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PREFACE
To SURVEY the work of Moliére, present the man and

recover the environment in which he lived is, per-
haps, a task impossible in a single volume. The attempt
had, however, to be made. Moliére must be shown at work
in a theatre with which it is essential to make ourselves
familiar,and fighting for the freedom of his art in a society
whose views and prejudices must be clearly understood.
No great genius was ever more deeply implicated in the
life of his time, and his achievements cannot be con-
sidered in detachment. The work of Moliére cannot be
isolated from the man; still less can the man be isolated
from his period.

The life of Moliére is packed with obscure problems,
and the evidence is capable of many interpretations. The
personal equation of the biographer must accordingly
count for much; but he can at least present the facts in a
way which allows his reader to form an independent
judgment. There are no refgrences and only one foot-
note in this book, but the authorities are presented and
described as the story goes and such personal impressions
as the author permits himself will be easily identified.

Joun Parmer
La Petite Boissitre
Geneva
Septeméber, 1930
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CHAPTER I
THE HOUSE OF THE MONKEYS

]IT sToo D three hundred years ago at the corner of the

Rue St. Honoré and the Rue des Vieilles Etuves. On
the ground floor was a shop in which were exposed for
sale tapestries and other wares for the decoration and fur-
nishing of the fine houses of the period. Behind the shop
extended a kitchen, used also as a dining-room. Above the
kitchen, set in the angle of the roof, was a bedroom, and
above the shop that gave upon the street was the principal
apartment of the house—Dbest bedroom and sitting-room
combined. Finally, above all this, just under the roof, was
the work-room of Jean Poquelin, upholsterer to the King
of France.

Such was the house in which the son of Jean Poquelin
known to posterity as Molire, spent the first impression-
able years of his life.

The pillar supporting the house at the angle of the
street was a sculptured column in the form of an orange
tree, about which played a festoon of monkeys, whence
the house was invariably described as the maison des singes.
Monkeys were the symbol of the actor, to whom reputable
society and heaven itself were closed, but in the early
years of his tenancy Jean Poquelin, upholsterer to the
King, son and grandson of an upholsterer, married to the
daughter of an upholsterer, might pass his door to the
Court, or on his way to attend some noble client, without
misgiving. Descendant of a family with a respectable
burgher ancestry, to be traced by scholars yet unborn
back to the fourteenth century, he could have as yet no
premonition of the disgrace that awaited him.

Bu I



 WMOLIERE
The house jinancys has sin 4 byl
but the wall f e building which now.

of it, No. gf-8fthe Rue St. Honoré

gold on black shatble the following,

»

TB:HWME is possibly ificorrect. In 1622 Jean
P n fnayhave inhabited another house in the Rue
St. Honeré a%d thoved latet to the house at the corner.
For the bi her, howeyer, the house of the monkeys,
wheré"fedfi’Poquelin was certainly living by the time his
sofjilas ofin agre to be intelligently aware of his surround-
the birthplace of Moliere. Any other possible
fmay be 1e§ to the antiquaries.

p.Poquelin I was an alderman of Beauvais. His son,
Squelin 11, grandfather of Moliére, came to Paris
¢ $ixteenth century and prospered, establishing him-
irmlyi4s a burgess of the city. Jean Poquelin III,
sst of;the ten children of Jean Poquelin 1I, followed
fo Yere pusiness. The marchand-tapissier or up-
te §{ wicxy e seventeenth century dealt not only in
-t all that pertained to the furnishing and
" &f ‘Houses. He combined the trade of a
mogdern ‘1¥ nitdye dealer with that of a decorator and
colfectéh Ag antigues. On April 27th, Jean Poquelin III,

marchandfapissier, married the daughter of Louis Cressé,
marchand-lapisgher, and within nine months the dynas
was assured. -The first child of the marriage, borf
gromptly but %:ntly in the following January, was
aptized on the H#fteenth of the month, and received his
father’s pame. Ig+lue course he would succeed his father
as ]‘1:31 v oquelm,IV. No one as yet suspected that, thig
was <. !
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THE HOUSE OF THE MONKEYS

