Le Misanthrope by Molière
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Synopsis:

Alceste denounces humanity, declaring that “all are corrupt” and scorning even Philinte, his friend,

for his studied duplicity. He offends Oronte, a highly placed courtier, because he refuses to praise

his sonnet, but he cannot resist the lovely and witty Célimène, who embodies everything he claims

to detest. Her door is always open, and she entertains her guests, including two of Alceste’s

rivals, Acaste and Clitandre, by performing disparaging impressions of people they know.

Competing with her is Arsinoé, who assures Célimène that she has defended her against others’

slanderous accusations of immorality but then drags Alceste off to prove to him that his lady love

has betrayed him. Alceste is furious with Célimène and utterly rejects her assurance that the “love

letter” Arsinoé shows him was actually a letter of friendship written to a woman friend. Philinte

tells the innocent Eliante how Alceste lost his suit against Oronte, but just when it seems that

Célimène will reveal whom she really loves, Acaste and Clitandre barge in to read letters they have

received from the lady that belittles every man who is paying court to her, including Alceste.

Oronte, Acaste and Clitandre march out of her house, but when Alceste makes one last attempt to

persuade her to run away with him, she dismisses the very idea of leaving society.

The cast of characters:

Alceste builds his entire social role around his denunciation of hypocrisy; he’d even rather lose a

lawsuit if his defeat will provide evidence of “the times’ injustice.” He won’t admit any ambiguity

in people’s behavior: they are always wrong, they vacillate between “flattering praise” and

“reckless condemnation.” His attitude towards love is adolescent, especially when he insists that

Célimène choose between him and the rest of the world.  He argues that the lover is obligated to

identify and attempt to rectify his beloved’s faults; love therefore carries an interventionist duty.

Because he begs Eliante to love him in order to wreak his revenge on Célimène, we can argue that

he sees love as a battle and affection as a weapon, and we should notice that he finally rejects

Célimène only when she suggests that they marry.  When he asserts that “reason doesn’t rule in

love,” he’s touching on a key issue during an era when philosophers were trying to apply rational

thought to all human endeavors.  It’s important to realize that Alceste is the odd man out, and even

near the end of the play, he is perplexed that Oronte responds to his “honesty and candor” by

attempting to ruin his reputation. By the standards of his society, Alceste is in the wrong!

Philinte is the raisonneur, which translates as “reasoner” or “reasonable man,” a character type in

Molière’s plays who argues that we are better off accepting that the world won’t change. He

agrees with Alceste that theirs is a “low, dishonest age,” where “trickery prospers” and men are

“beastly,” but he feels that virtue enables us to deal with others’ frailties, and that we cannot

“abandon the society of men.” He is a pragmatist whom some might regard as a cynic, asserting

that to seek reform is mere folly. Note that he and Alceste agree that men are knavish, selfish and

unjust; the fundamental difference between them is the question of how to act on that knowledge.
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Some regard Philinte as a shameless sycophant, but we should remember that he lives in a

community where it’s customary to flatter one moment and gossip the next.

Oronte simply thinks that he’s better than everyone else because of his position in society. He

probably doesn’t know the King personally, but he’d like Alceste and Philinte to think so. He is

convinced that his poem (in Act One) is quite marvelous, and he is desperate for someone to

confirm his conviction. Note that although Alceste goes out of his way not to comment on the

poem, Oronte reads his allusions as direct insults.

Arsinoé is furious that she’s not as rich, as popular, and as exotically sexy as Célimène. Since

she can’t take Célimène’s place, she chooses to disapprove of everything Célimène does, insisting

that her rival has traded her self-respect for others’ admiration. She claims to have defended

Célimène to others, but she certainly seems to relish the opportunity to gloat over her faults!

However, as soon as she is alone with Alceste, she does all she can to seduce him.

Eliante appears to be simple and naïve, but she might realize more than she lets on. She

accurately appraises “this false age” where “candor seems outrageous,” and she’s both practical

enough to consider becoming Alceste’s second choice and sensible enough to reject him after he’s

demonstrated his fickleness and Philinte has revealed his own sincerity. She feels that a man will

see his beloved in positive terms no matter what, and in terms of the classical love story, she’s the

only woman in the play who gets what she wants!

