cote' 
pour lui tenir lieu de compagne ...’ (15).

The first two positions which Cassander condemns are aberrations from 

the views of the raisonneur. The first of these is illustrated by 

Philaminte and the femmes savantes who take the feminist demands of
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preciosite" to their ultimate limits:

’Et je veux nous venger, toutes tant que nous sommes,
De cette indigne classe ou nous rangent les hommes*. (Les Femmes

Savante s ,
Act III, Sc. 2, 
11. 853-4)

She echoes here the manifesto of the precieuse Didascalie in the 

Abbe de Pure s La Pretieuse (1656~8)where she resolves to work for the 

liberation of women from servitude at the hands of men. (16). Moliere 

seems to have been at least as unsympathetic as Cassander to this militant 

type of feminism, especially whenever it threatened to disturb the 

traditional domestic hierarchy, although it is unwise to assume that he 

was completely opposed to their ideals, as I hope to show later. (17).

The second extreme mentioned by Cassander is that of dictatorship on the 

part of the husband, a position typified burlesquely in the homily which 

Arnolphe delivers to Agnes:

’Votre sexe n ’est la que pour la dependance:
Du cote de la barbe est la toute-puissance.
Bien qu’on soit deux moities de la societe",
Ces deux moities pourtant n ’ont point d’egalite’. (L ’Ecole des Femmes,

Act III, Sc. 2,
11. 699 ff) (18).

The more moderate attitude towards authority which all the raisonneurs 

share is most clearly contrasted with these two extreme opinions by Henriette 

and Clitandre in Les Femmes Savantes. If Henriette criticizes the servile 

submission of her father to Philaminte’s dictates, it is because she sees 

it as the consequence of the reversal of legitimate authority in the house

hold (Act I, Sc. 3, 11. 204-14). Consequently, her defiance of her mother 

is based on the conviction that her usurpation of authority is something 

unnatural. The second raisonneur, Clitandre, maintains basically the same 

conservative outlook as Cassander. Whilst prepared to be more liberal 

than Chrysale, it is clear from everything he says (especially in Act I,

Sc. 3) that he believes implicitly in the natural possession of authority



by the husband. Moliere and Cassander are here in complete agreement with 

Mile de Scudery (at least verballyI) when she writes in Clelie that an 

honourablehusband is neither the tyrant nor the slave of his wife, and 

goes on to enjoin women not to undermine their husband’s authority. (19).

Cassander and the raisonneurs share this general attitude of 

moderation to conjugal authority. But the parallel between their positions 

becomes more striking when Cassander proceeds to define this ideal. The 

first step towards it lies in the husband's avoidance of any kind of 

jealous behaviour in marriage. For such a person

... les moindres souppons lui tiennent souvent lieu de certitude* 
et ... par une miserable anticipation d'esprit, craignant un mal douteux, 
elle s en lait un present et veritable'. (20).

Such jealousy usually originates in an acute sense of personal 

insecurity, and is compounded of subjective fears raised to the level of 

certainty in the imagination of the jaloux. Therefore, says Cassander, 

the husband is the only person who can remedy this situation:

’vous en etes absolument le maitre, puis q u’elle depend entierement 
de votre discours, et peut-etre de votre seule imagination ... votre 
jugement^vous doit servir ici, non seulement a considerer la naissance et
1 education de. celle en qui vous penserez, mais encore a prefe'rer une 
beaute conjugale ...’. (21).

Jealousy can be restrained and possibly avoided by a right use of 

reason (discours or jugement) which manifests itself in the prudent choice 

of a wife, and in the proper control of one’s imagination. The imaginaire 

in Moliere provides a perfect example of the man who possesses neither of 

these virtues; a prey to his melancholic obsession with conjugal 

fidelity and with what Lisette of L ’Ecole des Maris terms his visions de 

_fou, he chooses as his prospective wife someone, whether it be Isabelle, 

Agnes, or Celimene, who is diametrically opposed to his own jealous 

temperament. As a result, he is fated to suffer what J. D. Hubert has 

described as ’the tortures of the damned’ as he struggles fiercely to



keep his honour intact. (22). The raisonneur gives exactly the same

advice to him as Cassander does to Eleus; Ariste (L ’Ecole des Maris,

/
Act I, Sc. 2) and Chrysalde (L TEcole des Femmes, Act I, Sc. 1) both stress 

to Sganarelle and Arnolphe respectively the necessity of choosing a wife 

with 1un certain rapport et une certaine union avec nos propres qualites’. 

(23).

But the most impressive example of such cecity on the imaginaire’s 

part is piovided by Alceste, for not only has the hater of humanity and 

the lover of truth fallen in love with the lover of humanity and the hater 

of truth - he has also sufficient lucidity to see the truth of the 

raisonneur’s suggestion that ’La sincere Eliante’ and ’La prude Arsinoe'1 

are both better suited to his natural temperament than a ’coquette medisante’ 

and yet is unable to do anything about it. Here is something deeper than 

the normal comedy of the imaginaire’s blindness to incongruity - Alceste’s 

perception of his own position heightens all the more the comic contradict

ion that Cassander and the raisonneurs note between the rational pose that 

men assume and their actual attitude to women.

This use of discours which the most lucid of all the imaginaires 

can still only practise partially, does not end with discernment in 

choosing a wife, according to Cassander, but must be the husband’s constant 

guide in marriage:

’... il faut avoir egard au naturel commun de toutes les femmes, 
lesquelles, aussi bien que le cheval fort en bride, sont plutot maitrisees 
et arretees en leur lachant un peu la main, q u’en la leur voulant tenir 
trop courte. Car ce n ’est pas sans mystere q u’on donne des ailes a 1’amour, 
les oiseaux aimant naturellement la liberte, et les affections sinceres 
etant ennemis de contrainte et de captivite'. Plus vous temoignerez de 
franchise a une femme et de confiance en sa loyaute', plus vous engagerez 
sa foi ... Souvent la puissance de faire une chose nous ote la volonte/ de 
l'executer, et particulierement ici ... Aussi bien vos soins et vos 
veilles ne serviraient-elles qu’a vous rendre miserable’. (24).

The doctrine of reason preached by the raisonneur stresses its 

practical and empirical nature, as does Cassander. It is certainly not
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the arid and abstract doctrine of reason divorced from life which some 

commentators have made it to be. It is in fact nothing other than the 

liberal wisdom preached by the Renaissance humanists Erasmus, Rabelais 

and Montaigne; Ariste gives the fullest account in Moliere’s theatre of 

this enlightened attitude as he expounds his ideas on the education of his 

ward Leonor to his more traditionalist brother Sganarelle:

’Leur sexe aime a jouir d’un peu de liberte^:
On le retient fort mal par tant d’auste'rite';
Et les soins defiants, les verrous et les grilles 
Ne font pas la vertu des femmes ni des filles.
C’est l'honneur qui les doit tenir dans le devoir,
Non la severite que nous leur faisons voir.
C’est une etrange chose, a vous parler sans feinte,
Q u’une femme n'est sage que par contrainte,
En vain sur tous ses pas nous pretendons regner; ,
Je trouve que le coeur est ce q u’il faut gagner;’ (L ’Ecole des Maris

Act I, Sc. 2, 11. 
165-74) (25)

The idea of Cassander and Ariste that any genuine virtue must proceed 

spontaneously from the will, and that it cannot be imposed authoritatively 

without the individual's consent, undoubtedly appears to us to-day as a 

more reasonable and humane ethic than the repressive asceticism practised 

by an Arnolphe or a Sganarelle. Yet I think that it is doubtful to assume 

too readily that Ariste’s doctrine represents that of Moliere, as does A.

Adam, for example. (26). At any rate, it seems to me at least as doubt

ful as assuming that the identical views of Cassander in the dialogue are 

those of Le Vayer. Admittedly it is true that whereas in the dialogue 

there is no conclusion, at least there is a denouement in Moliere’s play 

which issues in the discomfiture of the traditional view of marriage.

But both sets of ideas formed part of the 17th Century debate about such 

matters, not only in Le Vayer and Moliere, but also in the salons and in 

contemporary precieux literature. The triumph of the liberalism 

represented by Ariste and his confreres may have been nothing more than 

a concession to the similar views of the honnete public at the Palais-Royal



It does, however, seem legitimate to say that such unbounded faith in 

human nature as that shown by Ariste is that of Moliere in the sense of 

being a desirable ideal rarely if ever realised, and an attitude which 

must never be seen in isolation from the one more frequently adopted by 

husbands in reality. As such, both Moliere and Le Vayer saw that the 

first position needed the counter-balance of a more down to earth outlook 

on marriage, and Philocles and the tenacious opponent of the raisonneur, 

the barbon, will supply this amply.

To its proponents, this ideal form of conduct in marriage is the 

most reasonable one possible, and it rests implicitly on the assumptions 

that man can De governed by reason, and that it alone provides the best 

way of assuring the fidelity of a wife. Hence both Cassander and the 

liberal viewpoint in L’Ecole des Femmes argue that their opinions are 

confirmed by their observations that jealous husbands inevitably attract 

the attentions of the galants which they seek to avoid: Cassander remarks:

Combien pensez-vous qu’il y en ait, qui ne se sont affectionnes a une 
femme que sur la jalousie de son mari ... Ils s’imaginent des merites 
inconnus, ou ils voient tant de vigilance et de zelej et cette grande 
defiance de celui qui possede, donne le prix a la chose possedee qui 
passerait pour vile sans cela.1 (27)

The ironic antithesis of jealous surveillance and rivalry from the

galant provides one of Moliere’s most popular dramatic devices in the

reversal of the imaginaire*s scheme of things as well as confirmation of

what the raisonneur says. The theory behind the raisonneur Ariste’s view

is expounded by Ergaste to Valere as they plan to thwart Sganarelle’s

intention to marry Isabelle himself. Valere despairs of rescuing her from

the watchful vigilance of such an Argus, but Ergaste is more reassuring:

fC’est ce qui fait pour vous, et sur ces consequences 
Votre amour doit fonder de grandes esperances:
Apprenez, pour avoir votre esprit raffermi,
Qu’une femme qu’on garde est gagnee a demi,
Et que les noirs chagrins des maris ou des peres
Ont toujours du galant avance les affaires.’ (L’Ecole des Maris,

Act I, Sc. 4, 11. 
315-20)

3 3 5.



... J ’en ai servi vingt de ces chercheurs de proie,
^ui disaient fort souvent que leur plus grande joie 
Etait de rencontrer de ces maris facheux,
Qui jamais sans gronder ne reviennent chez eux,
De ces brutaux fieffes, qui sans raison ni suite 
De leurs femmes en tout controlent la conduite,
Et du nom de mari fierement se parants
Leur rompent en visiere aux yeux des soupirants.
"On en sait, disent-ils, prendre ses avantages;
Et l faigreur de la dame a ces sortes d’outrages,
Dont la plaint doucement le plaisant temoin,
Est un champ a pousser les choses assez loin." (11. 323-34)

(28)

The fatalistic note which characterizes this enlightened attitude to

jealousy on the part of Cassander and the raisonneurs of the TEcoles1 is

far from accidental, but underlies their cavalier approach to the question.

For example, Cassander had said earlier that the husband could take steps

to avoid marital misfortune by following reason. Now he says that if one’s

wife is virtuous, she will be offended by her husband’s suspicions, whereas

if she is fickle, there is no possible method of retaining her affection.

Similarly Ariste, although he has prepared fully against the contingency

of cuckoldry by putting into practice his liberal ideas, can only say:

’J'ignore pour quel sort mon astre m ’a fait naitre’ (L ’Ecole des

Maris ,
Act I, Sc. 2,
1. 235)

And Chrysalde tells Arnolphe that in spite of his meticulous precautions, 

such misfortunes

’... sont coups du hasard, dont on n ’est point garant’ (L ’Ecole des

Femmes.
Act I, Sc. 1,
1.13)

But the imaginaire is too obsessed with the image of tangible possession 

of his wife's fidelity to heed what he sees as the abstract, theoretical 

advice of the raisonneur, who tells him that the absolute faithfulness to 

which he aspires is only possible by obtaining the consent of a woman’s 

will. Of what use is it, asks Cassander, to keep your wife faithful by



dint of suspicious vigilance?

'Vous ne serez pas maitre de son ame et de sa volonte^’ (29). 

Chrysalde makes the same point in a different way, to Arnolphe: whereas

an educated woman, of whom the latter has such fear, is equally as capable 

of betraying him as a sotte, nevertheless

’... il faut, pour le moins, q u’elle ose le vouloir;’ (Act I, Sc. 1,
1. 114)

The advice of the sceptical raisonneur of Le Vayer and of Moliere is,

therefore, compounded partly of practical suggestion and precaution, and

partly of an ironic fatalism that delights in negating discreetly any

desire that a husband may have to impose his authority on his wife. Seen

in such a perspective, Arnolphe’s authoritarianism provides a rich comic

/
spectacle. In the early acts of L ’Ecole des Femmes, he believes implicitly 

in his notion of the world as a place governed by a strict and logical 

sequence of causes and effects. To him, the cuckolds he sees around him 

are deserving of his satire, because they have not used their free-will 

to anticipate their present state. ’II faut tout prevoir’ is the maxim 

by which he lives. After each successive meeting with his rival, Horace, 

(in Act II, Sc. 1; III, Sc. 5; IV, Sc. 1) in each of which he learns of 

t îe galant's inevitable progress in gaining Agnes, he tries to galvanize 

his will in order to reassert himself against the overwhelming odds. It 

is not until Act IV, Sc. 7 that we hear his first concession that some 

malefic power might be deceiving him:

'Quoi? l’astre qui s’obstine a me desespe^rer’ (1. 1182)

Until now he has shared Descartes’ belief that ma n’s prime claim to 

grandeur resides in his will:

'Je ne remarque en nous qu'une seule chose qui nous puisse donner 
juste raison de nous estimer, a savoir I’usage de notre libre arbitre et 
1’empire que nous avons sur nos volontes; car il n ’y a que les seules 
actions qui dependent de ce libre arbitre pour lesquelles nous puissions 
avec raison etre loues ou blames: et il nous rend en quelque facon



semblables a Dieu en nous faisant maitres de nous-meraes'. (Traite" des 
Passions, Art. 152) (30).

In contrast to this the raisonneur urges the use of reason and 

disponibilite, which is nothing other than believing that the Gods are 

propitious to you and that they will never visit such affliction upon you. 

(31).

Cassander now broaches the subject of cuckoldry, qualifying 

jocularly the traditional phobia associated with it as fla plaisante 

imagination des cornes’. He announces his intention of rehabilitating it, 

and begins by appealing to the authority of Scripture for support. Many 

passages are seen to make favourable mention of horns and examples are 

quoted of patriarchal figures such as Moses, Samuel, and David, who have 

been associated in some way with them. Paganism complements these 'proofs', 

as he shows how Jupiter's mythical horn of abundance (cornucopia) was held 

m  high esteem. On a more mundane level, there are even tangible benefits 

to be gained from cuckoldry:

'Et s'il est vrai que les cornes jettent des racines et fructifient, 
... j'estime qu'il y a encore a present des greffes ou rejetons de cette 
corne la, se voyant beaucoup de maisons dans l'abondance, qui seraient sans 
elles tres incommodiees ...’

The material gain accruing from cuckoldry is a prominent topic in

/
L'Ecole des Femmes. Arnolphe satirizes the acquiescent attitude of the 

husbands who seem to have followed Cassander's advice:

'L'autre un peu plus heureux, mais non pas moins infame,
Voit faire tous les jours des presents a sa femme (Act I, Sc. 1, 
L'autre, pour se purger de sa magnificence, 11.27-8)
Dit qu'elle gagne au jeu 1’argent qu'elle depense;
Et le mari benet, sans songer a quel jeu,
Sur les gains qu'elle fait rend des graces a Dieu.' (11. 39-42)

And Chrysalde has doubtless similar benefits of cocuage in mind when he 

says to Arnolphe in Act IV, Sc. 8:

'... Qu’on peut le souhaiter pour de certaines causes’ (1.1304) (32)

But perhaps the greatest advantage of cuckoldry is not a visible one, 

says Cassander, but is to be found in the simple fact that its occurrence
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allays finally the tortured conjectures of the husband. Sometimes such

a husband produces cuckoldry by his obsessive foreboding; many have

dreamt so much of horns, only to find themselves wearing them on

awakening - fortis imaginatio generat casum. (33). The imaginaire

exemplifies fully such a transition from a subjective obsession with horns

to painful reality. In Arnolphe's opening dialogue with Chrysalde, the

possibility of cocuage is clearly the motivating factor behind all his

precautions in inculcating complete ignorance of life in Agnes. He

dismisses scornfully Chrysalde’s warning that:

'Prendre femme est a vous un coup bien temeraire' (1.8)

In their second dialogue, however, in Act IV, Sc. 8, if he is not a

cuckold in a literal sense, his demented attitude is certainly that of one:

'Quel chagrins sont les votres?
Seraitj-il point, compere, a votre passion 
Arrive quelque peu de tribulation?

Je le jurerais presque a voir votre visage'. (11.1221-4) 

says the raisonneur ironically. Indeed the pince-sans-rire Chrysalde seems 

to offer Moliere the dramatic means of intensifying beyond endurance this 

psychological pressure on Arnolphe which contributes entirely to his down

fall: do not swear that you will escape cuckoldry, he admonishes, for

... c'est etre a demi ce que l'on vient de dire,
Que de vouloir jurer que l'on ne le sera pas'. (11. 1321-2)

The reaction which this boutade unleashes in Arnolphe is more frantic 

than any we have witnessed hitherto, as he prepares energetically the 

eventual denouement (see Act IV, Sc. 9). (34). If Arnolphe illustrates 

the proximity of imagination and reality, it is Chrysalde's function to 

stimulate this process in the character's mind.

ra^sonneur of this play further sums up Cassander's sceptical 

advice in the case of cuckoldry becoming a reality, when he says to 

Arnolphe in the same scene that



II xaut jouer d adresse, et d'une ame reduite,
Corriger le hasard par la bonne conduite.1 (11. 1284-5)

To the Sceptic, the occurrence is neither good nor evil in itself, 

but indifferent to both these judgments, because its meaning and value are 

relative to the course of conduct adopted by the person in question. (35).