Marie Cressé brought as dowry to her husband the
sum of 2,200 Jvres tournois.* This was not a fortune, but
the two families were people of substance and, as was the
orderly habit of the Fg'ench middle class, they recorded
the least of their transactions one with another in due and
proper form. No casual note of hand or gentleman’s
agreement was held to suffice as between husband and
wife or between father and son. At every turn in their
affairs we find the family council and the family lawyer.
That is all to our advantage. The house, furniture,
clothing and personal effects of Jean Poquelin, long since
destroyed, may thus be described from inventories and
contracts still extant. For the signing of the marriage
contract between Jean Poquelin and l\ﬁarie Cressé, there
was convened an Homeric asg=mbly. First came the
bride, bridegroom, and their parents. There followed
among the collected relatives, Daniel Crespy, the féather
merchant; Toussaint Perier, the linen draper; JMag
Gamard, the master tailor; Jean Autissier, buildégss
contractor to the King; Noel Mestayer, the hatte
Denis Tostere, the stonemason. We look in vain an iohg
those assembled for any hint of abnormal inclinatioff§ or
gifts. There is only one suspicious circumstance. Marie
Cressé herself, rather surprisingly, could read and write.

Altogether nineteen people signed the marriage con-
tract and nothing was left to chance. The interests of
three generations were all clearly defined. There was to
be community of goods between the parties. Marie

* The purchasing power of the /iore fournois in the seventeenth
century has been very variously estimated and it is,almgét impossible to
determine with accuracy owing to very appreciable” changes in the
comparative value of commodities. It was certainly not for any purpose
less than the equivalent of five gold francs .to-day, and for some
purposes its purchasing power was considerably greater. References
will also occur in this book to crowns (éus) and pistoles. ‘The crown
was an ambiguous coin. There was a large crown equivalent to six,
snd & small crown equivalent to three, /Jiores. The pistole was
equivalent to ten Jivres.

3



' MOLIERE

brought intd the common stock 1,800 Avres in cash and
400 /ivres in furniture and linen. Jean Poquelin con-
tributed the exact equivalent—2,000 /Jivres in cash,
and 200 Jivres in stock and fittings. The possibilities
of death, divorce, bankruptcy, second marriage—all
were provided for in terms that any lav?'er may read
with pleasure and respect. The details are of small import-
ance, but the general conclusion is significant. The social
history of France is largely embodied in such contracts.
In February, 1621, when this particular document was
signed by a family council of nineteen, the rulers of Paris
were fighting for the King’s ear. Only a year before the
Huguenots had organized France into eight rebel de-
partments. Louis XIII was a young man torn between
many counsellors, all advising him for their own good.
Richelieu was not yet in control of the government,
which was almost equivalent to saying that there was as
yet no government in France. High politics, however,
passed well over the head of Jean Poquelin. He repre-
sented a class that had survived a hundred revolutions.
The fortunes and aspirations of this family were built upon
the substantial virtues of the middle state.

In the seventeenth century accommodation was
limited. Meals were eaten in the kitchen, behind the
shop where, in addition to the yellow and red copper
utensils upon the wall, the pewter services, the great oak
cupboards and tables of walnut and pine, were six arm-
chairs of walnut, covered with tapestry point de Hongrie.
During the day Jean Poquelin when at home remained in
the shop os workroom. In the evening he would sit with
his children im the room above the shop that gave upon
the Rue St. Honoré. In the hearth was a handsome pair of
copper fire-dogs, with balls of olive green. Beside the
hearth were two comfortable chairs of the type known as
gossip-stools (cagueterres), and these are inventoried as
much worn. In the middle of the room was an imposing
table of walnut, supported on seven columns and covered

4



THE HOUSE OF THE MONKEYS

with a green flowered cloth. In one corner of the room
stood a cabinet of pied walnut, and in another corner a
large square bureau or dresser covered with an em-
broidered tapestry. Six high-backed chairs of walnut,
covered with flowered needlework in silk, were ranked
along the walls, which were hung with a tapestry of
Rouen in seven pieces, with fine pictures and a mirror of
Venetian glass. Finally there was the bed, a noble structure
of walnut, with a coverlet of silk, draped in green serge
with fringes and tassels of silk.