Célimène is perhaps the greatest enigma in the play. She sees through every affectation and

strategy, even her own, and she has no compunctions about using her own feminine attractiveness

to get men to do what she wants. From one perspective, she’s the most forthright person in the

play; note how she refuses to justify her behavior to Alceste, how she declares to Arsinoé that

others find her pose of piety hypocritical, and how she freely admits that she cultivates certain

relationships because she needs the political connections. Yet when she admits that she’s wronged

Alceste, does she really mean it, or is she mocking him? In the letters that Acaste and Clitandre

read aloud, she reveals everyone quite mercilessly, which seems to be exactly the kind of approach

that Alceste has been recommending, yet he doesn’t applaud her. She does seem to be quite

perceptive; she skewers Alceste as a man who is so contrary that he’d argue against his own

conviction if someone else was speaking for it. Even her gossip is witty, and she handles her

lovers adroitly, assuring Alceste and Oronte, “I know full well which one of you I favor,” but

never revealing her preference.

Principal themes in the play:

A misanthrope is one who is alienated from mankind and cultivates a pronounced dislike of people

in general.  Alceste is particularly annoyed with the hypocrisy that characterizes court society; he

simply cannot tolerate the prevailing tendency of the people around him not to tell others the truth

but to lavish the flattery they hope to hear. In other words,  Alceste complains that people present

not their “true” selves but contrived personalities. Character is therefore something that the

individual performs, as an actor performs a role, so the mask, metaphorically speaking, displaces

the face. As in many of Molière’s plays, The Misanthrope points out the limitless folly of

mankind, and even though Alceste claims to be the only honest man he knows, the action of the

story takes him deeper and deeper into disaster.

Biographical data on Molière (1622-73):

Born Jean-Baptiste Poquelin, he was the son of the royal upholsterer1, studying Latin and law and

reading Terence before betraying his bourgeois background by devoting himself to the theatre at

the age of 21 and taking the stage name that he has made famous.. After his first company (Illustre

Théâtre) went bankrupt and Molière was thrice arrested for debt, he left Paris in 1645 to tour the

provinces for nearly thirteen years, an experience that taught him his craft as actor, entertainer,

manager and playwright. In 1658, he secured a command performance before Louis XIV and

presented his own farce, The Amorous Doctor (Le Docteur Amoureux), which so amused the

monarch that he granted the players the use of the theatre known as the Petit-Bourbon. In 1661, he

moved into the Palais-Royal. The School for Wives (L’Ecole des Femmes) was so successful

that it inspired attacks by jealous rivals and accusations of immorality from priests; he responded

with The Critique of the School for Wives (Le Critique de L’Ecole des Femmes) and The

Impromptu of Versailles. In all, he wrote over thirty plays, using an actor-oriented technique,

rooted in commedia dell’arte, that transformed French comedy. In addition to The School for

Wives and Tartuffe, the plays that we most admire today are The Misanthrope (1666), The

Miser (L’Avare, 1668) and The Imaginary Invalid (Le Malade Imaginaire, 1673). Molière

finished his career while playing the title role in his last play. On 1673 February 17, while using a

false cough to feign illness on stage as part of the role of Argan (the invalid of the title), he began

to cough in earnest, and he died soon after his friends carried him from the theatre. The

Archbishop of Paris denied him Christian rites, but after Armande Bejart, his wife, pleaded with

the King, the playwright was laid to rest in an out-of-the-way corner of the cemetery of St.-

Joseph.

Perhaps the most obvious thing to say about Molière is just that he was an actor. It was

as such that he was first, and chiefly, known to his contemporaries. it was for acting rather

than for reading that he composed his plays. (Moore 27)

Molière’s plays eloquently convey the effects of his career as an actor in a mask. He was

profoundly influenced by commedia dell’arte, the Italian form of improvised theatre that began in

the middle of the sixteenth century and featured such stock comic types as rascally servants,

foolish professors, lecherous old men, and young lovers. Molière builds characters around the

dynamic of the mask, proposing the actor as reality and the role as the mask, or the mask as an

assumed attitude, a model that was especially useful in revealing the French court society. In

Molière’s plays, failure is the result of acting on incorrect assumptions about the self in relation to

the world, and the fool lives in a self-constructed delusion.

Albert Bermel offers the following observations:

The structure of Molière’s plays observes the neoclassical pattern. A character’s

entrance, or occasionally an exit, marks a new scene. A principal character will usually

feature in the final scene of an act to delineate the main plot more strongly. [. . .] But as a

parallel pattern to this one, Molière introduced into his theatre a format not unlike that of a

modern vaudeville, revue, or cabaret, with its succession of independent turns: comic

routines, songs, monologues, conjuring, dancing, acrobatics, animal marvels. As

producer, he wanted to provide the strongest opportunities for his actors, and so for many

scenes he composed solos, duets, trios, and a few quartets. [. . .] This alternative

structure, derived in part from the commedia dell’arte, resembles the epic form used two

and a half centuries later by Piscator and Brecht and by scores of their successors, but

although it is cloaked in the formal division into neoclassical scenes, one can detect its

subtle presence even in his more ambitious dramatic poems.
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In practice the revue format usually resulted in typecasting. Madeleine Béjart played a

series of quick-witted maidservants; Catherine de Brie and Thérèse du Parc and Armande