Since nothing except one’s attitude is important, it follows that for

Chrysalde, as for Cassander, the traditional stigma attaching to cuckoldry 

is non-existent:

... enfin tout le mal, quoique le monde glose,
N est que dans la facon de recevoir la chose'. (11.1248-9)

The advice of both raisonneurs ends on a similar note - the cuckold 

may always draw comfort from the great number of cuckolds already in the 

confrerie,drawn from all ranks of society. If more important people than 

Arnolphe have fallen victim to cuckoldry, he ought not to view it as an 

unmitigated disaster. And perhaps, adds Chrysalde, people may even 

sympathize with you if your behaviour is discreet and moderate. (36).

Cassander concludes his apology for marriage at this point. But

conclusion would be a complete misnomer, for, like the raisonneur of 
/ ‘ ---

I^lcole_desJFeiiames, all his efforts have been systematically orientated by 

Le Vayer by means of sustained paradox towards a progressive mystification 

of traditional beliefs about marriage. Does not this throw light on the 

role of the rais_onneur in Moliere? All that both prove is the relative 

nature of all marital considerations: success is relative to a judicious

choice, to the husband’s discreetness, to individual flexibility in 

adversity and ultimately, but principally, to fortune itself. The result 

is not turgid tirades on reasonable conduct in society in his theatre, but 

one of much greater theatrical value - that is, the creation of doubt and 

uncertainty by the paradoxical uses made of reason. The arguments in both 

dialogue and theatre are conceived by men who know the speciousness and 

malleability of reason, which can be adduced for any point of view, h o w p w r



inherently burlesque or absurd it nay be. They share Montaigne's view when 

he writes:

’Voila comment la raison fourn.it d’apparence a divers effets.
C’est un pot a deux ances, qu’on peut saisir a gauche et a dextre ...’ (37)

Cassander’s role not only corresponds in structure and in detail to

/
that of the raisonneurs of the Ecoles - he also illustrates a certain way 

of looking at life which is common to Le Vayer and Moliere. He has taken 

care to emphasize his detachment from what he is saying by remaining a 

bachelor. The intellectual argumentation in favour of marriage is, 

therefore, only possible because of this penchant for wilful self- 

contradiction. He knows he is performing a part and this leads him to 

consider marriage as ’un jeu de 1’amour et du hasard’. Chrysalde is, of 

course, the raisonneur in Moliere’s theatre who illustrates most fully 

this process of detachment, as he argues in favour of a position which is, 

like that of Cassander, not his within the universe of the play. He sees 

himself every bit as much an actor as his sceptical counterpart, in the 

sense of assuming a role for dramatic opposition. But this is not, as 

I have tried to show, the gratuitous cultivation of paradox which it has 

often been suggested to be. The attitude of Chrysalde implies and 

necessitates one of even more complete detachment on the part of Moliere, 

as he alone is in possession of a total view of the play, in the same way 

that Le Vayer possesses a more complete detachment than that of Cassander. 

It is in this double process of detachment - that of the raisonneur from 

the universe of the play and that of the author from both - that Moliere 

can be said to share with his friend Le Vayer a vision of life in which 

paradox is the dominant element.

This common element of detachment is further illustrated by the 

second view of marriage which contradicts absolutely the arguments of the 

raisonneurs and which Le Vayer and Moliere share through Philocles and



the barbons respectively. The first, representing the other side to the 

sceptical view of marriage, invalidates willingly all that he is about to 

say because he is married himself. Like the imaginaire, he confirms the 

contradiction between words and actions that Cassander has noted earlier 

as characteristic of the masculine attitude to marriage. Yet he too 

defends his point with determination:

’beaucoup ont estime' que le premier soupir de 1’amour etait souvent 
le dernier de la sagesse;... on peut bien dire en general de cette passion 
que ... c’est la plus grande ennemie de toutes celles qui contestent avec 
notre raison ...’ (38).

I have pointed out above many similarities between the arguments of

Cassander and the raisonneurs; yet their counterparts, the imaginaires,

seem to qualify more fittingly for this description, as they take reason

as the first principle of their theories on marriage, as does Philocles.

Hence Arnolphe’s scorn for husbands whose perception has been beclouded

by love (Act I, Sc. 1). For him, a perfect marriage and true affection

are only possible if reason is kept intact. Likewise, Sganarelle, in,

/
L ’Ecole des Maris, argues against the empirical raisonneur in the high-flown 

terms of La Sagesse (Act I, Sc. 2, 11. 256 ff). Love is for both 

inimical to their particular rational ’schemes’. The comic reversal, as 

they fall victim in the course of the plays to emotions which they 

formerly despised, is also implicit in Philocles’ position, as Moliere and 

Le Vayer both illustrate the truth that academic theory can never usurp 

the unassailable rights of life.

The parallel is incomplete, however, for whereas Philocles, like 

Chrysalde, is conscious of his role in the argument, the imaginaires are 

necessarily totally unaware of any contradiction in their actions.

This antithesis of love-reason is, of course, as old as literature 

itself and I am not suggesting that Moliere needed to read this dialogue 

to find it. But it is significant to note that Philocles and the



imaginaires invoke reason against Cassander and the raisonneurs - for in

the defeat of reason, it is the 'unreason' of the raisonneurs which

/
triumphs at the end of the 'Ecoles'. (39).

What kind of picture then does the rational raisonneur give of

marriage? Philocles sees only

'... le mepris que font aujourd'hui les femmes des soins domestiques, 
... les grandes depenses auxquelles ou elles nous engagent insensiblement, 
ou elles nous contraignent forcement...' (40).

This is the same traditionalist puritanism of the imaginaire; soon

Chrysale, the representative par excellence of the retrograde bourgeois

mentality in Moliere, will echo Philocles: it is a wife's duty to

'Former aux bonnes^moeurs l'esprit de ses enfants,
Faire aller son menage, avoir 1'oeil sur ses gens,
Et regler la depense avec economie,
Doit etre son etude et sa philosophie'. (Les Femmes Savantes, Act

II, Sc. 7, 11. 573-6) (41).

Like the bourgeois, Philocles is horrified at the expenses incurred

by fashion:

’... il leur faut des parements et des habits, dont les Reines du 
temps passe eussent fait conscience de se servir ... Leurs robes seules et 
leursjupes coutent plus souvent qu'elles n ’ont apporte" de dot au mariage;' 
(42).

Sganarelle will exult that a Royal Edict has prohibited the cult of

ostentation in dress, and Arnolphe will read one of his Maximes du Mariage

to Agnes expressly against the sin of fashion. (43).

Arnolphe in fact illustrates here an important point - that this

conventional satire of feminine fashion and extravagance is merely a

fapade which serves to conceal the abiding obsession of the barbon (to

whose views those of Philocles can now be assimilated safely) with the

corruption and depravity of contemporary morals. Whenever Philocles

launches into a tirade against the immodesty and shamelessness of women

(i.e. '... peut-on dire qu'il reste quelque pudeur a une femme sous cet 

 ̂ _ f
equipage?) he is seconding the imaginaire1s favourite theme:



' ... la chair est faible, et j'entends tous les bruits'. (44)

(L'Ecole des Maris 
Act I, Sc. 2, T7T25)

This moral pessimism is the most complete antithesis of the optimistic 

liberalism with its unbounded faith in human nature that the raisonneur 

recommends; if the latter tended to ascribe the responsibility for a 

woman's conduct to her husband, the barbon sees only unattenuated 

hypocrisy, duplicity and guile as the motives for her attitude to her 

husband. Above all, he stresses the dangers for the husband which lurk 

in

'les visites attitrees et les autres passe-temps de 1' apres-dine"e, 
lorsque sortant d'un visage feint et compose' de la presence d'un mari, 
vous les voyez a trois pas de la comme des vautours laisser aller sur 
leur foi ...'

Whenever they come home, says Philocles, they tell their husbands how

much they have missed them, and, by appearing to confide fully in them,

gain their confidence whilst keeping their secret. (45). Arnolphe too 

has penetrated this mask of decorum:

'L'une de son galant, en adroite femelle,
Fait fausse confidence a son epoux fidele,
Qui dort en surete sur un pareil appas' (Act I, Sc. 1, 11.35-7)

Sometimes, continues Philocles, a stratagem of a different sort is 

employed as a last resort to ward off a suspicious husband. This consists 

in feigning a studied independence and cold indifference - a defensive 

manoeuvre to which the husband's overwrought curiosity generally 

capitulates, as he resigns himself to an unjust situation. (46). This 

insight into feminine psychology provides an excellent commentary on the 

central scene in Le Misanthrope where Alceste, acting with all the 

proprietary right of a husband, confronts Ce^limene with the tangible 

evidence of her 'infidelity'. Pressed by him either to deny or confirm 

her to his rival Oronte, she has recourse to the same subterfuge:

'... je tombe d'accord de tout ce qu'il vous plait,
Faites, prenez parti, que rien ne vous arrete, (Act IV, Sc. 3,

lie me louipess pas uavdHLdge id LeLe. ' H .  136o_7G)



Alceste, like the husbands mentioned by Arnolphe and Philocles, is 

far too emotionally dependent on Celimene to be able to take her literally, 

and ends up more deeply committed to her than hitherto - let her but try to 

appear faithful, and he will try to believe her. (11. 1389-90).

For the pragmatic barbon the cause of such mutability is not difficult 

to find; it is due to the basic distinction which wives make between the 

possessiveness of a husband and the cavalier freedom offered by the 

cicisbeo: Philocles sums this up by saying that

 ̂ Les jeux d un amant ne sont jamais assez libres, ni assez impudiques 
a leur gre, ceux d’un mari les importunent, et ne sont que vilains.’

Often they subscribe to the subtle doctrine of the salons:

elles^protestent qu’elles voudraient que le mariage put subsister 
sans ces facheuses dependances et ces rudes devoirs.' (47).

It is around this precieux distinction that the comedy of the 

traditionalist attitude to marriage revolves in Moliere, sometimes farcically,
✓

as in the Ecoles,or sometimes cynically, as in George Dandin and Amphitryon.

In George Dandin, when the galant Clitandre reminds Dandin’s wife,

/
Angelique, of the onerous ties of marriage, her reply echoes that of the 

/ ,
precieuses:

’. on sait leur rendre justice, et l’on se moque fort de les 
considerer au dela de ce q u’ils meritent’. (^ct III, Sc. 5)

Dandin's eternal lament of ’Pauvres Maris, Voila comme on vous traite1

epitomizes the helplessness that the bourgeois feels when confronted with

the revolutionary pr/cieux ideas on marriage.

On a more sophisticated level, Jupiter, in the form of Amphitryon,

makes the same distinction between epoux and galant to Amphitryon’s wife

Alcmene (Amphit.ryon, Act I, Sc. 3, 11. 590—607). She may well reply that

to her the terms husband and lover* both signify the same person, i.e.

her husband Amphitryon. She unwittingly echoes the epicurean note of

Philocles’ and Jupiter’s distinction when she bewilders the real



Amphitryon by telling him on his return that his love for her was never 

so passionate as on the night of his unexpected visit.

In the light of the barbon’s views on woman’s treachery, it is not 

surprising to hear Philocles describe chastity as 'une chose imaginaire 

parmi nous'; such is Arnolphe’s conclusion also (Act I, Sc. 1). For both, 

feminine virtue is something which has only existence in appearances and 

words, for those who play their parts well. Both are astonished that man 

should let his honour depend uniquely on such fickle creatures; hence 

Arnolphe emphasizes gravely Agnes’ responsibility:

’C’est mon honneur Agnes que je vous abandonne’ (Act III, Sc. 2, 1. 724)

Since honour is all important, the most rational method of preserv

ing it must be put into practice. For Philocles

’le procede des Italiens et des Espagnols a garder leurs femmes, ... 
bien^qu’il soit plus contraire a cette liberte' de nature dont vous parliez 
tantot, ne laisse pas d'etre fonde sur une bien meilleure ratiocination.
Car quelle plus grande stupidite, et quel plus grand aveuglement que le 
notre, qui preferons ... l’honneur a la vie ... [quij savons leurs 
infirmites et inclinations diametricalement contraires a nos intentions 
sur le sujet; neanmoins les laissons agir en pleine liberte, c’est-a-dire, 
fouler aux pieds ce pretendu honneur, et faisons un vice de la jalousie 
... par laquelle seule nous pourrions te'moigner etre amateurs de notre 
reputation’. (48).

Philocles provides the theory which Sganarelle and Arnolphe put into 

practice with their rational method of sequestering their prospective wives. 

Their reasoning of cause and effect is correct if one forgets that they are 

not dealing with a material object, which can be protected by circumscript

ion, but with the unpredictability of life and human beings. Consequently 

the irrational doctrine of the raisonneurs triumphs within the Ecoles, 

which is none other than the precieux liberalism, according to which 'la

jalousie est un monstre odieux’. (Dom Garcie, Act I, Sc. 1, 1. 101). Is 

. i . s  , . /
Moliere m  agreement here with the precieux ethic? Only in appearance, 

because there runs through his entire theatre a strong current of 

opposition to the kind of precieux demands that Done Elvire makes to her



jealous suitor Dom Garcie " that of ’un sacrifice entier de vos soup^ons 

jaloux’ (1. 13 7 5)- an opposition which crystallizes at the point where the 

precieux code appears to him to join forces with such systems as Stoicism 

and Jansenism in trying to replace man’s real nature by an ideal simulacrum. 

He wrote in the 1669 Preface to Tartuffe against such ethics which 

aspired to eradicate the passions of men:

’Je doute qu'une si grande perfection soit dans les forces de la 
nature humaine’.

To say that it is the imaginaire rather than the more enlightened 

raisonneur who constantly affirms the permanence of weak human nature is 

not to identify Moliere’s views solely with what they say. But providing 

as they do the evidence of the limitations of man’s nature, they serve to 

maintain a balance between the old and the new doctrine, to neither of 

which Moliere was absolutely committed.

It is on the question of cuckoldry that the traditionalists manifest 

most spontaneously these natural limitations, contrasting with the 

indifferent attitude of the raisonneur. You cannot, says Philocles, 

expect a husband to envisage cuckoldry with equanimity or even to be able 

to rationalize his fears as Cassander has suggested. Rather it is only 

natural for him to be obsessed by such a prospect, even though, objectively, 

he may have insufficient proof for his suspicions. Once his imagination 

is convinced that he is a cuckold, he will be unable to control his 

curiosity and everything he sees and hears will only serve to confirm his 

suspicions:

’... comme le verre nous fait voir toutes choses de la couleur dont 
il est, ... la membrane de l’oeil appellee ... tunique cornee nous 
represente des c o m e s  ou il n ’y en a point. Les yeux, Cassander, dont 
l’homme doit voir le plus clair sont ceux de l’esprit,, qui lui font 
apercevoir, ensuite de certains antecedents, des consequences absolument 
necessaires; et de quelques conjectures bien prises et raisonnexes, lui 
font tirer des resolutions toutes certaines.’ (49).

Philocles describes accurately the reasoning of the imaginaire, whose 

perception of reality (normally very feeble) is sharpened to the point of



348.

obsession by bis phobia. This psychological state is exploited by 

Moliere on various levels: that of the imaginaire whose heightened vision

equates what appears to him to be infidelity with real infidelity, as 

does Sganarelle in Sganarelle ou Le Cocu Imaginaire. Having seen his 

wife with a picture of another man, he has no difficulty in rationalizing 

each successive occurrence so that it squares with his original precon

ception; (50) that of the imaginaire whose perception of cuckoldry, 

unlike Sganarelle's , is objectively true, but who cannot convince others 

of its reality (e.g. George Dandin); and that of Amphitryon who knows 

that what he sees is objectively true, and that his wife has not willed 

his deception. In this play, the valet Sosie recommends to his master 

the same attitude advanced by Cassander, namely,

'Sur telles affaires, toujours,
Le meilleur est de rien dire'. (Amphitryon, Act III, Sc. 10,

11. 1942-3)

But to the positivist mind of the imaginaire no amount of facile 

theorizing by the raisonneur will ever make the awful reality of cocuage 

evaporate into something unimportant. (51).

Philocles continues his satire of the m o d e m  view of marriage by 

condemning those husbands who seek to mitigate the opprobrium of cuckoldry 

by emphasizing its social advantages, who consider that

's'il faut etre cocu, il est moins honteux et sensible que la femme 
s'abandonne a un homme de condition qu'a un maraut ...'

For Philocles, such considerations are superfluous, for no degree of 

moderation is permissible in such an extremity. Likewise George Dandin 

will refute a similar suggestion from his wife, who has cuckolded him 

with the aristocratic Clitandre:

To his question

'... Mais quel personnage voulez-vous que joue un mari pendant cette 
galanterie?'

She replies



’Le personnage d’un honnete homme qui est bien aise de voir sa femme
consideree.’ (Act II, Sc. 2)

When Jupiter has cuckolded Amphitryon, he tells his victim proudly

that

’Un partage avec Jupiter
N ’a rien du tout qui deshonore’ (Act III, Sc. 10, 11. 1898-9)

As Sosie observes, Jupiter knows how to sweeten the bitter pill; 

neither of those disconsolate cuckolds is mollified by such consolation, 

for like Philocles, they know that

’... l’injure au contraire, est bien plus atroce, quand elle prostitue 
son honneur et le votre entre les mains d'un homme, qui se sentant par la 

prefere a vous en prend avantage et vous mepri.se’. (52).

Jupiter has, however, an additional consolation for Amphitryon; his 

son will be born to Amphitryon’s wife, and will fill the universe with his 

hauts faits. According to tradition, Amphitryon has been seen as a flattery 

of the king s cuckolding of M. de Montespan: (53) but whatever the degree

of flattery, Sosie has the last word and his words are unmistakably ironic

with regard to Jupiter’s promised gift: ’Tout cela va le mieux du monde 

...’ (1.1939)

In other words, he shares Philocles’ view that as regards such a 

wife’s offspring

on ne peut pas dire qu'elle soit plus grande en vous donnant ceux 
d'un Paysan, que ceux d’un Prince; ou ceux d’un bourgeois, lourdaud de 
valet, que ceux d'un grand honnete homme'. (54)

What kind of wife then does the traditionalist desire? It is 

difficult to say with certainty, for Philocles and the imaginaire describe 

their ideal more by opposition to certain types than by definition as such. 