Jean Poquelin himself wears, perhaps, his suit of
Spanish cloth, black or grey, with buttons of gold, or, if
this be a festival, his suit of black Neapolitan taffeta;
while his wife, in her fine skirt of watered silk and her
earrings of pearl, bends over her embroidery. Such was
the room in which the young Moliére, sitting upon one
of those gossip-stools, first made himself acquainted with
the playhouse pleasures of Terence and the austere
speculations of Lucretius on the nature of things.

Of the character and disposition of his mother very
little is known or can be conjectured. Marie Cressé was
twenty years old when she married in April, 1621; she
had six children in ten years, of whom four survived; she
was thirty-one when she died in May, 1632. She had an
abundance of fine linen, beautifully kept; she had three
handsome necklaces, two bracelets, four pairs of earrings;
a brooch or medal of gold set with emeralds and rubies;
two girdles of gold and a golden chain; fourteen rings,
seven being set with diamonds, one with an emerald and
two with opals; one gold and two silver watches. The rest
is inference. Moliére was ten years old“when she died;
and we look in vain for any allusion to his mother, either
definite or implicit, in any of his words or works.

Jean Poquelin, with four surviving children on his
hands, married, in the year following the death of his first
wife, Catherine, the daughter of Eustache Fleurette.
Eustache was a neighbour of Jean Poquelin in the Rue

$



MOLIERE

St. Honoré. He was perhaps an ironmonger. Of
Catherine, the step-mother of Moliére, nothing personal
can be ascertained. She was rgarried in May, 1633; she
had two children in three years, of whom one survived;
she died in November, 1636.

It is a poor biographer who allows himself to be
defeated by lack of evidence, and fancy has made remark-
ably free with the mother and step-mother of Moliére.
Marie Cressé could read and there was a Plutarch in the
house. It was, therefore, from his mother that Moliére
inherited his love of books, and a leaning towards things
of the mind. Marie Cressé was proud in linen and in
costly but simple clothes. Her house was admirably fur-
nished and richly hung. It was, therefore, from Marie
Cressé that he inherited his pleasure in the splendid cos-
tumes of the actor and the pageantry of the stage. Marie
Cressé had in her room a small coffer, covered with
needlework, in which she kept the christening robes of
her children. She was, therefore, an affectionate mother of
an unusual religious sensibility. It is a pleasant recon-
struction. There is no evidence, however, that Marie
Cressé ever read the Plutarch; the desire to dress well is
not upcommon in the mothers of quiteé ordinary children;
and it is scarcely surprising that the daughter and wife of
an upholsterer should be well provided with furniture.
The small coffer with the christening robe is intimate and
engaging; but there was hardly a mother in Paris who did
not possess just'Such a coffer, and could not lay her hand
upon just such a robe in time of need, Children were
frequent ih those days.

No less ingeniuity has been expended upon Catherine
Fleurette. The portrait of an ideal mother has been
romantically contrasted with the portrait of a neglectful,
or even odious step-mother. There is not a vestige of
evidence this way or that. It is true that Moliére at the
a%e of fifty introduced a wicked step-mother into the last
of his plays. But wicked step-mothers are more common



THE HOUSE OF THE MONKEYS

in literature than in life. There is, in fact, nothing for or
a%ainst poar Latherine except that she married the father
of a genius and, therefore, had somehow to be interesting.