Molière, beautiful heroines [. . .] Charles La Grange, noblemen and sons [. . .] As a

rule, we associate typecasting with Hollywood-type casting, selecting actors to rework

roles in which they have previously had successes. With Molière, as in all likelihood with

Shakespeare and with Preston Sturges on the Paramount lot, we have role written for

certain performers and, in some cases, purposely extending their range [. . .] Molière recreates

himself as a miser of over sixty and fluctuates between servants and masters,

courtiers and peasants [. . .] (Bermel 7)

France — the Neoclassic period

Some key benchmarks:

1637 Corneille’s Le Cid and Chapelain’s essay on the play

1638-94 Académie Française edits the Dictionary

1640 Jansen’s Augustinius

1642 death of Cardinal Richelieu

1643 accession of Louis XIV

1645 Molière leaves Paris to tour the provinces

1648-49 first Fronde

1650-53 second Fronde

1651 September 8 Louis ends his mother’s regency

1656 Pascal’s Provincial Letters

1658 Molière returns to Paris

1661 death of Cardinal Mazarin

1662 Académie Royale de Danse

1662 Le Nôtre presents Louis with a plan for Versailles

1665 La Rochefoucauld’s Maximes

1665 Louis dissolves the Parlement of Paris

1667 France invades Spanish Netherlands

1668 La Fontaine’s Fables (first six books)

1669 Académie de l’Opera

1671 Louis starts moving his court to Versailles

1672 Académie de Musique

1672 first French fashion magazine

1673 death of Molière

1682 Versailles becomes Louis’ permanent residence

1685 October 17 Louis revokes the Edict of Nantes, rendering illegal all Huguenot

worship and education
The cultural and historical background:

France was the principal nation in Europe, and Paris was the center of the arts, literature and

thought.2 In visual art, this was the period of the high baroque; France enjoyed the work of Peter Paul Rubens, while in other parts of Europe we find Bernini, Van Dyck, Velásquez and Rembrandt. In music, the baroque had just begun, so in Italy, Monteverdi was writing opera, while in France, Jean-Baptiste Lully was changing the nature of the instrumental ensemble.  Leading literary lights included La Fontaine3 and Boileau.4  Philosopher René Descartes (1596-1650) brought the age of reason to France with his intelligent, sweeping skepticism, and he elevated the individual (and free will) with his famous remark, “Je pense, donc je suis—I think, therefore I am.” His legacy includes his relentlessly logical method and his model of the world as a mechanism, susceptible to rational explanation as well as mankind’s efforts to perfect it.5 However, faith still dominated the life of the people, and the great controversy in the Catholic church centered on the Jansenists, who aspired towards a mystical level of holiness and, like the Protestant Calvinists, believed in conversion by grace (not reason) as well as predestination (i.e., God has already decided which souls will spend eternity in paradise and which will be irredeemably damned).6 The Pope condemned Jansenism as heresy in 1653.

1+2 As of 1660, France’s population was 20 million compared with 6 million in Italy, 5 million apiece in Spain and

England, and 21 million in a fragmented Holy Roman Empire that included Germany, Austria, Bohemia and Hungary.

3 One of the giants of French literature, Jean de La Fontaine (1621-95) is best known for his Fables, which use

brief animal tales to make veiled but sophisticated comment on human behavior.

4 Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux (1636-1711) was a literary critic and poet who established French neoclassic literary

practice in L’Art poétique (1674) and other writings.

5 Descartes not only changed Europe’s understanding of philosophy and religion, he made startling advances in

mathematics and empirical science.

6 Cornelis Jansen (1585-1638) was a Dutch theologian who sought to reform Christian life; his posthumous

Augustinius (1640) inspired those who called themselves “Jansenists.”

7 The most famous Jansenist was the philosopher Blaise Pascal (1623-62), who argued that reason depended on the

senses, which are unreliable, and concluded that the comprehension of the unintelligible requires God’s guidance. He

attacked the rival Jesuits—a powerful order of priests, founded 1541 and still active today—in his Provincial

Letters, published in 1656, just as Racine was finishing his education.