Nevertheless, such a procedure allows a clear picture to emerge. One type 

is to be avoided more than any other, says Philocles:

'... Ces beaux esprits qui font profession de bien dire, et de tout 
savoir. Et de fait, elles ont si bien appris en l'ecole d'Astree... q u’elles 
mesurent le merite et les bonnes graces d'une femme au nombre et a la 
condition de ceux qu’elle tient engages a son service ...’ (55)



Such a view sees the development of precieux ideas on the emancipation

of women from subjection as a threat to their traditional supremacy which, 

as we have seen, they equate in turn with morality. Hence the logic behind

Arnolphefs choice of Agnes:

/
'Epouser une sotte est pour n'etre point sot. (Act I, Sc. 1, 1. 82) 
Mais une femme habile est un mauvais presage,
Et je sais ce qu'il coute a de certaines gens 
Pour avoir pris les leurs avec trop de talents.
Moi, j ’irais me charger d'une spirituelle 
Qui ne parlerait rien que cercle et que ruelle,
Qui de prose et de vers ferait de doux ecrits,
Et que visiteraient marquis et beaux esprits,
Tandis que, sous le nom du mari de Madame,
Je serais comme un saint que pas un ne reclame?' (11. 84-92)

An ignorant and silent wife who will not dare to contradict her 

husband as do the garrulous precieuses - this is their ideal. Hence 

Philocles attacks

1 importun et desordonne babil des femmes' 

which characterizes the 'femmes d'esprit', as does Arnolphe, when he says 

of his ward's argumentativeness in the final Act:

'Voyez comme raisonne et repond la vilaine!
Peste! une precieuse en dirait-elle plus?' (Act V,

The second kind of wife who strikes terror into the

traditionalist is the termagant whom Philocles describes

... soit qu'une humeur chagrine les fasse tempeter 
par ̂ ambition elles fassent parade a toute une famille de 
imperieuse. Etant notable que les plus impertinentes et 
toujours les plus effrenees et tempetueuses ...' (56)

This is the type of woman that Chrysale of Les Femmes Savantes has 

married in Philaminte, and he says of her:

'... na femme est terrible avecque son humeur. (Act II, Sc. 9, 1. 666)
Pour peu que l'on s’oppose a ce que veut sa tete,
On en a pour huit jours d'effroyable tempete.

Elle me fait trembler des qu'elle prend son ton;
Je ne sais ou me mettre, et c'est un vrai dragon.' (11. 671-4)

But these generalisations to which the barbon is given only conceal a 

presentiment of his defeat, as he sees his theory of free-will and reason

Sc. 4, 11. 1541-2)

heart of the

as follows:

... soit encore que 
leur autorite'" 
deraisonnables sont



constantly frustrated by a capricious combination of fate, custom, and 

above all, feminine malice. Even as he concedes defeat, however, he is 

made to deliver a last despairing invective. As long as women have what 

Philocles calls

un esprit aussi libertin, une volonte portee au mal, et des 
inclinations aussi ennemies de l’honneur et du repos de leurs maris1

marriage will constitute a grave risk for men.

Sganarelle sums up such an impenitent attitude when he says at the 

end of L rEcole des Maris:

’Malheureux qui se fie a femme apres cela!

La meilleure est toujours en malice feconde;’ (Act III, Sc. 9, 11.

1106-7)

A conclusion which echoes that of Philocles, that as regards a wife

'... il fait fort bon se garder d'une mauvaise, et ne se guere fier
en la meilleure’. (57).

The opposing arguments of Cassander and Philocles serve to cancel each

other out, and to make way for the sceptical suspension of judgment in

which both sides are accepted as being neither right nor wrong, but as 

uniting to show the relativity of all opinions. The dialogue is, therefore, 

a paradox both in form and content, and illustrates the Sceptic’s 

detachment from the adherence to one fixed line of thought which reality 

demands of us. It is playful indulgence in paradox x^hich is nothing less 

than a reductio ad absurdum of the values of logic and reason, an 

intellectual game into which we enter with alacrity. Similarly, as 

spectators of Moliere’s comedy in the.theatre, we yield to the 

unconscious desire for release from the imposed task of living according 

to a fixed code of rules (reason) in reality. We accept joyfully, for 

example, the burlesque views on marriage put foraard by Chrysalde, or the 

absurd scheme of Amolphe, not in spite of, but precisely because of the 

fact that x̂ e know that they are diametrically opposed to anything we will 

ever countenance in reality. In this unreal world, it is not a question



of sharing the view of Chrysalde to the exclusion of that of Arnolphe, 

but of sharing both alternately, or even simultaneously, as we are led 

to imitate the detachment of the author himself. We suspend judgment 

for the duration of the play on our real views, and on entering reality 

again, we set aside the comic views with which we have been subtly 

persuaded to temporize. As spectators, our vision of the comedy has been 

both incomplete and temporary, but Moliere is in possession of the total 

vision which has created incompatible opinions and harmonized them. 

Moliere’s treatment of the subject is only one example of this comic 

vision: but the comedy of marriage provides an exact microcosm of

it, and this is appropriately illustrated by a quotation from La Mothe 

Le Vayer:

’L ’on compare ordinairement la vie des hommes a une comedies et 
certes les differents personnages q u’on y joue, et la plupart des choses 
qui s’y passent, rendent fort juste cette comparaison. Rien neranmoins ne 
me la fait tant approuver, que de considerer comme dans tout le cours de 
cette vie, aussi bien que dans la suite d'une piece de theatre, le plus 
divertissant endroit est souvent celui des mariages qui s’y contractent, 
et qui font le point principal ou aboutissent toutes les lignes, soit de 
la vie civile, soit des sujets comiques, qui en sont 1’image.’ (58).
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C H A P T E R  9 

THE REASONERS ON HEROISM AND THE REASONERS ON FASHION

(1)

The burlesque reasoners of the last chapter illustrate in a striking 

and original way the highly intellectual game which comedy makes of reason 

and logic. The topic of marriage is only one particular form which the 

game takes, although it must be admitted that there is scarcely a more 

diverting one, on account of the long history it has enjoyed in comedy. 

Sganarelle, Ariste, Chrysalde, Arnolphe, etc. have also their counterparts 

in the domain of heroism and martial exploits. The latter, although they 

may be said to play a role at least as consecrated by comic tradition as 

that of the detractor or proponent of the marital state, do so in a much 

more conventional and inconspicuous way. Although these characters are 

much less original creations than their more illustrious comic counterparts, 

they nevertheless rationalize the ideas of honour, bravery and reputation 

in a way that is similar to the raisonneur on marriage. The comic figure 

of the braggadocio does not at all originate from scepticism - but in his 

mouth traditional ideas and values are placed in the same ironic and 

sceptical perspective as that in which the comedy of marriage is viewed. I 

hope to show this later by reference to one of Le Vayer’s sceptical 

opuscules, De 1a Hardiesse et de la Crainte.

But first it must be said that the faux brave of Moliere has his 

immediate dramatic origin in the commedia dell’arte. As Capitano Spavento, 

he is a worthy successor to the miles gloriosus of Plautus, and continually 

boasts of his legendary prowess in battle. He also appears in Italian 

popular comedy in the guise of a Spanish braggart, accepting all challenges 

with temerity, then remembering hastily that he has a pressing engagement 

elsewhere, or pretexting that Bolognese blood might affect the temper of



his sword. The swashbuckling bravo is yet another variation of the 

Capitano, and he generally proves to be a disguised zanni with pretensions 

to higher rank. (1)

The faux brave wno appears in Moliere can also be a servant (Moron

# /
Princes se d Elide, Sganarelle of Dom Juan, Sosie of Amphi tryon) , or

a timorous bourgeois (Sganarelle in Le Cocu Imaginaire) . They are

characters governed by natural pusillanimity rather than heroism, by earthy

natural wisdom rather than pretension to reason. He takes his immediate

'spiritual1 ancestry in the Renaissance idea of folie which he exemplifies

burlesquely. W. Kaiser, in a highly interesting study of the fool as

portrayed in Renaissance literature and drama, sees three notable

manifestations of his ideas in Erasmus, The Praise of Folly (1511), the

joyous Panurge of Rabelais, and the ebullient Falstaff of Shakespeare (2).

The paradox underlying the wise fool, the superiority of natural wisdom

or learned ignorance to acquired and intellectual knowledge, did not of

course originate in the 16th Century, but has a very long history, (see Part

II, Ch. 7, n. 62). Falstaff represents the most comic expression of folie

in the 16th Century, and revolts against the Stoic virtues of discipline,

self-control, valour and reason as principal guides of conduct. He takes

instead as the maxim by which he lives one to which Moliere’s fools can

also subscribe: ’Give me life’ he proclaims, and sets it against abstract

lofty ideals such as honour, virtue, reputation, for which men such as

Hotspur are prepared to die (3). His famous analysis of honour ends by

reducing it fully to absurdity and to hollowness as he concludes that

’Honour is a mere scutcheon’ (Henry IV, Pt. I , Act V, Sc. 1)

In his apology for comedy in La Critique de l’Ecole des Femmes,

Moliere crystallizes his justification for the genre in his criticism of

heroic characters and heroic drama. They are ideal abstractions because

’Lorsque vous peignez des heros, vous faites ce que vous voulez 
.... vous n ’avez qu’a suivre les traits d’une imagination qui se donne
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lTessor, et qui souvent laisse le vrai. pour attraper le merveilleux'.
(Sc. 6) (4).

Heroic dramas elicit our admiration and awe for qualities Xsrhich, in 

themselves, already command to some degree our natural respect. Comedy 

sets out to make us laugh at heroic values such as valour, firmness of 

purpose, control of the will, and by so doing instinctively upholds the 

weaker aspects of humanity. Falstaff's reductio ad absurdum of honour and 

reputation brings us unconsciously to temporary admiration for his total 

lack of those virtues for which in reality we have at least tacit 

acknowledgement.

If the pseudo-hero of Moliere lacks the pithy aphoristic quality 

so evident in Shakespeare's character, he more than compensates for it by a 

subtle and delicate form of rationalization not to be found even in the 

author of Le Jodelet duelliste. Sganarelle, confronting the man responsible, 

he believes, for cuckolding him, is imbued with a high ideal of vengeance:

f ... mon honneur me dit que d ’une telle offense
II faut absolument que je prenne vengeance1(Sc. 17, 11 425-6)

But he soon exemplifies the dictum of Vauvenargues, that if it is 

good to be resolute by temperament, it is also good to be flexible by 

reflection (5). His reflection is governed by the logic which Falstaff’s 

'discretion is the better part of valour' has immortalized:

Quand j'aurai fait le brave, et qu'un fer, pour ma peine,
M' aura d'un vilain coup transperce*’ la bedaine,
Que par la ville ira le bruit de mon trepas,
Dites-moi, mon honneur, en serez-vous plus gras? (11. 429-32)

For such a hero, the natural consideration of preserving one's life 

must always supersede abstract ideals endangering it. He is,like Falstaff, 

the natural man par excellence, and in his code it is not cowardice but 

reputation and honour which are the great sins. Therefore, even if his 

vanity is going to suffer grievously, he still knows that he has chosen the 

better part, for

* ... il vaut mieux etre encore cocu que tre^passe^ (1. 436).



The wise fool with his propensity for rationalizing his cowardice 

re-appears as Moron in La Princesse d’Elide. He is here the plaisant at 

Court, and recounts to two young warriors how he was confronted by a wild 

boar in the forest. He tells dramatically of the animal’s menacing 

approach: did he wait with steadfast courage, asks Arbate? Wien he hears

that the panic-stricken fool forsook everything he was carrying and. fled 

forthwith, he objects that this action was not ’genereux’. The riposte of 

the fool is as predictable as it is paradoxical. He prefers that people 

should say: this is the place where Moron fled uncerimoniously from a boar,

than that they should erect a memorial to the courageous fool who met his 

death there:

... j’aime mieux, n ’en deplaise a la gloire,
Vivre au monde deux jours, que mi lie ans dans l’histoire’.
(Act I, Sc. 2, 11. 229-30)

When the hunters eventually kill the animal, the fearful Moron is 

transformed into the jubilant victor ( H e  Intermede, Sc. 2).

In a later Intermede (IV, Sc. 2) we see another aspect of the anti-heroic 

character of the hero. Philis prefers the courtship of his rival Tircis, 

and Moron threatens to kill himself. With firm resolve he takes up his 

dagger, assuming the posture of a Cornelian hero. As Tircis sings to him,

'Courage, Moron! meurs promptement
En genereux amant’.

he replies that he does not need such ceremony for so simple an act. 

Requesting all to pay great attention as he plunges the dagger into his 

heart, he laughingly recoils at the last moment, taunting Tircis:

’Je suis votre serviteur: quelque niais’ (6)

Sganarelle in Dom Juan suggests in a reply to his master a new form 

of rationalization of cowardice, which avoids the natural reasoning of 

Le Cocu Imaginaire or of Moron, who make no secret of their fearfulness. 

When Dom Juan springs to the help of Dom Carlos who has been attacked by 

robbers, he goes alone. Sganarelle will on his return proffer his excuse.



In a preceding scene, he had appeared disguised as a doctor, dispensing 

medical aavice to all and sundry. He consequently tells the Dom:

Parclonnez-moi, Monsieur; je viens seulement d’ici pres. Je crois 
que cet habit est purgatif, et que c’est prendre medecine que d<=> le 
porter'. (Act III, Sc. 5)

Dom Juan we know is quite correct to riposte wittily that he should 

at least take the trouble to disguise his ’poltronnerie’ more honestly.

We laugh with the ingenious Sganarelle who can glorify physical timidity 

to the detriment of a more spiritual quality.

uosie in Araphitryon introduces a much more refined variant of this 

excuse, choosing to rationalize and therefore to disguise his innate 

pusillanimity by a truthful comment on his own nature.

Amphitryon asks him to recount the fantastic story of his return to 

Alcmene's house. Sosie obliges, telling his master that he set out in the 

darkness, trembling for his own safety. When Amphitryon calls him ’poltron’, 

the servant reacts with vivacity:

’En nous formant Nature a ses caprices;
Divers penchants en nous elle fait observer:
Les uns a s'exposer trouvent mille delices;
Moi, j ’en trouve a me conserver’. (Act II, Sc. 1, 11 727-30).

Sosie stands as an eloquent porte-parole of the paradoxical world of 

comedy, which transforms bouffon into hero and hero into bouffon. But the 

first fool, typified best by the Morons and the Sosies, is the natural fool, 

completely in narmony with the wisdom of comedy and therefore the wise fool. 

He can incarnate negligiole attributes which reality frowns upon and yet 

evoke admiration for them because in the theatre we have been momentarily 

released from the attitudes and values of reason, in which reality, however 

unconsciously, immerges us. Transformed into creatures of paradox, we 

gladly join hands with the fool who transvalues values. In a picturesque 

phrase, W. Kaiser writes that the fool is ’born in a moment of truancy 

irom the worKing-day world’ (7). It is in the theatre that we see the fool 

in his natural habitat, and where we readily espouse his irresnonsible and



therefore liberating views. We come close here to the attitude of mind 

behind the folle sagesse of Le Vayer, which continually impels him to play 

truant systematically with the values of logic and reason, as we have seen 

in the last chapter. In the opuscule De la Hardiesse et de la Crainte he 

once more resorts to his playful technique of transvaluation. Moral 

philosophers, he writes, have from time immemorial extolled courage and 

generosite. But the definitions of the heroic ideal are as chimerical to 

him as the dramatic representations of it are to Moliere in La Critique de
S

A  jj.c°le des lemmes; if we were to believe them, continues Le Vayer, we would 

have to relegate valour to

... la nature des Chimeres, et des Phantomes, qui ne 
subsistent que dans 1’imagination.’ (8)

Heroism is now progressively divested of all the honour and reputation 

traditionally accorded to it. The bravest men perform nothing that opium 

or wine could not incite others of less worthy appearance to achieve. Is 

there any advantage to be gained from the adoption of Stoic pose and 

barbaric mien? And even if our courage exceeded our highest ambition, 

what benefit would accrue to us? For we would not have demonstrated our 

superiority over those of equal courage, nor would we have surpassed those 

who are stronger than ourselves. And there is no glory to be derived from 

overcoming people less valorous than we are. His favourite argument for 

the relative nature of heroism and courage is now advanced, preceded by 

the maxim that

... ce qui ^est hardiesse en un lieu, ne l’est pas ailleurs, et 
le plus haut degre" de cette Vertu passe pour un Vice dans la meilleure 
Philosophic’. (9)

This sceptical trope is now duly corroborated by an overwhelming 

documentation, culled from diverse customs, from Plato, Aristotle, Dion 

Cassius, etc., designed to prove that bravery is not such a commendable 

quality as tradition imagines it to be. (10) The way is now open for La 

Mothe to complete his paradoxical circle by justifying fully fear and
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cowardice. The authority of Solomon is once again adduced as it was with 

regard to cuckoldry in support of his thesis. A verse from Ecclesiastes 

is quoted, which makes wisdom synonymous with fear: 'Homo sapiens in omnibus 

metuit'. Additional justification is found in the fact that fear is a 

natural emotion

' ... dont personne ne se saurait dire exempt' (11).

But the most cogent vindication of it is to be found in the practical 

advantages which it confers on those who are subject to its pangs. It is 

discovered to be anadmirable remedy for illnesses of such varying natures 

as fever, paralysis, gout, dumbness, as well as hiccups and diarrhoea. It 

is also a fertile source of intelligence and ingenuity - in short, to fear 

is deemed to be the property par excellence of a thinking man, and 

conversely, not to experience fear, to bear the stigma of a senseless 

brute. (12)

La Mothe now dismisses his opuscule in his customary cavalier manner, 

averring that he conceived of it merely as a jeu innocent, suggested to 

his pacific mind by contemporary battles. (13) Certainly it would be 

unthinkable to ascribe any real importance to it. But it does illustrate 

a certain attitude to reason and language and traditional concepts, of 

which no reader of Le Vayer could fail to be aware. Can one not say as 

much of the apparently unimportant aspect of Moliere's plays treated here?

It would be pedantic to say the least to view his poltrons in any way 

seriously. But may we not discern in and through their comic ratiocinations 

something of the philosophy underlying the comic vision?