Moliére was under the care of his step-mother onlv
between the ages of eleven and fourteen. For any per-
manent relationship or influence during his childhood we
must, therefore, look to his father. Jean Poquelin has
fared ill at the hands of posterity. There can, nevertheless,
be little doubt in the mind of a fair reader of the records
that it was Jean Poquelin who was mainly responsible for
the upbringing of his eldest son. Some time between 1631
when his mother was still alive, and 1636, when his step-
mother died, it was decided that Moliére should have the
best education in France. The Jesuit college at Clermont
was at that time a nursery of scholars and princes. Who
decided that Moliére should be entered ? Unfortunately
it 1s impossible to fix the date. But whether the decision
was taken during the life of his mother or after the death
of his step-mother the attitude of Jean Poquelin is clear,
and there is no reason why the father of Moliére should
not receive full credit. The Plutarch, after all, may have
belonged to him, and he also had an excellent wardrobe.
His suit of black Neapolitan taffeta is evidence as good as
the seven handsorpe -petticoats of his first wife; and if we
are to search the plays of Moliére for a wicked step-
mother, it is lawful to note upon the way that there are to
be found in them several excellent fathers, including a
certain M. Jourdain, bourgeois gentilhomme, who had a
touching faith in the value of education. Jean Poquelin,
however, has failed to attract the sympathy of the lettered.

In April, 1631, when Moliére wag nine years old and
his mother still alive, Jean Poquelin became sapissier
ordinaire du roi, and was sworn into office before the
King’s First Gentleman of the Bedchamber, Monseigneur
de Souvré and Marquis de Courtenvaux. The post had
previously been held by his brother Nicolas, who agreed
to part with it for a consideration. Six years latgr Nicolas
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seems to have repented the transaction, and even showed
a disposition to revive his claims. Whereupon Jean
Poquelin, wishing to be sure of his title, very handsomely
paid his brother the sum of three hundred pounds for a
new agreement, ‘in order to avoid any litigation which
might arise between them owing to the claims which the
said Nicolas alleges in respect of the office.” Thus Nicolas
solemnly abandoned any right he might have imagined
himself to possess.

The ultimate purpose of this transaction was soon to
appear. Jean Poquelin, making sure of his title as sapissier
ordinaire du roi, was thinking in terms of the dynasty.
This was to be, with the King’s permission, an hereditary
perquisite. He had secured it for himself, and he now set
about securing the reversion of it for his son. Heredity is
a royal principle, and Jean Poquelin had his way. The
second contract with Nicolas was signed on 29th March,
1637. Nine months later, in December of the same year,
the son of Jean Poquelin was recognized as his father’s
heir in a royal letter of appointment dated 14th December.
Four days later, Moliére, then srxteen years of age,
accompanied his father to Court and took the oath of
service before the Marquis de Souvré.

Here, beyond any possibility of doubt, we have a firm
basis for the relations of father and son. Jean Poquelin,
to secure for Moliére the reversion of this most respectable
office, bought the title twice over from his brother and
used his credit with the Court to obtain a letter signed by
the King himself. Meanwhile, his son, at Clermont, was
enjoying the best education that money or influence could
procure, and there was nothing in that education which,
in the mind of Jean Poquelin, appeared to be at all incon-
sistent with the future place and position for which the
heir of the Poquelins was intended. Jean Poquelin, re-
turning home on the evening of December 18, 1637, in
his Neapolitan taffeta, with his son beside him, might
congratulate himgself on a worthy ambition successfully
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fulfilled, and the monkeys that clambered about the
pillar of his house in the Rue St. Honoré could suggest
nothing to his mind except that they were a most inappro-
priate f%rm of decoration for the residence of a respectable
burgess of Paris. His heaven was for the moment without
a cloud.

In the sixteen odd years since his first marriage Jean
Poquelin had continuously prospered. The stock in his
shop, valued in the marriage contract of 1621 at two
hundred pounds, was inventoried on the death of his first
wife in 1632 at ten times that amount. He had even
begun to invest in house property, having purchased on
3oth September, 1633, for 8,500 /wres, a famous house
under the ‘pillars of the market, opposite the pillory,
which for over two centuries was wrongly accepted as the
birthplace of Moliere. To that house he would ultimately
move. There, it was hoped, his son would succeed him as
head of the family. The image of St. Christopher, patron
of wayfarers, hung down in front of it—an excellent sign
for such as might hdve at any moment to go on progress
with the King.