Louis XIV (1638-1715) dominated the age. He was a handsome ladies’ man who was good at

dancing, riding, jousting, and storytelling, but who also devoted himself to his royal

responsibilities. He acceded to the crown in 1643, ended his mother’s regency in 1651 at the age

of thirteen, and ruled as an absolute monarch for sixty-four years. After Mazarin died in 1661, the

various department heads in the bureaucracy asked the King to whom they should apply for

instructions, and he replied, simply, “To me.” He held all power; others exercised only what he

allowed them. In 1665, he marched into the meeting of the Paris Parlement, fresh from a hunt and

still holding a whip in his hand, and dissolved the body by forbidding them to assemble. He

firmly invited most of the leading nobility to live at court for most of the year, thus keeping them

under his watchful eye and away from their estates, but consequently making them idle and

restless. In 1664, the court included 600 people, from the royal family to the staff; at Versailles

it grew to ten thousand. Everyone sought the King’s invitation to court; life there involved

philandering, gambling, extravagant dress, and intrigue (for royal favor) carried out with festive,

refined manners amidst beautiful furnishings. A nobleman might spend half of his income on

clothing and servants. Louis encouraged a variety of entertainments, including masques, ballets,

operas, concerts and plays; no other monarch has so inspired and influenced the arts.8

Manners and morals: The polite classes (both aristocracy and bourgeoisie) cultivated elegance.

Marriage was primarily a property settlement and most aristocratic men kept mistresses.9 The

salon—a room in a private home where circles of friends and acquaintances could mingle on a

frequent basis—arose as a center of wit, polish and the exchange of ideas. It is in such a salon that

The Misanthrope takes place.

The theatres:

Early theatres were sometimes converted from indoor tennis courts, so audience spaces were long

and narrow, with standing room on the main floor (known as “the pit”) and seating in galleries

which, on the sides, faced each other rather than the stage.

The Hôtel de Bourgogne was built in 1548; the early version had five mansions (or stations) as

in the medieval mystery plays that were staged in churches. We lack authoritative information

regarding the dimensions, but in a building probably measuring 100-108' long by 40-45' wide, the

raked stage is estimated to have been 25' wide and 17-35' deep. The Comédiens du Roi made it

their home after 1629, presenting much of Corneille’s and Racine’s work before they merged with

Molière’s old company to form the Comédie-Française. A remodeling job in 1647 probably raked

the stage and added a proscenium arch to accommodate a front curtain. The Comédie-Italienne

took occupancy in 1680 and introduced stage machinery.

In 1641, Richelieu opened the Palais-Cardinal, a small private playhouse, with a performance

for the King. The building was 59' wide by 111' long; the stage depth used 46' of the length.

The theatre “boasted a permanent proscenium and drop curtain, machinery for scene changes and

an elegant auditorium with two balconies at either side and 27 rows of tiered seating in the

center.”10 After Richelieu died in 1642, the playhouse reverted to the crown and became known as

the Palais-Royal. Molière’s company used the facility from 1660 until his death in 1673.

The Théâtre du Marais was 38' wide and 115' long with a ceiling 52' high. The raked stage sat

behind a 25-foot proscenium arch. The standing area of the pit was 61' x 36', and the total

audience capacity was about 1500.

French neoclassic plays were intended to be performed on one set, and spectacle was far less

important than language.

The drama:

The three principal playwrights of this era were Corneille11, Racine12 and Molière, whose

collective active careers spanned the years from 1629 to 1691.

One of the influential documents in dramatic theory was The Feelings of the French Academy on

the Tragi-comedy The Cid (1637) by critic Jean Chapelain (1595-1674).13 In general, he argued

that pleasure must be reasonable; in effect, intellect should govern emotions. He upheld the

classical tradition by insisting on the form and practice that Renaissance scholars believed they had

abstracted from their study of Greek and Roman texts. He wrote that “it is impossible that there

can be pleasure contrary to reason,” asserting that artists should create responsibly. He went on to

specify that in each play, the story should consist of exposition, complication and development, 

that each act should consist of four to seven scenes, that no more than three characters should

appear at one time until the final act, and that the plot should leave the audience in suspense

until the denouement.  Chapelain was, in summary, mandating a drama of control and careful limits;

consider carefully how his stern boundaries both frustrated Molière and made his comedy possible.

_________________________________________________

10 Donald Roy, The Cambridge Guide to World Theatre, 749.

11 Pierre Corneille (1606-84) is best known for Le Cid (1637), which was a source for the film starring Charlton

Heston and Sophia Loren, but he wrote Horace (1640), Cinna (1640) and Polyeucte (1643) to follow more closely

the precepts of neoclassical form.

12 Jean Racine (1639-99) is best known for Phédre (1677). He went to Paris to write poetry and make friends with

such literary lights as La Fontaine and Boileau. Molière produced his first two plays in 1664 and 1665, and he wrote

six more tragedies from 1668 to 1677. In 1673, he was elected to the Académie-Française

13 Les Sentiments de L’Académie-Française sur la tragi-comedie de Cid
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