(2)

In the circle of Moliere's friends, none must have appeared more 

eccentric that Le Vayer pere. It is indeed highly ironical but nevertheless 

fitting that the Sceptic who displays such an indefatigable curiosity for 

human foible and idiosyncrasy should pass for an original himself.



Tallemant des Reaux, usually so reliable in recounting personal details, 

tells us that one of his eccentricities consisted in an obstinate refusal 

to follow the changing fashions of society. When the rest of France was 

wearing boots, he continued to wear shoes and vice versa. The figure of 

the venerable philosopher dressed in black plush habit and black shoes made 

passers-by think that he was some kind of charlatan or perhaps a minister 

in the Reformed Church. Staring fixedly in front of himself as he walked 

along, he was frequently mistaken for an astrologer lost in contemplation 

of the heavenly mysteries. (14)

His eccentric attitude to dress in particular suggested to Adam that 

Moliere was thinking of Le Vayer in his depiction of the ridiculously 

outmoded Sganarelle in L'Ecole des Maris. (15) Certainly it is at least 

conceivable that Moliere might well have made use of several of his 

outlandish habits as a basis for the creation of his comic character. We 

remember that l'abbe de la Mothe Le Vayer had already made gentle fun of 

his father's philosophy in Le Parasite Mormon and there is no reason why 

Moliere might not have followed his example. (16) Without wishing in.any

way to exclude such a possibility, it seems to me that a comparison

/
between Le Vayer's attitude to fashion and that of L'Ecole des Maris is 

more profitable.

As I have suggested before, it is as dangerous to ascribe one fixed 

line of thought to the Sceptic as it is to take the attitude of the 

raisonneur as reflecting his author's mind. In addition to his noted 

eccentricity, Le Vayer possesses a second tendency, which is just as firmly 

rooted in his nature, and which is crystallized in his philosophy. For the 

aim of the scepticism preached by this disciple of the divine Sextus, as he 

refers to his master, is to achieve a sceptical moderation in all things. 

His summum bonum is the creation of a state of mind freed from all 

perturbation and excess - and this is acquired by means of apatheia in the
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realm of opinions, and metriopatheia or moderation of the passions. (17)

This surprising discrepancy between his temperament and his reason forms 

the subject of Prose Chagrine, where he attempts to bring them into harmony.

The basic tension between eccentricity on the one hand, and moderation 

on the other, provides explicitly the comic framework for Moliere’s plays.

I say explicitly, for the conflict of excess with moderation is implicit in 

all comedy, in whatever guises they may appear. The particular 

characteristic of Moliere’s comedy however is that his characters proclaim 

explicitly their adherence to defiant eccentricity or to moderation in terms 

most likely to evoke counter-argument from the other protagonist.

On one side stands the apparently ridiculous Sganarelle, the pre

decessor of Arnolphe and Alceste, whose entire outlook is summarized in the 

famous maxim by which the misanthrope lives: ’Je veux qu'on me distingue’. 

(Act I, Sc. 1, 1. 63). His clothes ( consisting of ’hault-de-chausse, 

pourpoint, manteau, collet escarcelle et ceinture, le tout de satin coullcur 

de musq) as well as his morbid temperament symbolize his intractable opposit

ion to ’les bienseances’ (18). On the other side stands the apparently 

wiser Ariste, the forerunner of Chrysalde and Philinte, whose intellect is 

able to moderate any caprices of temperament, who would seem to enjoy the 

tranquillity of mind which is, according to Le Vayer, the ultimate term of 

wisdom. In the case of the Sceptic, the continual tension between life and 

theory allows us to follow, though somewhat erratically, the meandering

course of his thought. It is possible that the thought in Moliere’s play

/
may be understood in the same way. For L ’Ecole des Maris provides an 

excellent comparison with one of Le Vayer's innumerable Petits traites 

sceptiques, Des Habits et deleurs modes differentes (1643): the material 

resemblances between the two are not only striking, but more importantly, 

they also reveal a similar outlook on the question of fashion.

In the first scene of Moliere's play, we are present at a burlesque



debate on the subject of fashion between the two brothers, both of whom

are responsible for the upbringing of their respective wards. The

traditionalist holds fiercely to the dress in vogue in his far-distant

youth; like Le Vayer in practice, he refuses to make the slightest

concession to current fashion:

’Quoi qu’il en soit, je suis attache fortement 
A ne demordre point de mon habillement.
Je veux une coiffure, en depit de la mode,
Sous qui toute ma tete ait un abri commode;
Un bon pourpoint bien long et ferme comme il faut,
Qui, pour bien digerer, tienne l’estomac chaud;
Un haut-de-chausses fait justement pour ma cuisse;
Des souliers ou mes pieds ne soient point au supplice,
Ainsi qu’en ont use sagement nos aieux:
Et qui me trouve mal, n ’a qu’a fermer les yeux!’ (11 65-74)

His brother represents, as we shall see, the ideal attitude of a Le 

Vayer in sceptical mood, choosing to follow the anonymous j uste-milieu and 

adapting himself effortlessly to every new trend.

We find the same debate in Le Vayer’s opuscule, and it bears such 

precise resemblances to the comedy in form and content that one can imagine 

Moliere reading it and marking off passages suitable for quotation. But 

how pedestrian and pedantic it seems when compared to the lively wit that 

animates Moliere’s dialogue’. When we recall the Sceptic’s extravagant 

dress in reality, we are astonished to hear him say at the very beginning 

that he does not condemn anything in fashion in an absolute or dogmatic 

way. This inclines him initially to the side of an Ariste, but true to his 

sceptical bent, he immediately contradicts himself by veering towards the 

more traditional view of Sganarelle, saying that there are fashions so 

patently unreasonable that one simply cannot approve of them. (19)

Having completed his introductory remarks, Le Vayer brings his 

specific objection to fine clothes, saying that they may lead the unwary 

into naive confusion of a person’s worth with the fashionable cut of his 

costumec This he deems to be a necessary warning, since so many people 

would appear to make precisely that mistake:

T ... dans le cours ordinaire de la vie, les hommes y passent
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corarae la monnaie sur la marque exterieure, qui depend presque entierement 
de 1’habit’. (20)

This is precisely one of the principal motivations for the actions

of the ridicule in Moliere, whose refusal to adapt to the bienseances in

dress and custom stems from a hyper-sensitive amour-propre, which is

grievously offended by the lack of recognition which society in general

offers his merit. All the ridicules including Sganarelle are necessarily

at loggerheads with society and its codes, but the most vehement indictment

of its scorn for personal worth is undoubtedly issued by Alceste. Dressed

like his predecessor in garb which must have appeared ridiculously

antiquated to an audience in the middle of the 17th Century, 'l’homme

aux rubans verts’ as Celimene jocularly terms him, castigates those who

allow themselves to be blinded to negligible moral worth by a fashionable

exterior, as well as galants who profit from their confusion;(21)

’Mais au moins dites-moi, Madame, par quel sort 
Votre Clitandre a l’heur de vous plaire si fort?
Sur quel fonds de merite et de vertu sublime 
Appuyez-vous en lui 1’honneur de votre estime?
Est-ce par l’ongle long qu’il porte au petit doigt 
Q u’il s’est acquis chez vous l’estime ou l’on le voit?
Vous etes-vous rendue, avec tout le beau monde,
Au merite eclatant de sa perruque blonde?
Sont-ce ses grands canons qui vous le font aimer?
L ’amas de ses rubans a-t-il su vous charmer?
Est-ce par les appas de sa vaste rhingrave
Q u’il a gagne' votre ame, en faisant votre esclave?’

(Act II, Sc. 1, 11 475-86) (22)

Nothing could be calculated to be further removed from such aggressive

behaviour than the self-effacing moderation of Ariste which has often been

taken as Mcliere’s last word on the subject. (23) Although one of the first

of the raisonneurs, he epitomizes excellently the thought of his

successors in his gnomic lines

’Toujours au plus grand nombre on doit s’accommoder,
Et jamais il ne faut se faire regarder,
L ’un et 1’autre exces choque, ...f(ll 41-3)

Le Vayer provides a precise gloss of this view, when he advances 

his own viewpoint:



’Pour ce qui conceme le luxe qui se commet aux habits, il a pour 
oppose un certain mepris ordinairement accompagne de mesquinerie. Et la 
Proprete, ou Bienseance, est une raediocrite qui doit etre gardee coirane 
egalement distante de ces deux extremites vicieuses.* (24)

Le Vayer develops at great length the theory 011 which this avoidance 

of excess is based. According to him, all those who involve themselves in 

financial ruin by incurring debts for the sake of fashion are truly 

worthy of ridicule, but no less so than their counterparts who practise a 

shameful austerity in dress. The ideal is a state of mediocrite", which he 

defines as being always well-dressed, with regard to the particular 

occasion, circumstances, and company. (25) Such a theory is so typically 

vague and nuanced that it would be well-nigh impossible to disagree, and 

Sganarelle and Alceste would doubtless approve of it. But how is this 

prudent ideal to be translated into practice and what should one’s 

attitude be towards the changing fashion? The answer from Le Vayer is one 

which we have encountered before:

’J’avoue qu’il lui faut donner quelque chose et que ce serait etre 
trop rigide, de vouloir heurter toutes ses modes’. (26)

This position in practice once more corresponds exactly to the 

advice which Ariste gives to Sganarelle, as he tells him

’N’y rien trop affecter, et sans empressement
Suivre ce que l’usage y fait de changement’. (11 45-6)

The doctrine of the juste-milieu in one’s attitude to fashion is

also shared by the writers who codify the theories of honnete behaviour

throughout the century. N. Faret in his L’Honneste Homme (1630) advises 

his pupil to show a lively interest in fashion. This does not mean that 

he must forthwith ape the young etourdis at Court, who currently affect the 

fashion of wearing large boots which reach up to their arm-pits, or wear 

hats the edges of which are as broad as Italian parasols. He is critical 

also of people who set out systematically to flout current usages:

’Qu’un honnete homme se garde bien de tomber dans un tel caprice,
comme aussi de vouloir faire 1’original a inventer de nouvelles 

f aeons , ...’ (27)



365.

Likewise Grenaille disapproves of people who are too affected and

fastidious in dress, and advises moderation:

’la nouveaute me ravit, la bizarrerie me rebute’ (28)

J. Dubose writing his L’Honneste Femme about the same time, will

also stress the need for modesty, prudence and lack of excess in one’s

dress: they all anticipate the Chevalier de H e re , who distills these

precepts into an indefinable essence called justesse and bienseances

and J~aison, the study of which is the calling of the honnete homme. (29)

One of the viewpoints expressed in play and opuscule is therefore

fully aware of the honnete attitude towards fashion, and recognizes the

pressure of custom and usage from which even the most independent person

cannot free himself completely. But it is also clear that the honnete

view of fashion does not adequately account for the standpoint from which

the topic is considered by Le Vayer and Moliere’s play. Often, says Le

Vayer, custom makes us act in a way which is contrary to reason:

v k usage ordinaire l’emporte, et oblige souvent les plus sages
a le suivre, quoique la raison semble s’y opposer’. (30)

According to this, Le Vayer’s mediocrite necessarily involves a 

discrepancy between public act and private thought. It is not however a 

discrepancy which he resigns himself to accept as the only way of 

reconciling individual opinion with social convention. On the contrary, 

such an attitude is adopted with the willing lucidity of a Montaigne who 

knows well that

’la societe publique n ’a que faire de nos pensees’. (31)

This is an important consideration in Ariste’s speech, as he says in 

answer to Sganarelle’s criticism of absurd fashions:

' ... il vaut mieux souffrir d’etre au nombre des fous,
Que du sage parti se voir seul contre tous’. (11 53-4)

It is not surprising to see the result of this paradoxical opinion 

in the basic agreement of the honnete Ariste with Sganarelle’s satire.

The latter satirizes the mugets who wear



’.......  ces petits chapeaux
Qui laissent eventer leurs debiles cerveaux' (11. 25-6)

As well as

’ces grands collets jusqu'au nombril pendants’ (1. 30) 

and those wearers of ’ces souliers mignons’ which make them resemble ’des 

pigeons pattus (11. 33~4). And Ariste acknowledges the justification of 

such criticism (11. 47—50). In Ariste, the honnete homme co-exists in 

large agreement with Sganarelle, and this paradoxical and flexible position 

is represented by Le Vayer, who combines both roles with great similarity 

of expression, as he writes

... comme je ne voudrais jamais etre des premiers a porter des 
chapeaux pointus, quand ils commenc.ent d’etre a la mode, je ne voudrais 
pas aussi etre des derniers a les avoir si plats, ou de forme si carree 
comme on en parle, que chacun me remarquat par la. Je dis la meme chose 
de tout ce qui concerne notre habillement; on doit eviter sur tout, ce 
qui est extreme en chaque mode nouvelle, comme la trop grande etendue des 
collets si l’on se met a les porter plus longs que de coutume’ (32)

Like Sganarelle, he adds to his list of fashions ridiculed the 

uncomfortable vogue for walking ’mignonement chaussees’ (33)

The thought of Moliere’s play about fashion would appear to me to be 

conveyed in a way similar to Le Vayer’s paradoxical argumentation. He 

seems to amuse himself by speaking simultaneously for and against custom, 

now approving one of his characters, now the other, and finally ’lending’ 

his reserved and ironic approval to the position which allows of maximum 

flexibility in conduct. He seizes the opportunity which the character of 

Sganarelle presents for a satire of fashion, and yet seems to be as aware 

as Ariste and Le Vayer

’ ... qu’il y a beaucoup de modes auxquelles nous nous devons 
accommoder, aux unes pour le tout, aux autres en partie’ (34)

As we have seen in the last chapter, the designation of Ariste as 

raisonneur is not free from ambiguity. On the subject of fashion, it is 

Sganarelle who transposes the argument onto the plane of reason and 

unreason, as he counts his brother among ’des fous’ (1. 9), and arrogates



to himself the right of speaking in the terms of 'la Sagesse meme’ (11. 

256-7)

Behind the innocuous satire of fashion (about which Sganarelle and 

Ariste are in substantial agreement) Moliere seems to be expressing 

dramatically a sceptical principle. He who applies a rational criterion 

to fashion and to custom, as Sganarelle does in his own iconoclastic way 

and as Ariste does indirectly by his own discreet form of irony, will have 

not the slightest difficulty in pointing out its manifold absurdities. The 

attitude of the truly reasonable person however takes full account of its 

absurdities, transcending such reason as that of Sganarelle, although the 

strictures of reason stimulate and sustain his sceptical view of fashion. 

Thus Ariste, or rather the mental attitude which he represents, will never 

come into conflict with the uses and abuses of fashionable customs, however 

much they may offend his reason and taste, for his supreme rule of practice 

is fully embodied in Montaigne’s conviction

’ ... que toutes fapons escartees et particulieres partent plustost 
de folie ou d’affectation ambitieuse, que de vraye raison; (35)

Once more we find a variant form of the comic idea so central to 

Moliere's work, extolling the reason that is above reason, that is folie. 

There is nothing absolute or essential in custom, when considered in its 

absurdity, its irreducible diversity, and its mutability. But instead of 

simply criticizing it, Ariste becomes both a player in and a spectator of 

its comedy. He acts his part so well that the irate raisonneur Sganarelle 

is moved to uncover the mask of this sexagenarian:

’ ... qui, pour en faire accroire,
Cache ses cheveux blanes d'une perruque noire’ (11. 55~6)

The practical reason of Alceste would also encourage him to tell the 

/
elderly crone Emilie

’Qu'a son age il sied mal de faire la jolie’,

(Le Misanthrope, Act 1, Sc. 1,
1. 82)



To such realism, Ariste objects that Sganarelle would have him live 

continually with the image of death before his eyes and dress without 

trying to embellish the natural imperfections of old age. (11. 57-64). 

Ariste stands as the youthful vieillard, ever rejuvenated by his desire 

to play a fresh part in the continually unfolding comedy of life. For he 

is the ageless spirit of comedy itself, which epitomizes the conclusion 

of Le Vayer1s sceptical opuscule:

’La sagesse est trop ancienne, il faut vivre a la mode, quelque 
folle q u’elle puisse etre.’ (36)



C H A P T E R  10 

THE COMEDY OF HIGHER REASONING

(1)

In his Preface to Tartuffe, Moliere writes that

II n y a chose si innocente ou les homines ne puissent porter du 
crime, point d’art si salutaire dont ils ne soient capables de renverser 
les intentions, rien de si bon en soi qu’ils ne puissent t o u m e r  a de 
mauvais usages.’ (1)

In other words, he is at pains to stress that comedy is essentially 

concerned with the criticism of abuses to which an activity may be subject 

at the hands of humans, and not necessarily with the original principle 

behind it. In the Preface to Les Pre'cieuses Ridicules, he had already 

written that the most excellent things in the world could nevertheless be 

vitiated, and that he was not therefore satirizing true preciosite'. (2)

Some thirteen years later, we find Beralde employing the same argument as 

he defends Moliere’s treatment of the medical profession against the 

strictures of Argan:

✓ - . ne sont point les medecins qu’il joue, mais le ridicule de la
medecine (Le Malade Imaginaire, Act III, Sc. 3)

In answer to Argan’s protests at such chicanery, he adds that 

medicine is just one among the various human professions, and as such comes 

within the compass of comedy. The ambiguity necessary for self-defence 

against the critics is evident in such statements, and one would certainly 

have to take Beralde’s statement with a large grain of salt in view of the 

fact that Moliere had indeed satirized real doctors in L ’Amour Medecin. (3) 

With regard to preciosite and Tartuffe, one may agree with Despois and 

Mesnard that

’... dans la guerre aux abus, souvent le but est depasse'.’ (4)

In the heat of the moment, the fine distinction between abuse and 

essence may be obscured and blurred. Yet the sentence which I have quoted
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from the Preface to Tartuffe was written in recollected tranquillity,

and seems to spring from the same dispassionate scrutiny of human activities

which prompts Le Vayer to preface his remarks on medicine by saying that

A 1••• meilleures choses, et les plus dignes d ’estime, peuvent
etre calomniees.’ (5)

The sceptical perspective on man’s attitude to various subjects

necessarily contains its own inherent ambiguity, since he is regarded as

being liable to corrupt even the most precious of things. Therefore it

is not surprising to see Le Vayer writing of medicine as being

’ ... une profession aussi considerable qu’elle est necessaire a la
vieT .

whilst qualifying this elsewhere, by remarking that although it ought to

be considered as a divine gift to men, yet its practice is somewhat different

since

*... toutes choses sont melees en ce monde’ (6)

It is typical of his dual approach to each subject treated that he 

should again write of medicine as follows:

’Pour moi qui respecte la medecine, qui la crois, hors de ses
abus, fort utile au genre humain ...T (7)

It is just such a perspective on his subject which Moliere seems to

share as he goes on to say in his Preface to Tartuffe that

’La medecine est un art profitable, et chacun la revere comme une 
des plus excellentes choses que nous ayons; et cependant, il y a eu des 
temps ou elle s ’est rendue odieuse, et souvent on en a fait un art
d fempoisonner les homines.’ (8)

Montaigne had already said that as regards Medecine he honoured its

glorious name and the promise of its usefulness to humanity; but with

respect to medicine as practised at the time, he neither honoured nor

appreciated it. (9)

Gassendi adopts a similar attitude. He will not decry an art which

in itself is very salutary or impugn the reputation of those illustrious

doctors who practise it; yet in spite of his apparently conciliatory
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remarks, he too says that

... je plains simplement l’etat et la condition des choses humaines, 
qui a fait que cet Art qui de tous les Arts devrait etre le plus utile au 
genre humain, ait ete jusques a present sujet a une si grande inconstance, 
et incertitude;’ (10)

lioliere would seem to me to approach the subject of medicine with the 

same sceptical frame of mind which refuses to condemn it definitively and 

dogmatically, wnilst criticizing amply the present pass to which it has 

come. It is a frame of mind which is almost never to be equated simply 

with opposition to the object of ridicule, but rather one which, at one 

remove from the diversity of opinions and attitudes presented, views the 

comedy to which they give rise with the eye of a Sceptic beholding the 

variations which humanity elaborates on a given theme. The subject of 

medicine and doctors in Moliere’s theatre would therefore seem to be far more 

complex tlian the conventional status which it has long held in comedy 

would at first suggest; in a different framework, but in recognizable form, 

it is used to illustrate a certain sceptical view of life. (11)

(2)

Le Vayer, in a sceptical treatise on the theme of sickness and health, 

considers the vagaries which characterize the approach of humans to illness.