The post so carefully acquired by Jean Poquelin at
Court was one of consideration and honour. It carried a
salary of 300 /ivres for a period of service not exceeding
three months of the year. Thevales-tapissier was a member
of the King’s household, lodged and fed at the King’s
expense. He superintended the making of the King’s
bed, and accompanied the royal person on its travels. He
was responsible for the royal furniture and effects. His
status to-day would be that of a high official in the Office
of Works, with the added prestige of a post near the
person of the King at a time when it was the royal policy
to domesticate the high nobility of France and to convert
the intimate needs and refreshments of Majesty into a
magnificent and public ritual. To offer the King’s shirt
was to become a privilege exclusive to the best families of
France. Such was Jean Poquelin and such were his

9



MOLIERE

ambitions. In 1637 when he took his son to Court to be
sworn of the King's household, he was forty-two years of
age, successful in his business, in favour with the Kin% '
and resolute that his son should carry on the family
tradition. His friends and relatives, like himself, were
successful tradesmen. His house was not larger than his
means. He had ambitions, but they were in every way
appropriate to his condition. He was just in his dealings
and careful to have them, even with members “of his
family, recorded in black and white.

It is the portrait of a normal member of the French
middle-class in the seventeenth century. To the son who
worked beside him in the shop, who sat with him at the
day’s end in the house of the monkeys on one of those
gossip-stools inventoried as much the worse for wear, and
who accompanied him to the Court’in 1637 to be sworn
into a decent inheritance, he presented a constant example
of the virtues of moderation.

We shall discover in Moliére, a name as yet unknown
to father or son, the genius of good sense:

La parfaite raison fuit toute extremité
Et veut que ’on soit sage avec sobriété.

That is to be his final word on the conduct of a wise man
in society. Not for nothing was he the son of Jean Poque-
lin I11. Moliére, perhaps, would have been less entirely

Moliere, if he had not so narrowly escaped being Jean
Poquelin IV. .

10



"CHAPTER II
‘-THE YOUNG PHILOSOPHER

'’

T HE INITIAL task of the biographer of Moliére is to

recover him from the mass of legend that has
accumulated about his name for the last three hundred
years. Every stage in his career is encumbered with
anecdotes, conjectures, libels and constructions. The
ingenuity of a thousand scholars has for three centuries
been applied to every reported or misreported event or
sa{ing, every inference, right or wrong, that may be
related, however “distantly, to his life and works. The
detective interest will here be reduced to a2 minimum. It
cannot be wholly eliminated, but only those controversies
will be indicated which lead us directly to the man.

There are two biographies of Moliére which can claim
to be original sources. The first is the preface to the
edition of his plays collected and published in 1682, nine
years after his death, by La Grange and Vinot. La Grange
was the friend of Moliére for over thirty years. He was a
competent actor, a loyal and industrious colleague, a man
of regular habits and scrupulous honesty. To him we
owe the famous Register, in which he kept a list of the
plays produced by Moliere at his theatre, with a record of
the receipts from each performance. This record, though
scarcely more than a ledger, shows a kind heart and
domestic inclinations, for among the entries we find every
now and then brief notes of the marriages, births,
christenings and deaths which befall the members of the
company. La Grange became in later years its orator or
spokesman, and he undoubtedly relieved Moliére of
much of the work and worry of management. The preface

11



MOLIERE

of 1682 is brief and reticent. The good faith and intelli-
gence of its authors are beyond suspicion, and it is to be
implicitly trusted unless there is clear evidence that they
were in any particular instance mistaken or wilfully
misled.

Twelve years later a¥peared the only other biography
of Molié¢re which can claim to be a contemporary source,
the Vie de Moliére of Grimarest, first published in 1698.
It was largely based upon information obtained from
Baron, the brilliant young actor whom Moliére took late
into his company and treated, towards the end of his life,
almost as an adopted son. Grimarest, however, wrote over
twenty years after the death of Moliére. He listened to
anyone with a story, and enlivened his narrative with
scenes, conversations and anecdotes which are obvious
literary confections. Grimarest would always believe any
tale which ought, in his opinion, to be true. He is a
faithful reflection of what people believed about Moliére
in 1698, but he is seldom to be trusted asa witness either
at first or second hand.

The only other contemporary sources are legal and
official documents of the period—contracts, inventories,
receipts, certificates, leases and affidavits, which a tactful
biographer will consult but forbear to intrude upon his
readers; references to Moliere scattered through the
lives, letters and memoirs of the time; and, most valuable
of all, the contemporary libels. The libels upon Moliére
were infamous, but they were circumstantial. The enemy
was wisely exact in details which were known or could
easily be checked, and, though ingenious in the slander of
inference, he was careful to season plausible fiction with
hard fact. Often we must refuse to believe the friendly
Grimarest and wring the truth from the heart of malice
and misrepresentation. :

The education of Moliére is a case in point. Grimarest
relates that Moliére up to the age of fourteen remained in
his father’s shop, and that his parents deliberately

12



THE YOUNG PHILOSOPHER

refrained from giving him an education which might unfit
him for his modest inheritance. The boy, however, had a
maternal grandfather with a passion for the stage, who
inspired his grandson with a distaste for upholstery.
Moliére was thus provoked to beg his father for a more
liberal education, and, with the help of his grandfather,
finally persuaded Jean Poquelin to release him from the
shop and send him to the college of Clermont. This
decision, according to Grimarest, was taken in 1636.

The story is improbable in itself and makes complete
nonsense of the facts. The maternal grandfather of
Molie¢re, Louis de Cressé, was himself an upholsterer,
and had blessed the marriage of his daughter with an
upholsterer. Noblesse oblige. That he should recommend
his grandson to commit social suicide by becoming an
actor is most unlikely. That, as a preparation for the
stage, he should recommend the most respectable college
in France is even more astonishing. But the fact that
bluntly contradicts the whole story of Grimarest has
already been indicated. Jean Poquelin, who, according to
Grimarest, was persuaded to send Moliére to college in
1636 so that he might become an actor, arranged in
December of that year for his son to succeed him as va/er-
tapissier du roi. 1t 1s accordingly clear that Jean Poquelin
regarded his son’s education at Clermont as an appropriate
preparation for the office of wales-tapissier, or, at least,
saw nothing incongruous in sending to Court a young
man well-found in Latin and philosophy,

The story of Grimarest is of importance, since it affords
a clue, and as it happens, a false clue, to the relations of
father and son. This commonplace anecdote of a hum-
drum father, overborne by a boy with visions and an old
man with second sight, deprives the sequel of all human
significance. Truth will prove in this case to be more
dramatic than fiction—more dramatic, at any rate, than
the fiction of Grimarest.

The college of Clermont, founded by the Jesuits in

I3



MOLIERE

1551, was at the height of its fame. The Jesuits were the
pioneers of modern education, the first teachers who
consciously made it their aim to fit their pupils for this
world rather than the next, Not only had they introduced
néw methods of teaching old subjects, such as Greek,
Latin and rhetoric. They had also begun to insist on the
importance of the modern side, including in their syllabus
mathematics, physics and chemistry. They even went so
far as to give prominence to the last and rarest subject to
be taught in schools, intelligent reading and competent
writing in the vernacular. Nor were social accomplish-
ments neglected. Dancing and fencing, the turning of
epigrams, the composition and presentation of tragedies
and ballets—all were included. The tragedies were in
Latin, but the ballets needed no interpreters. In the
words of a seventeenth century gossip (1658):

v La verité, sortant du puit,

Par ses pas et ses pirouettes,
Ravit et prudes et coquettes.

Truth issuing from her well to pirouette under the skilful
direction of the reverend fathers is in pleasant accord with
the Jesuitical tradition. Note, also, that ladies were
present. .