He begins by stating the conventional attitude: illness is to be avoided

and health is to be held in inestimable value

’puisque tous les autres biens ne se goutent sans elle qu’imparfaite- 
ment’ (12)

But on reflection, he admits that everything in life partakes to some 

extent of what seems to be its direct opposite: health after all is not

without its disadvantages, and conversely, illness not without its 

advantages. Not content with his first paradox, he goes a stage further in 

his reductio ad absurdum of traditional values. Some people, far from 

regarding illnesses as something to be avoided at all costs,

’les ont jugees plutot plaisantes qu’autrement, et des autres les ont 
recherchees, et qui sont alles au devant d’elles pour les faire venir ... 
qui se sont procure les maladies, parce qu’ils les preferaient a la sante.’ (13)



He carefully points out that it is an observable fact that such 

people derive nioj.e pleasure from an illness which they simulate or provol-ce 

than from their normal health:

’... c’est une proposition veritable, quelque extravagante qu’elle 
paraisse ... il y en a qui ne se peuvent passer d'elle, et qui semblent
meme s’y attacher avec affection’. (14)

It is precisely such an extravagance which provides the t h e m  of 

Le Malade Imaginaire. Moliere must have experienced at least some of 

the bewilderment at the attitude of an Argan which leads Beralde to tell 

him

’... vous etes un homme d ’une grande prevention, ... vous voyez 
les choses avec d ’etranges yeux.’ (Act III, Sc. 6)

Tiie which Argan plays out gives him as much pleasure as that

provided for Alceste by his self-righteous indignation at the wrongs of 

humanity, or that which Orgon derives from his religiosity. For the 

iracund Argan is the man who is perfectly healthy, who likes nothing 

better than to quarrel with Toinette, until he remembers that he must be 

ill. Indeed, his illness is the means whereby he can indulge his 

irascible temper with apparent impunity. When the servante cleverly 

forestalls his outbursts by crying aloud in feigned pain at having bumped 

into the door in her eagerness to attend him, he exclaims in frustration

’Quoi? il faudra encore que je n ’aye pas le plaisir de la 
quereller.' (Act I, Sc. 2) (15)

She underlines the dual comedy which they play by telling him

’Si vous avez le plaisir de quereller, il faut bien que, de mon cote,
j ’aye le plaisir de pleurer: chacun le sien, ce n ’est pas trop.’

Since Argan’s private comedy is the major theme, around which the 

comic view of medicine is woven, Moliere takes care to point out persistently 

the discrepancy between Argan’s imagined state and his ruddy exterior.

At his paroxysm of anger, Toinette reminds him with ironic sollicitude

’Doucement, Monsieur, vous ne songez pas que vous etes malade.’

(Act I, Sc. 5) (16)

Cleante, imagining that he is bestowing a compliment on the father
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of his amante, tells Argan

Monsieur, je suis ravi de vous trouver debout et de voir que vous 
vous portez mieux’

Espousing once more Argan?s comedy, Toinette replies

’Comment q u’il se porte mieux’? Cela est faux. Monsieur se porte
toujours mal.’ (Act II, Sc. 2)

And Argan readily agrees with her. (17)

Occasionally Toinette steps out of his comedy to ask him piquantly:

Monsieur, mettez la main a la conscience: est-ce que vous etes
malade?’ (Act I, Sc. 5)

Beralde will ask the same question later, when Argan tells him that 

it is easy for a man in good health to speak against medicine:

’Mais quel mal avez-vous?’ ( Act III, Sc. 4)

On each occasion Argan’s reaction is one of enraged impotence at 

his inability to give a definitive answer which will permit of no further 

questioning. The doctors of course enter wholeheartedly and profitably 

into his comedy. Argan is immensely heartened when his own premonition is 

confirmed by Diafoirus’ diagnosis:

Dico que le pouls de Monsieur est le pouls d ’un homme qui ne se
porte point bien.’ (Act II, Sc. 6)

What is the nature of Argan’s illness? It is often suggested that 

he suffers from neurasthenia, hypocondria, or psychosomatic troubles to 

which Moliere himself is supposed to have been subject. (18) But it is 

not necessary to import into the play such explicitly medical considerations 

which must have been far from the mind of the creator of the comedy.

Argan’s ’malady’ can in fact best be understood within the framework of 

the play. Toinette tells him that ’vous etes fort malade ... plus malade

que vous ne pensez’ (Act I, Sc. 5) and Beralde will provide the

interpretation to her somewhat cryptic remark when he says to his brother:

... est-il possible q u’il n ’y ait pas moyen de vous guerir de la 
maladie des medecins ... ’ (Act III, Sc. 4)
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In fact, it is just another variant of the malady which attends the 

imaginaire in Moliere's plays. Just as the superstition of an Orgon is 

the essential condition of Tartuffe’s ascendancy over him, so it is Argan’s 

credulous belief in the omniscience of his doctors which is responsible for 

the great influence which they exercise over him. Hence his monomania 

which consists essentially in believing that it is the ’lavements’ and the 

medicines prescribed for him which are instrumental in keeping him alive.

When Beralde tells him that the ultimate proof of his excellent health is 

that he has been able to resist all the medicaments taken, and is still 

alive, he replies that Monsieur Purgon has told him that he would die 

within three days if he ceased to take them. (Act III, Sc. 3)

Moliere here exploits this basic theme, the effect of subjective imag

ination over an individual, to its utmost limits. Argan, like Monsieur 

Jourdain, but unlike an imaginaire such as Harpagon, is curable and is in 

fact cured. But his imaginary malady, that is, credulity, can only be 

cured by an imaginary cure - an imagined reception into an imagined Faculty 

of Medicine is the only homeopathy which can be practised on Argan with 

promise of success. (19) The cure will therefore be founded upon 

precisely the same principle which underlies not only his malady, but the 

cause of that malady - that is, upon the tour de passe-passe which forms 

the authority of doctors. Beralde explains the mechanics of such an 

illusory art to Argan, who sees his ignorance of Latin as a major obstacle 

to Beralde’s suggestion that he become his own doctor:

' L’on n ’a qu’a parler avec une robe et un bonnet, tout galimatias 
devient savant, et toute sottise devient raison’ (Act III, Scene derniere)

Once garbed as a doctor, one not only believes oneself to be one, 

but is believed to be one by others also. Sganarelle, in Le Medecin Malgre 

Lui, provides a case in point. In spite of having medical authority 

forcibly imposed upon him, he is able to verify the truth of Beralde’s remark, 

as he tells Leandre that
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’Je ne sais point sur quoi cette imagination leur est venue; 
mais quand j ai vu qu’a toute force ils vouloient que je fusse medecin> 
je me suis resolu de l'etre, aux depens de qui il appartiendra.’

(Act III, Sc. 1) (20)

The comedy of the reception into the Faculty gathers up all the 

themes of the play as it symbolizes what Pascal calls ’la puissance de 

1 imagination (21) — since Argan is irreconcilably opposed to reality, 

and therefore unable to distinguish it from imagination (imagination is 

for him reality), it only remains for the world to be formally 

metamorphosed into his dream-world. As Beralde remarks of the projected 

ceremony

... ce n ’est pas tant le jouer, que s’accommoder a ses fantaisies’

(Act III, Scene Demiere)

The reception into the Faculty is itself a microcosm of comedy in 

general, which symbolizes both the world of the imagination and the power 

of imagination. At the end of L’Amour Medecin, La Comedie sings with 

Le Ballet et La Musique

’Sans nous tous les hommes
Deviendroient mal sains,
Et c'est nous qui sommes
Leurs grands medecins.' (Act III, Scene Demiere) (22)

The theme of the Autre Prologue of Le Malade Imaginaire is similarly 

derisory about the achievements of medicine:

'Votre plus haut savoir n'est que pure chimere,
Vains et peu sages medecins;'

It is by comedy that Argan is 'cured', that is, restored to 

euphoria, and it is by comedy that we are led to laugh at the products 

of human sagesse and ingenuity. In both cases the therapeutic of comedy 

consists in the re-affirmation of the role of imagination, and its 

superiority to the prosaic world of reality. With one stroke of 

imagination, laborious human effort is nullified and discounted: the

forms of reason and coherence which command at least our deference in reality, 

are gloriously swept aside by the power of the comic vision as we enter 

into Argan's fantasy and euphoria.
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It is no exaggeration to say that imagination fulfils a similarly 

necessary and therapeutic role for La Mothe Le Vayer. To cast his 

glance over innumerable contradictions and attitudes, to be able to 

pull down the fabric of human achievements at one fell swoop, constitutes 

one of the mainsprings of his ’Chere Epoque’. In particular he delights 

to extol the power of imagination in medicine and oppose it to what he 

scornfully terms ’1’imbecillite de l’Art’: its role here serves to

nourish his sceptical view of man in general as a thoroughly unpredictable

creature, governed by caprice and fantasy:

’... considerez que le moindre effort de lfimagination fait plus en 
un moment, que tous les remedes de Galien ou d'Avicenne. ... C’est 
pcurquoi tout le monde avoue, qu’une bonne partie de la sante d'un malade
depend de la bonne opinion de celui qui le traite.1 (23)

Argan!s ’cure’ is directly linked to the excellent opinion which he 

has of himself as both doctor and patient. Gassendi notes the corollary 

of this phenomenon of the imagination, saying that we see people

’... qui de crainte d’etre malade le deviennent ...’ (24)

Montaigne devotes a lengthy chapter to a consideration of La Force de 

1’Imagination: many doctors, he remarks, cunningly promise a cure to their

patients, in the expectation that

’... 1'effect de 1’imagination supplisse 1’imposture de leur 
aposeme.’ (25)

Le Vayer, after Montaigne, does not consider the role of the 

imagination in medicine as unrelated to other activities which in his 

view profit from the same source. He sees other occupations as exploiting 

man’s credulity in much the same way:

’... la Divination, la Pretrise, et la Medecine, jointes ensemble ... 
se pretent la main admirablement bien l’une a 1’autre.’ (26)

In other words, the man who believes in the truth of medicine is

likely to be just as fascinated by other systems which appeal mainly to 

his faculties of imagination and belief. Elsewhere, Le Vayer suggests 

that this is especially the case with those who are of a 'humeur



melancolique' or a 'temperament atrabilaire'; such are the physiological

symptoms which, to Le Vayer, can predispose someone to credulous belief.

(27) Argan is fully in the line of the greatest of all the atrabilaires

in Moliere’s plays, Alceste, and it is his melancholic foreboding about the

state of his health which prompts him to project the marriage of

Angelique with Diafoirus fiIs (Act I, Sc. 5). He regards medicine with

religious awe, with the same kind of passive fascination and obeisance

so discernible in Orgon s attitude to Tartuffe. When Beralde tells him

tnat he ought to see one of Moliere’s comedies about doctors, he is

scandalized that someone should satirize in a theatre

’des personnes venerables comme ces Messieurs-la’ (Act III, Sc. 3)

He hopes that Medicine will punish his brother for such sacrilege,

by telling him when ill

'Creve, creve'. cela t’apprendra une autre fois a te jouer a la 
Faculte!'

He goes over the multifarious medicaments which he has taken with

the reverence of a saint reading his breviary (Act I, Sc. 1); he observes

the most trivial of instructions with a punctiliousness which betokens a man

whose physical salvation depends upon his slavish obedience in each

detail. Thus he asks Diafoirus gravely

’Monsieur, combien est-ce qu’il faut mettre de grains de sel dans 
un oeuf?’ (Act II, Sc. 6) (28)

He refuses to take off his ’bonnet’ when the Diafoirus enter,

because Monsieur Purgon has told him not to. He does not need to be told

the reason for such practice; it is sufficient that he should be told by

medical authority, and consequently tells them mysteriously

'Vous etes du metier, vous savez les consequences’ (Act II, Sc. 5)

In his discussion with his brother about medicine, he asks him in the

shocked tones of a simple believer who has just discovered that he is

talking to an atheist
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’Vous ne croyez done point a la medecine?’ (Act III, Sc. 3)

We remember that Sganarelle had also put the same question to Dom 

Juan, and had connected it explicitly to his master’s unbelief of religion:

’Comment, Monsieur, vous etes aussi impie en medecine?* (Dom Juan,

Act IlT7 Sc. 1)

The climax to Argan’s superstitious faith in medicine is reached when 

Purgon discovers that his patient has disobeyed his orders (prompted by 

Beralde of course) by refusing his specially prepared ’lavement’. The 

doctor enters with hieratic gesture and authoritarian fiat: his voice rises

as he describes Argan’s action in increasingly stronger terms - his refusal 

is successively qualified as a

 ̂ ’hardiesse bien grande , une etrange rebellion d’un malade contre son 
medecin ... un attentat enorme contre la medecine ... un crime de lese - 
Faculte, qui ne se peut assez punir’ (Act III, Sc. 5)

Retribution follows this terrible diagnosis as he menaces his 

erstwhile patient with frightening maladies which progress from ’bradypepsie’ 

to 'privation de vie1, until Argan falls prostrate, convinced that the 

doctor s curse has killed him. Medicine avenges itself by anathematizing 

the reprobate, damning him not to eternal torment, but to a living death. (29)

It is clear that the absolute power which the doctors have over 

Argan’s imagination could also be confused easily with the power of the 

Church over the simple believer. Le Malade Imaginaire contains the 

sceptical implication which Le Vayer boldly makes explicit when he connects 

belief in medicine with belief in divination and ecclesiastical authority. *

Beralde’s reply to Argan’s imaginations is couched in a similarly 

ambiguous form. There is no need to fear Purgon, he tells him:

’Est-ce un oracle qui a parle? II semble, a vous entendre, que 
Monsieur Purgon tienne dans ses mains le filet de vos jours, et que, 
d’autorite supreme, il vous 1’allonge et vous le raccourcisse comme il 
lui plait. Songez que les principes de votre vie sont en vous~meme, et 
que le courroux de Monsieur Purgon est aussi peu capable de vous faire 
mourir que ses remedes de vous faire vivre.’ (Act III, Sc. 6)

These words would seem to have been written by a man who was as 

convinced of the ineradicable hold of imagination over men as he was of the
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desirability of employing reason as the criterion for one's judgment. He

certainly seems to have been at least as aware of these contradictory 

aspects of man as Le Vayer was. In De la Credulite', the Sceptic writes 

that man is such a credulous being

’... qu’il ne faut pour etablir les plus grandes faussetes qu’avoir 
la hardiesse de les dire, ou de les ecrire.’

This is possible, he writes, because men are never so ingenious as 

they are whenever intent on deceiving themselves. Beralde, reminding 

Argan tnat he and he alone has authority over what he believes, affirms the 

cardinal principle of scepticism that one should never defer to anv other 

authority than that constituted by one’s own critical judgment. He is 

saying here no more and no less than the 17th Century Sceptics, whenever 

they repeat one of their favourite maxims culled from Epicharmus:

... 1 incredulite (est) le nerf, et le plus fort soutien de la 
sagesse des hommes;’ (30)

(3)

The resemblances between the dogmatic approach of medicine and of 

the Church in Le Malade Imaginaire are not surprising when we take into 

account some remarks by Francois Bernier, who was one of Moliere’s 

intimate friends. In the Preface to a satire dated 25th August, 1671, which

bore the grandiose title ’Requeste des maistres es arts, professeurs et regens

de 1’universite de Paris, presentee a la Cour souveraine de Parnasse ...

ensemble 1 arrest intervenu sur la dite requeste contre tous ceux qui

jjjretendent faire, enseigner ou croire de nouvelles decouvertes qui ne 

soient pas dans Aristote.’(A Delpnes, 1671),he tells us that the occasion 

for it was provided by certain theologians of the Sorbonne, who saw that 

the philosophy of Descartes was gaining ground within the Faculty and 

threatened to supplant the traditional kristotelianism on which the official 

philosophy and dogma of the Church was based. (31)

iney endeavoured to obtain a condemnation of his works by reviving 

an ancient decree of September 1624, which, according to Bernier, forbad



'd'enseigner d 1autre doctrine que celle qui est contenue dans Les 
Livres d'Aristote' (32)

The answer which they received from Parlement was that it would be 

better to effect reform in the teachings of Aristotle than to abandon 

experimentation which was proving him wrong in the details of physical 

sciences. But Boileau took it upon himself to draw up a decree to 

console the theologians, and this was L*Arret Burlesque (1671). Bernier 

goes on to say that Moliere had been observing these events with interest, 

and had intended to write a play about the intrigues of the various factions 

involved. He had even selected an actor who bore a striking physical 

resemblance to one of the principal people involved in the dispute. But 

he changed his mind on learning that the main body of the University had no 

interest in the quarrel, and that it had in fact been caused by several 

factious members, whom enemies of the University had encouraged with the 

intention of discrediting it completely. (33) Moliere, seeing that the 

rich comic potential of such a situation had been partially averted, or
s

diminished, doubtless felt that it would not have the topicality required 

for a satire. So he turned to another subject which offered more 

perennial interest as well as the opportunity of satirizing some of the 

archaic aspects of University thought, namely that of medicine.

Aristotelianism had been, as Le Vayer writes, the only philosophy 

tolerated in the schools since the end of the thirteenth century. (34)

By the time of Moliere’s play, it had been seriously discredited by 

discoveries of new countries and customs, as well as by those in physical 

sciences such as the circulation of the blood by Harvey (Exercitatio 

Anatomica, 1623) and the new cosmology of Copernicus and Galileo. (35) 

Medicine had been subject to the stultifying influence of Aristotle's 

dogmatism, and to the rules of his dialectic, which examined each case 

according to the time-honoured method of Definition, Division, and Argument.
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Thus Thomas Diafoirus invites Argan’s daughter to hear him reason about 

the dissection of a corpse (Act II, Sc. 5). Gassendi, in his lengthy 

attack on Aristotle’s entire system, professes astonishment that such a 

mode of approach does not include the most important consideration, namely 

a method of discovery. This he says is calamitous, for once the door is 

opened to reasoning instead of experimentation, all hope of enlightenment 

must go. (36) The practice of medicine was further complicated by the 

fact that the doctors reasoned according to notions which were extremely 

rudimentary indeed. The basis of their art was provided by the theory 

of temperament, handed down from Galen and Hippocrates, which allowed for 

four principal substances in the body - ’le sang*, ’la Pituite’ or ’flegme’, 

’la bile jaune’, and ’la melancolie’. All the humours were held to be 

present, but usually one dominated the others and constituted the 

temperament. According to the composition of bodily humours, one was 

either of sanguine temperament, or phlegmatic, or bilious, or melancholy.

If all four were in balance, then one was healthy; if one was ill, then 

a balance had to be restored by bleeding or by purging. (37) Thus in 

L Amour M e d e c m  the four doctors conclude their deliberation, and M. Tomes 

tells Sganarelle

’Monsieur, nous avons raisonne"" sur la maladie de votre fille, et mon 
avis, a moi, est que cela procede d ’une grande chaleur de sang: ainsi
je conclus a la saigner le plus tot que vous pourrez.’ (Act II, Sc. 4)

When Purgon has disappeared with his threats, Argan laments to Beralde:

’A h’, mon frere, il sait tout mon temperament et la maniere dont il 
faut me gouverner.’ (Act III, Sc. 6)

Gassendi is not convinced by the current notions regarding medicine, 

any more than he is by the pretended infallibility of Aristotelianism. All 

he does with regard to the first is to express his modest doubts, and, as 

regards the second, his belief in the vanity and uncertainty of human 

knowledge. (33) Beralde and Le Vayer are likewise united against the 

dogmatism of both. As Beralde says, the art of medicine consists in
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... un. specieux babil, qui vous donne des mots pour des raisons, 
et des promesses pour des effets.1 (Act III, Sc. 3)

If one accepts their premises, as does Argan, the promise of 

fulfilment is impressive. But for Beralde

’Lorsqu’un medecin vous parle d’aider, de secourir, de soulager la 
nature, ... lorsqu’il vous parle de rectifier le sang, de temperer les 
entrailles et le cerveau, ... il vous dit justement le roman de la 
madecine.’ (Act III, Sc. 3)

Le Vayer expresses this thought more laconically when he writes that 

of most of the doctors he knows

'La plupart d’eux promettent trop, et tiennent trop peu.’ (39)

The grandiose dogmatism of Moliere’s doctors stems from their belief 

in the infallibility of the precepts of medicine, and their unswerving 

fidelity to them in practice. Diafoirus pere fondly expresses parental 

pleasure that his son Thomas

'... s’attache aveuglement aux opinions de nos anciens, ...' (Act II,

Sc. 5)

and that he should have proved dogmatically that the blood should not 

circulate in the body. (40)

His doctors illustrate better than anyone the inerrable formalism 

which becomes a substitute for experiment, a refuge from error, and 

eventually an end in itself. Diafoirus pere poses as the principal maxim

governing their art that

’On n ’est oblige qu’a traiter les gens dans les formes’ (Act II, Sc. 5)

(41) '

M. Macroton tells Sganarelle that at least he will have the 

consolation of knowing that his daughter has died ’dans les formes’ and 

M. Tomes can inform Lisette that the person whom she says has died cannot 

possibly be dead because his malady has not yet reached the fatal term 

prescribed for it. (L’Amour Medecin, Act II, Sc. 5, Sc. 2)

An inexhaustiblesource of comedy for Moliere, medical infallibility is, 

as one might expect, the object of many of Le Vayer’s witty shafts. In 

Prose Chagrine, one of the subjects which keep alive his chagrin at the
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ways of the world is provided by the medical profession, which he 

accuses of

f... une vanite Dogmatique et magistrale, comme s’ils ne pouvaient 
jamais errer, et que leur art fut exempt de mecompte.' (42)

The vanity which sets them apart from others contributes powerfully 

to the infallible status which they give themselves. When one listens 

to them, says Beralde, one believes them to be ’les plus habiles gens du 

monde’. Argan is outraged that they should appear on the comic stage 

as butts of Moliere1s wit! Beralde replies that they, just as much as 

anyone else, do not enjoy immunity from comedy. (Act III, Sc. 3) Le 

Vayer, for all his professed respect for the art of medicine, brings 

against it the same fundamental criticism which he, like comedy, applies 

rigorously to every other discipline:

’N ’est-ce point, que dans cette profession, de meme qu’en la plupart 
des autres, 1 opinion de tout savoir fait que nous ne savons pas assez, parce 
que presumant que nous n ’ignorons rien, quand nous sommes arrives a la 
connaissance de nos peres, nous ne cherchons plus au dela ... ' (43)

It is such vainglorious dogmatism which gives rise to the facetious 

anecdote in Le Vayer, re- told, in one form or another, by each character 

in Moliere’s plays who dons medical garb. He gives Socrates as the author 

of the story in which a painter gives up his metier in order to become a 

doctor; he recognizes how provident the promotion has been:

’... il en avait use finement, puisque la terre couvrirait a l’avenir 
ses fautes, qui etaient avant son changement exposees a la vue de tout le 
monde.1 (44)

Sganarelle, in Le Medecin Malgre Lui, has also changed his profession 

and is likewise gratified with the philosophy of medicine:

’Les bevues ne sont point pour nous; et c’est toujours la faute de 
celui qui meurt’ (Act III, Sc. 1)

One finds, he adds, a discretion and courtesy among the dead which 

never lead them to complain. Diafoirus pere speaks as a professional 

doctor in the same vein. Provided that you follow the rules of the art, 

you do not have to answer for anything to anyone:
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... oil no se met point en peine de tout ce qui peut arriver. *

(Act II, Sc. 5)

Within such a flexible ethic, contradictions and difficulties cannot 

be said to exist, for the doctors are able to rationalize each occurrence so 

that it squares with their premise of infallibility. Dom Juan underlines 

this to Sganarelle:

TH s  ne font rien que recevoir la gloire des heureux succes, et tu 
peux profiter comme eux du bonheur du malade, et voir attribuer a tes 
remedes tout ce qui peut venir des faveurs du hasard et des forces de la 
nature.' (Dom Juan, Act III, Sc. 1)

Le Vayer, writing several years after this play, will say essentially 

the same thing in his Doute Sceptique. A doctor can never be said to err, 

’soit que le patient succombe, soit qu’il guerisse.' For if he dies, the 

gloomy prognosis which the doctor always takes care to give is verified,and 

if he lives, his recovery is hailed as a truly remarkable cure effected by 

medical skill. (45)

They take their code to even more paradoxical conclusions than this. 

One of their main precepts, says Le Vayer in De la Sante^, is that one should 

mistrust a healthy disposition, and that it should even be deliberately 

undermined by medicine in order to forestall illness, which was supposed 

to follow in the natural course of events. (46) Sganarelle tells the 

robust Jaqueline to beware of her present disposition and offers to give 

her ’quelque petite saigneV or ’quelque petit clystere dulcifiant.’

To Geronte’s astonished question as to the reason for bleeding someone 

who is not at all ailing, he replies authoritatively that just as one 

drinks to quench one’s future thirst, so too

f... il faut se faire aussi saigner pour la maladie a venir.1

(Le Me^decin Malgre^ Lui, Act II,

Sc. 4.)

In spite of the patently comic way in which individual doctors are 

presented in the plays, they seem collectively to hold a place closely 

akin to that of the hypocrites like Tartuffe, Dom Juan, etc. The latter, 

in his famous speech on the advantages of hypocrisy, extols it as an
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artful imposture which is always respected; although he may be discovered, 

no one dares to attack the powerful cabale of which he is a member.

(Act V, Sc. 2) If one member is exposed to public censure, all the 

hypocrites unite fiercely to defend him. It is in such a way that the lib

ertin hopes to profit from the foiblesses of men, which make them fear any 

kind of vested interest. His medical counterpart Filerin, in L ’Amour 

ĵ d.ecin describes how he and his confreres profit from the inordinate love 

men have for life, 1le plus grand foible des hommes’, as he adjures the 

dissentient doctors to forsake their differences about diagnosis for the 

sake of artful imposture. It is sufficient that knowledgeable people 

should be aware of their dissensions

’sans decouvrir encore au peuple, par nos debats et nos querelles, 
la forfanterie de notre art.* (Act III, Sc. 1)

Le Vayer also suggests that they form a ’cabale puissante’, ready to 

vilify anyone who disagrees with them. Yet, he adds, there is scarcely 

an axiom in their art which is not the subject of bitter contestation. (47)

But not all doctors are as scheming as Filerin, just as every hypocrite 

is not as clever as Tartuffe or Dom Juan. Beralde sketches a kind of 

medical hierarchy in which the various doctors of Le Malade Imaginaire 

occupy different places. Some practise medicine as superstitiously as 

Argan venerates it; thus Purgon is 'un homme tout me'decin’ thinking it a 

crime to question the most trivial of rules. He bleeds and purges and 

expedites into the next world in the most punctilious fashion. (Act III,

Sc. 3) He resembles a practitioner described by Le Vayer, who, when 

asked the cause of a certain disease, replied that ’cela arrivait ainsi,

parce que c’etait la coutume’. (48) As Le Vayer remarks maliciously

all doctors are not ’d’une egale capacite’: once you challenge the

authority of doctors like Purgon, who practise their art so unthinkingly,

(ils) crient aux ignorants, et s’irritent jusqu’a convertir tout
ce qu’ils ont de flegme en bile’ (49)

Even this description does scant justice to the anathema which Purgon
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directs against the sin of questioning medical authority. The second 

type of doctor mentioned by Beralde is of course the one who practises 

profitably, although completely disabused about his art himself.

Diafoirus gere doubtless belongs to this class with Filerin, prescribing 

medicines, which, as Montaigne is careful to note, they avoid taking 

themselves. (50)

Whether they are abused or disabused about medicine, both kinds 

of doctor derive not a negligible part of their authority from the fact 

that its precepts are couched in ancient languages. Thomas Diafoirus 

impresses the uncomprehending Argan by giving his diagnosis in Latin 

(Act II, Sc. 6); a more honest impostor, Sganarelle, asks Geronte if he 

understands Latin. On hearing that he does not, he proceeds to deliver 

his diagnosis in Latin gibberish (Le Medecin Malgre Lui, Act II, Sc. 4).

If Montaigne writes that

*** C !est folie de conseiller un homme pour son profit par maniere 
non intelligible.’

he also says that it was an excellent beginning for medicine to provide 

itself with ’un langage a part' in order to make it more mysterious and 

esoteric to the uninitiated. (51) The use of a mysterious language 

however makes as little impression upon Le Vayer as it does on Beralde. If

all the precepts and reasonings of medicine come from Greek, says the

Sceptic, then it is also true that

’la foi de ses professeurs n ’etait pas mo ins Grecque ou suiette a
caution.’ (52)

When the exasperated Argan asks Beralde if he thinks doctors know 

nothing, the reply is deeply ironic:

Si fait, mon frere. Ils savent la plupart de fort belles humanites, 
savent parler en beau latin, savent nommer en grec toutes les maladies ...’

(Act III, Sc. 3)

Le Vayer, if equally as sceptical about their ability to heal, is less 

ironic as regards their positive attributes. His respect, he says, is 

based on the fact that he does not know any people who are more studious,



or who cultivate more diligently 1ce que nous entendons par le nom de belles 

lettres *. (53) Perhaps this is one occasion on which Moliere would 

have agreed with his friend l’abbe de La Mothe Le Vayer, in viewing the phil

osopher as a trifle pedantic and academic in his approach to life. (54)

(4)

As always in the sceptical attitude to a particular question, the

negative side preponderates and this is equally true of its view of

medicine. But invariably there is also a positive side to the question.

In -P-̂ oblemes Sceptiques Le Vayer employs his familar tactic of arguing

firstly in favour of a question, and then against it. To the question

> Faut il deferer aux invectives, dont usent beaucoup de personnes,
a 1 exemple de Caton, contre la medecine?’

he answers both ’Non’ and ’Oui’. (55)

Likewise, Moliere might well have considered Act III Sc. 3 of 

JdL?[a 1 a.4fL. . 9  in which Beralde and Argan discuss their opposing views 

on medicine, as a debate of a similar kind. Argan’s credulous faith in 

medicine provides the ideal pretext and stimulus for the expression of 

Beralde's ideas on the topic. He prefaces his views by saying that he 

envisages the subject ’en philosophe’. In other words, he brings to 

the discussion a detachment which keeps intact his critical faculties so 

enabling him to attack without qualm the shibboleth which dominates his 

brother's thoughts and actions. Le Vayer starts from the same critical 

frame of mind. Everyone is obliged to consider the question of the 

preservation of his health !en vrai Philosophe* and not ’en Sophiste’,

that is, as someone who is facile prey to fallacious promises and emotional 

catchwords. (56)

What then is the philosopher’s attitude to medicine and health?

The first article in Beralde’s philosophic belief is that doctors know 

absolutely nothing at all about medicine, apart from the names of the 

maladies which they describe eloquently but cannot cure. Le Vayer is
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equally as devastating towards them. Medicine he dismisses as only ’un 

art de conjecture’, a grossly imperfect science mid-way between ’le savoir 

et l’ignorer’. He advises them to substitute ’un grain de Sceptique’ 

for so many dogmatic assertions, to embrace ’des doutes ingenus et raisonnables 

(57) Such a confession of ’docte ignorance’ is an indispensable preliminary 

to advancement; it is an open-minded state, prepared to admit faults and to

welcome the new knowledge and discoveries which experiments bring to a branch

of science. In Doute Sceptique he clarifies its meaning,saying that we 

must not always be ready to think that we can pierce to the mysteries of 

Nature, which is infinitely more complex than we can ever know:

’En verite elle a sa conduite bien diffe^ente de celle que nous 
lui voudrions prescrire, et ses fins apparemment sont toutes autres que 
nous ne les figurons.’

Nature, he adds, is like its creator, since both

' ... aiment parfois a se cacher afin qu’on les cherche.’ (58)

Is this not the same attitude implicit in Beralde’s observation

’... que les ressorts de notre machine sont des mysteres, jusques 
ici, ou les hommes ne voient goutte, et que la nature nous a mis au-devant 
des yeux des voiles trop epais pour y connoitre quelque chose?’

Both attitudes seem to me to admit of further progress, whilst 

frankly confessing that what we do and can know will always be over

shadowed by the ultimate secrets which Nature withholds from our inquiring 

gaze.

It seems futile to attempt to give Moliere any more precise view of 

medical science than that implied in Beralde’s cryptic remark, which is 

fully consistent with the thought of other plays. He was, after all, 

neither a doctor, nor the author of a scientific textbook. Yet there 

is one burlesque event in Le Medecin Malgre Lui as well as in the writings 

of the Sceptic which illustrates perfectly the open-minded view of things 

at which Beralde hints. When Sganarelle has terminated his learned 

’diagnosis’ on Lucinde’s illness her father Geronte congratulates him but 

ventures to make one observation:
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H  n y a qu une seule chose qui m'a choquej c'est l'cndroit 
du foie et du coeur, II me semble que vous les placez autrement qu'ils ne 
sont, que le coeur est du cote gauche, et le foie du cote droit.' (Act II,

Sc. 4)’

When Sganarelle utters his famous riposte

I .  • /  # • « #
Oui, cela etoit autrefois ainsi; mais nous avons change tout cela, 

et nous faisons maintenant la medecine d'une methode toute nouvelle.'

he is not merely expressing the disregard of comedy for reason and fixed

dogma, but also alluding to a curious event retold by Le Vayer in one of

Petits Traites ... entitled De la Diversite des Sentiments. Le Vayer

relates that the corpse of a criminal executed in Paris was dissected.

This was a common enough occurrence, but what the doctors found was stranger

by far than expected:

I • / /
... le corps patibulaire ... rendit l'Ecole Galenique fort etonnee, 

quand on lui trouva les entrailles disposees de telle sorte, qu'il avait 
a droite toutes les parties, qui ont accoutume d'etre a gauche, et non 
seulement la Rate au cote droit, aussi bien que le Foie a 1 'opposite, mais 
le coeur meine penchant vers le lieu, d'ou il s'eloigne par embas ordinaire- 
ment, et 1'orifice superieur de l'estomac, avec sa decharge vers les 
intestins, tout au rebours de leur situation commune.'

How many sufferers from hepatic illnesses, he muses ironically, 

must have been treated instead for disorders of the spleen, when they 

complained of pains in their left side I And for how many mistaken 

diagnoses and treatments has this strange caprice on nature's part been 

responsible? His judgment on the matter is exactly that which is 

deeply embedded in Sganarelle's quiproquo as well as in Beralde's 

philosophic attitude. How great is the hiatus between the secret workings

of nature and the presumptuous knowledge of those

'... qui font e'tat de la connaitre parfaitement' (59)

Writing some six or seven years later in 1661 about a similar incident

in which a person died after receiving the wrong treatment from his doctors, 

he can only marvel at 'cette extravagance de la Nature', 'cette Demoniaque', 

which delights to mock all known medical theory and reason by revealing some 

hitherto unsuspected truth. (60)



How does ci person wlio holds such a view of the mysterious processes 

of nature react in practice to a case of personal illness? This is the 

question which Argan in effect puts to Beralde, and, to his stupefaction, 

receives the answer: ’Rien’:

fIl ne faut que demeurer en repos. La nature, d ’elle-meme, quand
nous la laissons faire, se tire doucement du desordre ou elle est tombee. 
C’est notre inquietude, c’est notre impatience qui gate tout, . ..’

Nature, if left unhindered by the inventions of man, will redress and 

right itself in its own good time. We do not have sufficient knowledge 

of its workings to be able to determine or alter precisely its course.

Illness is a purely natural phenomenon, coming in due time to its natural 

conclusion. Le Vayer compares it to

’... le dereglement d ’une horloge (qui) n ’est pas moins selon nature, 
que sa justesse et son bien-aller.’

Health and sickness alike are intrinsic parts of nature. (61)

Gassendi likewise attributes a central role to nature in illness.

It is the principal physician, and if a remedy appears to effect a cure, it

is in reality due to the working of natural processes. If nature is

not working towards a cure, the best remedy in the world cannot procure a 

recovery. In most observable cases nature

’... execute d ’elle-meme et elle seule toutes choses, et ... pour 
achever l’ouvrage elle n ’a souvent point tant besoin de remede, ni de 
l’aide du Medecin, que de repos, et de temps.’

It is therefore exceedingly dangerous to interfere with the work of 

nature, and to divert it from its natural course by the ill-advised use 

of ’Medicaments purgatifs, et autres semblables remedes’ which serve no 

pUrpose but only irritate and obstruct it, often rendering the illness 

incurable. Bernier adds that one must avoid above all the use of 

’saignees’, which were responsible for the death of ’notre grand Gassendi’, the 

effect of which may be seen in the cadaverous mien of many Parisians, and 

of ’ces frequents bouillons de viande’ which merely inflame the illness. (62)
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.oeralde’s attitude to medicine is the fruit of a natural philosophy 

which does not embrace ideal longings, he shows that he is keenly aware 

of the deception which is bound to result from belief in what he calls

x ••• ces beaux songes qui ne vous laissent au reveil que le
deplaisir de les avoir crus.' (Act III, Sc. 3)

His disabused philosophy, which is enforced as much by his awareness 

of the present limited state of ma n’s knowledge as by his own desire for 

r an quillite, is here applied to medicine, and the maintenance of health, 

yet it is essentially the same as that of his predecessors, Cleante, 

Philinte, etc. But, like their attitudes, it is one which is never seen in 

abstraction. It exists at the same time as Argan’s irrational fears and 

hopes. The first is doubtless an ideal attitude to adopt in reality, and 

is made even more desirable by the second, which is nonetheless a permanent 

feature in Moliere’s vision of life. Just as much as Le Vayer, Le Malade 

Imaginaire admits the existence of natural weakness and fear in man’s 

attitude to illness and death, as well as the possibility of facing them 

as natural contingencies and therefore with equanimity and serenity. (63)

(5)

Les Amants Magnifiques, comedie melee de musique et d ’entrees de 

Ballet, belongs not only to a very neglected category of Moliere’s plays, 

but also contains a penetrating criticism of astrology, to which one might 

expect to find a similar attitude to that regarding medicine. It might 

be said that astrology was a fairly conventional and uncontroversial topic 

for comedy to treat - but it was still,even in 1670, a subject of 

considerable interest in spite of the fact that it could claim to be one 

of the oldest of occult sciences. Having spread from the Medo-Persian 

empire to Greece, and thence to Rome, it was developed by Ptolemy into a 

science and flourished particularly in the mediaeval period. It was 

encouraged by Aristotelian metaphysics which held that happenings in the 

sub-lunary world were caused and regulated by motions of the heavenly
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bodies, and in its dogmatic classification of astral theory into 

categories and sub-categories it has a certain similarity to Aristotelian 

method. (64) Paracelsus (1490—1541), one of the most famous of mediaeval 

alchemists, believed in astrology, as did the Italian philosopher Cardan 

(1501-76), and one of Galileo’s forerunners in astronomical studies, Kepler 

(1571-1630). Rationalists such as Pomponazzi and Naude even conceded 

the influence of the planets over men, believing it to be a more natural 

explanation of miracles than the traditionally supernatural one of 

religion. (65) H. Busson has written of the period 1600-60 that

’... on peut meme dire qu’a aucune epoque, magiciens, tireurs 
d’horoscopes, astrologues, charlatans n ’ont ete plus nombreux ni plus 
influents que sous le regne de la Galilai et de Cosme Ruggieri, au temps 
ou Campanella faisait le genethliaque du petit Louis XIV et de son oncle 
Gaston d ’Orleans,ou J.B. Morin tirait 1’horoscope de Louis XIII, de 
Richelieu, de Chavigny, de la Reine de Pologne, de Christine de Suede.’ (66)

Morin was in fact considered to be the greatest living exponent of 

the science by the last named Queen. He held the Chair of Mathematics 

at the College de France, and, according to Francois Bernier, predicted 

the date of Gassendi’s death as taking place in July or August-1650, in order 

to prove one of the most determined enemies of astrology in the Century 

wrong. But Gassendi, although ailing at the time of the prediction, survived 

until some considerable time after the dates predicted. (67)

Frequent contemporary references leave us in no doubt that the 

audience of Moliere’s play must have been aware that it was watching a 

subject of great current interest. Guy Patin, for example, writing on 

10th September, 1660, mentions that Cardinal Mazarin had only five months 

longer to live, according to the astrologer who made up his horoscope. (68) 

Five years later, Filerin of L’Amour Medecin includes ’les diseurs 

d’horoscope’ in his long list of faux-monnayeurs who systematically abuse 

human credulousness. (Act III, Sc. 1) Retz, in a letter to Lionne 

(September 1666) informs him that both the doctors and astrologers have 

vainly employed all their resources in an effort to cure the illness of
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Pope Alexander VII. Both, he adds, proved themselves equally ignorant 

in the circumstances. (69) Two years before Moliere’s play, La Fontaine 

had given astrologers peremptory advice:

'Charlatans, faiseurs d’horoscope,
Quittez les Cours des Princes de l’Europe.' (70)

Moliere s astrologer, Anaxarque, is also connected with the Court 

of Princesse Aristione, who is an ardent believer in his art. He claims 

to be able to decide by astrology whether her daughter, Princess Eriphile, 

should marry Iphicrate or Timocles, and proudly announces his scheme for 

solving the problem:

En est-il un meilleur (moyen), Madame, pour terminer les choses 
au contentement de tout le monde, que les lumieres que le Ciel peut donner 
sur ce mariage? J ’ai commence ... a jeter pour cela les figures 
mysterieuses que notre art nous enseigne, et j ’espere vous faire voir 
tantot ce que l’avenir garde a cette union so.uhai tee. ’ (Act III, Sc. 1)

The ‘figures mysterieuses’ are the infallible results which he will 

achieve from astrology. On what kind of theoretical basis are they 

calculated? Gassendi devotes a lengthy section of his Syntagma

Z!1,1-1.0s0Piling to a consideration of their theory, and it will be profitable 

to summarize very briefly his exposition.

The foundation of their art is provided by the signs and degrees of 

the Zodiac, the imaginary belt of Heaven through which the sun and planets 

apparently move around the Earth. It is divided up into twelve parts 

or signs, each composed of the groupings of various constellations to 

which men have ascribed names from time immemorial. Once this initial 

division has been made, they divide each sign into thirty degrees, and 

each degree into minutes. Gassendi adds jocularly that they have named 

and interpreted each sign in a hundred different and extravagant ways.

They divide the signs into the four seasons of the year, and sub-divide 

many times: into groups which are inanimate and animate, and sub-divide

the second into masculine and feminine, etc, attributing characteristic 

properties to each sign.
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Each sign is the home of a planet: Taurus the home of Venus,

Scorpio of Mars, etc. All objects are. subject to the influence of a 

sign : for example, France to Aries, as is every part of the body. Each

year of life is also subject to its own sign, beginning with the sign at 

which the sun was situated at the moment of birth. The second year is

under the influence of the second sign, etc. When the twelfth sign is

reached, one starts with the first sign again and so on. But in each 

individual case, there is always one planet which casts a predominating 

influence over one's destiny:

... il y en a toujours quelqu’une qui preside a la Naissance, a
savoir celle qui a le plus de force dans la Figure et qui selon les
diverses Domiciles produit divers effets: d'ou vient qu'on les entend
souvent se servir de ces termes, le Maitre de 1'Ascendant ou de 1 'Horoscope.’

(71)

Calculation of the 'figure' for each person, which is already a 

difficult matter, is further complicated by the fact that the main events 

of life are assigned to different houses. The first is the house of

life, the second of riches, the third of travels etc. It is on this theory, 

he says, that astrologers presume to predict precisely the smallest 

details and 'ces accidents innombrabies' which make up the life of a person. 

(72)

It is against this claim that Sostrate argues forcefully in Moliere's 

play. When asked by Aristione to give his judgment on astrology as a 

means of deciding upon a husband for her daughter, he delivers a long 

speech of thirty or more lines which constitutes a solid refutation of 

astrology in particular, and occult sciences in general. He begins by 

apologizing for his exclusively materialist (materiel) bent of mind, which 

precludes him from having faith in what he disparagingly terms 'ces 

belles sciences qu'on nomme curieuses.' He belongs to that group of 

people who, try as they may, simply cannot bring themselves to accept what 

others experience not the slightest difficulty in accepting. There is deep 

irony underlying the apologetic tone: apparently lamenting his own
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mental shortcomings, he ridicules in a more incisive way than direct 

mockery could ever do the simple-mindedness of people who are abused by 

astrology:

’II n ’est rien de plus agreable, Madame, que toutes les grandes 
promesses de ces connoissances sublimes ... Mais pour moi, je vous avoue 
que mon esprit grossier a quelque peine a le comprendre et a le croire, et 
j'ai toujours trouve cela trop beau pour etre veritable.'

Here we recognize the authentic tone of the sceptical Beralde, whose 

doubts spring from a certain idea of life and man in which there are 

definite limitations beyond which they cannot be idealized or improved.

Their sceptical doubts are based as much on reason as on instinct. 

Instinctively, both feign to accept the marvellous promises of astrology 

and medicine at face value; but even in their ironic acceptance of arts 

which claim so much, their doubt finds its principal raison d'etre.

We find Le Vayer saying instinctively like Sostrate that

*11 n !y a rien aussi de plus agreable que I’exterieur de 1'Astrologie, 
elle fait a croire d’abord, qu’elle rendra compte non seulement de tout ce 
qui se passe au Ciel, mais en consequence des moindres evenements a’ici 

ba s . ’

But, continues the Sceptic, on closer inspection one discovers that 

this science

f ... au lieu de viandes solides, ... n ’en donne que de creuses.’ (73)

In spite of the fact that eminent people such as Solomon and St.

Thomas Aquinas do not seem to have been entirely opposed to astrology, and 

in spite of the remarkably accurate prediction of the death of Jean Pic de 

la Mirande (who was one of its principal enemies in the 16th Century), Le 

Vayer remains as unmoved and as unimpressed as Sostrate. He is willing 

to concede that the sky may conceivably produce a general influence over 

the times and seasons, but whenever astrology

’... se vante de predire les choses singulieres et contingentes; de 
juger des destinees des Etats aussi bien que des Religions; et d ’annoncer 
aux hommes qui sont assez simples pour l’ecouter, la bonne ou mauvaise 
fortune qui leur doit arriver; c’est alors qu’on le doit rejeter comme un 
art plein d ’ imposture, ...’ (74)

Anaxarque may well boast of ’1’infaillibilite de mes predictions’>
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Sostrate is equally as categorical as Le Vayer when he says

f... jamais il n ’a ete en ma puissance de concevoir coirmie on trouve 
ecrit dans le ciel jusqu’aux plus petites particularites de la fortune 
du moindre homme.1

Gassendi shares the same incredulity, confessing himself unable to 

understand how the sky and stars could possibly attend to the fortunes of 

so many diverse people b o m  in so many different locations at the same 

time. (75)

This personal doubt is widened by Moliere’s character until his 

questioning is put on a more universal plane:

'Quel rapport, quel commerce, quelle correspondance peut-il y 
avoir entre nous et des globes eloignes de notre terre d’une distance si 
effroyable? et d ’ou cette belle science enfin peut-elle etre venue aux 
hommes?’

Le Vayer’s doubts can also have a rational character, as he mentions 

all the obstacles which confront belief in astrology, for example, the 

imprecision of the instruments used by astrologers, the deception of the 

senses, our gross lack of knowledge about the workings of the universe, and, 

most important of all, our intellectual limitations which make the art the 

prerogative of higher beings,’la capacite des hommes ne s’etendant pas 

jusques-la’. His conclusion is almost verbally that of Sostrate:

’II y a si peu de commerce entre le Ciel et nous ...’ (76)

There is a final rational objection which characterizes the 

sceptical argument against astrology: the argument from experience and

observation. How can astrology be based upon experimentation? Sostrate 

concludes his attack by asking

’... quelle expedience 1’a pu former de 1’observation de ce grand nombre 
d’astres q u’on n'a pu voir encore deux fois dans la meme disposition?’

And Le Vayer finds in this argument a cogent denial of the basis of 

the ’science’:

/ . X
’Or est-il que les Etoiles et les Planetes n ’ont jamais eu deux fois 

une meme disposition entre elles, puisque la grande revolution celeste ne 
s’acheve qu’en trente-six mille ans ... Par consequent, les Astrologues 
n ’ont pu faire deux experiences semblables depuis la creation du monde...’ (77)



So much for the ’rational’ and ’infallible’ basis of astrology. Le 

Vayer remarks that it is noteworthy that many astrologers attempt to fulfil 

their own predictions

’... par des voies qui montrent bien qu’ils ne se fiaient gueres en 
celles du Ciel, et qu’ils exerpaient leurs metiers comme une pure 
charlatanerie.’

He quotes the case of Cardan, who predicted the day of his own death, 

and starved himself in order to fulfil his prediction. (78) Anaxarque 

in Moliere’s play makes the effigy of the God Venus descend ingeniously 

from the heavens to announce the manner in which his prophecy is to take 

place. (Act IV, Sc. 2) Whoever rescues Princess Aristione from danger 

will become the husband of her daughter. Venus appears to Aristione

because she is recognized as being more inclined to superstition than her

/ # 
daughter, Eriphile. It is the latter who places the astrologer in a

difficult position, by means of her awkward questions. He tells her that

she will be fully convinced of the truth of astrology once the stars mark

out clearly the choice she is to make. But she is not entirely satisfied

with his confident answer. Will the stars indicate to her both the good

and the bad fortune which await her, according to the choice she makes with

regard to the prediction? He tells her that they will show her the

happiness which will ensue if she marries the suitor indicated by the

stars, as well as the unhappiness which will result from her refusal to

/
follow the prediction by marrying the other suitor. Eriphile is not yet 

satisfied with this vagueness and remarks

’Mais comme il est impossible que je les epouse tous deux, il faut 
done q u’on trouve ecrit dans le Ciel, non seulement ce qui doit arriver, 
mais aussi ce qui ne doit pas arriver.’

Anaxarque, called upon to state unequivocally the manner in which 

the prediction will take place, can only choose the refuge of all Moliere’s 

charlatans, that is,professional obscurity, and promises her a more detailed 

discussion about the more subtle principles of his art at some later stage. 

The inherent ambiguity in such predictions constitutes another of Le Vayer’s



objections to astrology. He writes that predictions are usually couched 

in such vague and general terms that the recipient is able to project 

his own construction of the future onto them. If the person is aware of 

the prophecy, then he can help to bring it about unconsciously. (78) 

Gassendi also observes that astrologers

’... parlent ordinairement avec ambigulte' a la fapon des Oracles, 
afin que quelque chose qui arrive, on mterprete qu’ils l’ont predite; 
on s lls semblent quelquefois dire la chose clairement, ils y ajoutent une 
condition, afin que si par hasard elle n ’arrive pas, ils puissent en 
rejeter la faute sur cette condition et que, si elle arrive, ils puissent 
alors ̂ sans^ avoir aucun egard a la condition, se vanter de l’avoir 
prophetisee.’ (79)

The prediction of Anaxarque, tnat the Princess ought to marry the

person who saves her mother from danger (he has arranged that this will be

Iphicrate) is frustrated by its unexpected fulfilment as Sostrate rescues

Aristione from a wild boar. (Act V, Sc. 1) This is admittedly an

extremely facile means of procuring a denouement, but it also re—emphasizes

in a fresh form the basic truth of comedy which is capable of infinite

variations and applications in the hands of Moliere. Life cannot be

subjected to theory, however great the pretensions of that theory may be:

it is not the future which must be pryed into, but the present which must

be lived in. La Fontaine’s astrologer, trying to pierce into the

mysteries of the future, falls into a well; Bernier recounts joyfully

that the leading astrologer of the Great Mogul happened to drown

himself, thereby rendering a notable disservice to his venerated art. (80)

Astrology provides Moliere with yet another pretext for writing a comedy

about man’s paradoxical propensity to live in a dream-world of the future.

It is an illustration of Le Vayer's simple observation, made with particular

reference to astrology but clearly applicable to the entire range of

self-forgetful visionaries who crowd onto Moliere’s stage:

x  ̂ *••• nous avons naturellement plus de curiosite pour les choses
eloignees que pour les autres’ (81)
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Sostrate’s remarks about astrology are mingled with contemptuous 

references to other occult and related ’sciences’, of which he lists the 

pretensions:

’Transformer tout en or, faire vivre eternellement, guerir par 
des paroles, se faire aimer de qui l’on veut, savoir tous les secrets de 
l’avenir, faire descendre, comme on veut, du ciel sur des metaux des 
impressions de bonheur, commander aux demons, se faire des armees 
invisibles et des soldats invulnerables.’ (Act III, Sc. 1)

Belief in the existence of magic and demonry was as widespread in 

the 17th Century as that in astrology. (82) Sostrate’s remarks however 

do not seem to be vague strictures on magic in general, but would appear 

to be a concentrated criticism of the fantastic claims and articles of 

belief of an esoteric society called the ’Freres de la Rose-Croix’ or 

the Rosi.crucianists. Gabriel Naude, one of the original members of the 

group of libertins erudits within the academie puteane known as the Tetrade, 

to which Le Vayer belonged, was the first to publish a lengthy exposition 

attacking the occult society, entitled Instruction a la France sur la 

verite de 1’histoire des Freres de la Roze-Croix. (83)

According to Naude, the ’credo’ of the society came to light in 1615 

at Frankfurt and tells of the founder, a German named Christian Rosenberg, 

b o m  in 1378. After a period in a monastery,he went to the East, and it 

was there that he was given the revelation of a secret wisdom destined to 

reform the universe. He died in 1484, and his body lay undiscovered for 

one hundred and twenty years, as prophesied. His occult teachings were 

carried on by Paracelsus, Lulle, A m a u d  de Villeneuve, Fludd and Conrad. (84) 

The main principle in their philosophy was that the life of man is insepar

able from the life of the universe, and that he is an extract of all 

beings previously created. As he is in touch with the secret life of the 

universe, he has magical properties, and anything and everything is within 

his power. He is, as Naude' says

’l’abrege" et raccourci de toutes les merveilles, le chef d’oeuvre de 
la nature, le microcosme dans lequel reluisent tous les miracles de ce 
grand univers, et le seul objet capable de donner branle a cette machine.’ (85)
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The Rosierucianists are not subject to ordinary human limitations, 

but can make themselves invisible,

f ils peuvent forcer a leur service les esprits et demons les plus 
puissants’.

They can foretell the future, possess wisdom to a supreme degree, and know 

more than anyone at any time or place. Sostrate’s exposition of aspects 

of magic in which he cannot believe covers precisely the same field as 

Naude. (3 6) One of their claims which Sostrate mentions is that of 

being able to ’faire vivre eternellement’. The focal point of this 

hermetic science was to discover a universal medicine to prolong life 

infinitely. This is bound up with the discovery of the philosopher’s stone, 

which, as Gassendi says, they call variously

’... L ’Elixir de Vie, la Pierre Philosophale, la Medecine Catholique, 
ou universelle, ou autrement le Grand-Oeuvre.’

By means, of this marvellous discovery, they claim to be able to 

achieve the transformation of everything into gold, a claim which Sostrate 

also derides. It is an essential stage in the preparation of their 

universal medicine; for by such means, says Gassendi,they hope to

'... changer les Metaux imparfaits en Or, qui est de tous les Metaux 
le plus parfait et le plus incorruptible, et depouillant l’homme de toutes 
ses impuretes grossieres et terrestres, le changer en homme parfait et 
incorruptible.’ (87)

In order to achieve this, Gassendi explains, they seek to discover 

a spiritus intus alens, understood as the general soul of the world or 

the life-giving force which sustains creation. They hope to isolate it 

and convert it into human substance. Gold, because of its indissoluble 

nature, is the only element capable of attracting and retaining this spirit. 

Exposing gold to the source of this spirit, the sun, they seek to imprison its 

rays. To be successful in retaining tKe vital energy in gold is to produce 

what they call the philosopher’s stone. Potable gold becomes the 

universal medicine, a remedy for all illnesses, uniting body to immortal 

soul. Man thus becomes a being freed of all his earthy material quality,



... ct devient sinon tout a fait spirituel comme les Anges, du moins 
fort approchant.’ (88)

Gassendi dismisses such speculations as Visions Chymeriques* the 

product of ’la faiblesse, l’audace, et sottise de 1’homme’, an attempt on 

the part of infirm man of clay to delude himself into thinking that he can 

escape death. (89) For Naude", the diligent researcher into magic, 

miracles and wonders, nothing that he has ever examined surpasses the 

absurdity of the Rose-Croix. (90) To Le Vayer, they would be as Gods 

walking irresistibly among men, exempt from all contingencies and

’... ainsi qu’il n ’y a rien de plus charmant, il n ’y a rien aussi 
de plus faux, ...’ (91)

We remember that Sostrate had terminated his review of their 

pretensions with a similarly abrupt dismissal:

’tout cela est charmant, sans doute; ... mais pour moi ...’

The conclusive proof of the fraudulence of the quest for the 

philosopher’s stone lies in the practical achievements of ’ces miserables 

enfumes’ as Le Vayer depicts them, who vainly waste their lives attempting 

to convert coal into gold. (92) In Les Facheux one such ’souffleur’

✓
approaches Eraste, promising him immense and certain gain from his researches 

into the philosopher’s stone: Eraste is unwilling to listen, and the

indigent alchemist is reduced to begging:

’Si vous vouliez me preter deux pistoles’ (Act III, Sc. 3, 1. 736)

Le Vayer finds comedy of the same kind in those who claim to know the 

secret of the magical stone:

’... tous ceux qui se presentent tant aux Princes qu’aux particuliers 
pour l’enseigner, ou pour les rendre riches en la faisant, sont toujours 
dans la necessite, n ’y ayant peut-etre rien de plus ridicule que d’ecouter 
ces imposteurs qui ont 1’effronterie de promettre des mont-joies de bien, 
a ceux de qui ils veulent tirer une piece d ’argent.’ (93)

Sostrate’s speech could stand in itself as the credo of a 17th Century 

Sceptic. Its resemblance in particular to Le Vayer’s writings, its 

opposition to occult influences which he criticizes in specific and similar 

terms, is quite remarkable. Thus he includes among his list of
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superstitions, the belief in talismans, according to which the image of the 

astral sign, under which one was born was engraved upon a stone or a metal 

supposed to possess or share the properties of the sign. Le Vayer in 

two Petits Traites ... rejects the principle on which such magical 

properties rest, i.e. that man possesses the qualities of minerals, plants, 

and planets and that they interact on each other because their virtue is 

said to be Tsympathique'. He will only be prepared to believe such fables 

when he is sufficiently credulous to believe everything he hears. (94) 

Neither does he believe in the magical properties of x^ords which are 

commonly supposed to be able to cure. Apart from the known efficacy of 

prayers,

toutes les autres paroles ne sont pas capables de produire le 
moindre des effets qu’on leur attribue.’ (95)

Sostrate too refuses to countenance those who claim to cure by using

magical formulae. (Act III, Sc. 3) Le Vayer associates all these 

supposedly occult influences with the Rose-Croix, responsible for the rife

ness of so much superstition. (96)

The answer of comedy to the superior wisdom preached by medicine, 

astrology or occultism differs in no way to that which it opposes to the

pretensions of the femme savante, the cleverness of Dom Juan, or the

illumination of Orgon - that of ignorance. But the ignorance of man's 

physiology or his future life, which Beralde and Sostrate direct against 

the claims of medicine and astrology, is an ignorance which knows both the 

extent to which men allow themselves to be abused by impostors, and that 

man's reason is limited. It is limited because he is man, and cannot 

know exactly the secrets of nature or of his future. Infallibility 

cannot therefore exist, yet it is on account of man's propensity to claim 

its existence that comedy acquires its raison d'etre as well as its 

subject-matter. But to claim professional infallibility or omniscience
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as a group composed of fallible individuals, with respect to ultimate 

mysteries such as man's life, death, and future, is to create what one can 

only describe as ’the comedy of higher reasoning' within Moliere's comic 

universe.
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CONCLUSION

What emerges from the preceding pages is, I hope, a renewed

realization of the forms and the resources of Moliere's comic vision.

Although richly varied in form and content, this vision possesses an 

internal coherent structure, which is rationally ordered and designed to 

illustrate its superiority over those serious self-conscious intruders 

onto the comic stage - reason and logic. In the long line of these 

intruders in Moliere’s theatre, it is the reasoner Alceste who offers 

the most sustained challenge to the comic vision as he attempts to impose 

his humourless view of life on the other members of Celimene’s salon.

When Philinte endeavours to divert his friend from his chagrined philosophy

with a little drollery, reminding him of their similarity to the two

/
brothers in L ’Ecole des Maris, he answers testily

’Que la plaisanterie est de mauvaise grace!’ (Act I, Sc. 1, 1. 33)

Faced with the fatuous laughter of the petits marquis, he provides 

them with the best justification for it, by trying ponderously to suppress 

it:

’Par le sangbleu ! Messieurs, je ne croyais pas etre
Si plaisant que je suis.’ (Act II, Sc. 6, 11. 773-4)

More intensely still, he commands Celimene to forfeit instantly her 

sense of humour:

!... ne plaisantez point, il n ’est pas temps de rire’. (Act IV, Sc. 3,
1. 1286)

His self-enforced withdrawal at the end of the play is, with the 

survival of the fool Sganarelle and the annihilation of the wise Dom Juan, 

the most impressive symbol in Moliere’s theatre of the resounding victory 

which folie secures over reason at every level, be it on the level of the 

simple verbal joke, or the level of a potentially dramatic and tragic 

situation.
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In this comic vision, it is possible to discern three dominant elements 

which Moliere combines to reinforce this conclusion repeatedly.- They may 

best be seen at work in the three principal types which people his theatre - 

in the Fool, the fourbe, and the Wise Fool. His comedy invariably

originates with the Fool, the imaginaire who assumes himself to be more

/
reasonable than anyone else. Sganarelle of L ’Ecole des Maris, Amolphe, 

Orgon, Alceste, Amphitryon, the femmes savantes, Argan, all aspire to the 

beatific vision of a world in harmony with their fixation. To have 

reached the stage of Monsieur Jourdain and to be able to say:

’voila tout le monde raisonnable1 (Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme, Act V,
Scene Derniere)

is to consummate their ideal. These sages, standing alone against the 

tide of society, present to Moliere a vantage point from which he can survey 

with impunity its abuses, follies, and absurdities. But the creator of 

these unconscious cornediens is also the spectator of the comedy of their 

exclusive pretence to reason. In particular, the fourbe and the Wise 

Fool offer him privileged vantage points from which this comedy may be 

fully enjoyed.

■̂ie f°urbe occupies in the comic hierarchy of Moliere an intermediate 

position between the Fool and the Wise Fool. He is above all a conscious 

comedien, acting a part in order to impose himself on his dupe. Tartuffe, 

Dom Juan, Trissotin, the Doctors all come into this group. They are adept 

at using appearances to adapt their designs to the particular reasoning 

of their dupe. But the comic vision can require that they themselves 

become dupes, as they succumb to excessive confidence in their power to 

manipulate appearances. Tartuffe can manipulate everything, except Orgon’s 

good opinion of himself. Dom Juan is able to metamorphose every value, 

except divine retribution. The creator of the comedy shares their perspect

ive on human vanity and credulity, just as he has shared that of his Fool on 

society. Yet he can see what the Fool cannot see, and what the fourbe
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partially sees, but is prevented by his cleverness from grasping ultimately, 

that is, the fact that they too are part of the comic picture, and not 

after all the authors or the spectators of the comedy.

The third vantage point from which the supreme cornedien can overlook 

the comic scene is a still more comprehensive one, for it survives intact 

the deflation of the imaginaire1s scheme, and the ruse of the fourbe. It 

is that of the Wise Fool, of Ariste, Chrysalde, Philinte, Beralde,

Sganarelle (the valet of Dom Juan), Sosie, Their role is much more 

complex than that of straightforward opposition to the imaginaire or the fourbe 

with each of whom they have an element in common. Very frequently they 

agree in theory if not in practice with the first, and their conduct can 

superficially be seen to resemble that of the second, to the extent that 

both are conscious comediens. Ariste can agree with Sganarelle that 

current fashion is intrinsically absurd, Chrysalde with A m o l p h e  that there 

is nothing so comic as the spectacle of le mari trompe', Philinte with 

Alceste that the ways of the world are unjust and illogical, Beralde with 

Argan that nothing could be more desirable than the certainty of health, 

Sganarelle with Dom Juan's unanswerable arguments against traditional 

values, Sosie with Amphitryon to the effect that his story of someone 

usurping his identity is totally incredible.

They transcend of course the rigid reasoning which imprisons their 

comic counterparts. It is surely one of the most admirable and perhaps 

the most inconspicuous of Moliere’s achievements in comedy that they should 

be used with such freshness and originality to illustrate variations on 

the major theme of his plays. Life, they suggest, with mock solemnity or 

an all too simple buffoonery that eludes analysis, becomes unbearable if 

reason is made even for a moment the criterion of one’s attitude to society, 

to one’s wife, to one’s health, or simply to oneself. Since the practice 

of reason is an impossible absurdity, it is better to participate in the 

comedy of social life. They perform this role either as professional



coinedlens such as Sganarelle or Sosie, or as smiling reflective comediens, 

such as Ariste, Chrysalde, Philinte and Beralde.

It is from these principal vantage points that the plays mediate 

three views of reason to us. It is seen as being possessed in toto 

in the imagination of some, as a malleable object moulded by others for

their own benefit, and by others as a potentially disruptive instrument

to be kept under strict control in the affairs of life. A character 

becomes an imaginaire because he believes he possesses reason, and the 

more strongly he believes it, the more comic does he become. The valet 

in Dom Juan provides a burlesque example of what Philinte refines to a 

philosophy in Le Misanthrope. The highest state of wisdom is the 

conscious or unconscious abandonment of it, and the more naturally one can 

achieve this, the better comedien does one become and consequently the wiser.

Although the comic vision of the Wise Fool is more complete than that 

of the imaginaire and the fourbe, he knows that he is merely a participant

in the comedy and not the creator of it. If others present the spectacle

of comedy to him, he is aware that the role which he plays may also 

appear comic in the eyes of others. Thus the greybeard Ariste is conscious 

that in the eyes of the reasoner Sganarelle he is deeply comic in his 

cultivation of youthful fashion. Chrysalde appears as immensely funny to 

A m o l p h e  in his refusal to countenance his scheme for educating his future 

wife. Sganarelle is but a buffoon to Dom Juan, and to Alceste’s sombre 

humour, Philinte is nothing more than an insipid actor in the social comedy 

which he intends to disrupt. To be aware of one’s role within the comedy is 

the indispensable condition of the comic vision: one cannot understand

the comedy of others if one is blind to the comedy of oneself.

But the comic vision has implications which go far beyond the bounds

of individual and collective comedies. The purest example of the

possibilities of the vision was seen in Amphitryon. There the Wise Fool,

Sosie, becomes himself a Fool in the higher comedy which Jupiter offers
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himself at the expense of mortals, as his existence is made to evaporate 

before his eyes. Jupiter himself is placed in comic perspective by the 

debunking Mercure, and all their comedies are finally placed in higher comic 

perspective by Moliere. The comic vision is a self-transcending phenomenon; 

one may after all be an imaginaire oneself when viewed in some superior 

perspective, just as one imagines that others are comic when seen in some 

lower perspective. Le Vayer, in a sentence in his Petit Traite Sceptique ... 

lets us glimpse the possibility of a comic vision ad infinitum:

’ ... je ne doute point que nous soyons bien plus ridicules aux 
Essences Divines dans la plupart de nos Actions, que les Singes ne le sont 
a notre egard lorsqu’ils tachent de nous imiter.’ (1)

To keep faith with the comic vision, this possibility must always be 

kept open, otherwise one risks committing the original sin of Moliere's 

comedy - that of ultimately taking oneself seriously. In a world of Fools 

and Wise Fools and fourbes, all of whom can be wise and foolish to 

varying degrees, the only element which cannot finally be superseded is the 

ground of comedy itself - comic irony.

The ascending comic strata in Moliere’s theatre must inevitably lead 

us back to their creator. His comic vision however remains true to itself 

and does not allow us to penetrate his thought on particular topics. For 

the thought and judgment, although unfailingly present in each character 

and situation, are compounded of an elusive irony. Whatever he envisages 

is seen in a double way: there may be two, three, four or more views

presented on religion, marriage, social idealism. It is as though Moliere 

were saying through each of these frequently contrasting views that ’man 

and life are too complex an interplay of unpredictable forces to be 

classified according to the language of reason: only the many-sided language

of paradox can encompass the contradictoriness of man’. Characters who 

do categorize in his theatre occupy the lowest echelon in the hierarchy of 

the comic vision - it would be singularly clumsy to expect the master of 

comedy to do the same!
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It is this ’conclusion* of the comic vision which gives to it the depth 

of a philosophic outlook, assuring the permanence of comedy even when it 

appears to be threatened most. In Dom Juan or Le Misanthrope, we do not 

have the failure of comedy, as J. Guicharaaud has supposed, but the evolution 

of comedy to a way of seeing life steadily and seeing it whole. (2)

Dogmatism about anything, whether it be about the necessity of practising 

truthfulness and integrity or about the non-existence of the supernatural, 

is irremediably comic because man presumes to dogmatize in areas where humili 

hesitation and doubtfulness are seen to impose themselves. We cannot probe 

the motives of our fellows, still less can we claim knowledge of the 

supernatural. In its inconclusiveness, the comic vision is through and 

through a sceptical one, in the broadest sense of questioning and not 

restricting itself to a single view of the human condition. Another master 

of irony, Andre'" Gide, who is fully in line with the tradition of Rabelais, 

Montaigne, Le Vayer and Moliere, came close to the essence of that sceptical 

vision when he wrote:

I /  ^ # ( « A

Je ne pretends pas, certes, que la neutralite ... soit signe sur 
d’un grand esprit, mais je crois que maints grands esprits ont beaucoup 
repugne a ... conclure - et que bien poser un probleme n ’est pas le supposer 
d’avance resolu.’ (3)
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