The Jesuits were unpopular. Their successful combi-
nation of worldliness and piety exposed them to the envy
and suspicion of their competitors. But even those who
publicly criticized them did not hesitate to send their
sons to Clermont. The education was good and the com-
pany was better. At Clermont the sons of a burgess like
Jean Poquelin, who was merely respectable, sat in the
same classes with the nobility, an opportunity which wise
parents, then as now, were unable to resist. The Jesuits,
taking the world as they found it, made a skilful use of its
social ambitions and inequalities. Blood, brains and
wealth—of such was their kingdom of heaven, and they

14



THE YOUNG PHILOSOPHER

used each of these assets to attract the other. “The
Jesuits,” said Chateaubriand, ‘contrived to establish
between pupils of different rank and fortune a system of

atronage which turned to the advantage of science and
ﬁaarning.' Men might be equal before the throne, but at
Clermont their inequality in all other respects was
candidly recognized. The sons of the nobility had each a
private tutor. The Prince de Conti, socially the most
distinguished of the contemporaries of Moliére, had more
than one. It is not recorded whether, like the Duc
d&’Enghien, his desk was separated from those of his fellow
pupils by a gilded rail, but he was doubtless quite
adequately protected from too promiscuous contacts with
the sons of those who had not in the real sense of the word
been ‘born,” and whom he would meet only in the general
classes and competitions. The editors of the‘ preface of
1682 tell us that Moliére ‘followed the Prince de Conti
in all his classes.” That may or may not be true. The
Prince was nearly eight years younger and graduated
three or four years later than Moliére. We may be sure,
however, that, if the son of Jean Poquelin ‘followed’ the
Prince, it was arranged that he should do so at a respectful
distance.

Moliere was presumably a day-boy, as Voltaire
definitely asserts. The college at that time consisted of
about four hundred boarders, and the day-boys were at
least four times as numerous. The Jesuits liked to catch
their pupils young. Normally a boy when he entered
would be not more than eight years old, and he was
expected to be already able to read and write. For two
years he was instructed in the first principles of grammar
(infima grammatica). He passed to the middle and higher
grammar in his third and fourth year. Another two years
were devoted to the humanities, ending with a class in
rhetoric. The classical course thus lasted for six years,
and was normally completed at the age of fourteen. The
pupil might then take a course in philosophy, which ran
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for another two years. The Prince de Conti, who entered
Clermont in 1637 at the age of eight, graduated in 1644
in classics and philosophy, and was at fifteen a master of
arts and a little monster of learning.

Moliére, according to Grimarest, was fourteen when he
went to Clermont. In other words, he was entered in
1636. The authors of the preface of 1682 mention no
date, but inferences have been rashly drawn from their
declaration that he ‘followed’ the Prince de Conti. The
Prince, as we have seen, was entered in 1637. Such
evidence should be conclusive, but is really véry, hard to
accept. We are asked to believe that Moliére began his
studies in the humanities at an age when most scholars
were completing them, and that the normal procedure of a
great college was substantially modified to meet the
special convenience and aptitude of the son of a marchand
tapissier. Grimarest, on the education of Moliére, is
obviously astray, and for once the honest editors of 1682
appmw;;o be endorsing a legend which is extremely

t is,difficult to determine exactly when Moligre
d:Clermont, it is possible to ascertain more or less
¢ly when he left. Among the enemies of Moliére
gnliven the later chapters of our story was Le
i de  Chalussay, petty author of a libellous

mire Hypocondre, written in 1670. The play
with reckless slander, which extends to the
tin, professional initiation and marriage of
%36 “dictimh. Chalussay has thereby achieved a dubious
simthortality. The education of no French schoolboy is
complete till he has by heart some of the more notorious
passages in which Moli¢re is libelled as actor, author
and man. Chalussay informs us that Moliére left college
in 1640, or a little before—in other words at the end of
the college year in 1639. The normal classical course of
studies at Clermont was, as we have seen, a course of six
years, and it was followed by a further course of
16
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hilosophy which lasted for two years. ‘If he was a good
ﬁumanist, he was an even better philosopher,’ declare the
editors of 1682. Moliére, there&re, took both courses,
which normally required eight years. This would mean
that he entered Clermont at the beginning of the college
year in 1631, when he was eight years old, and while his
mother was still alive, and not, as Grimarest asserts, in
1636, when he was fourteen and at the instance of his
grandfather. His years at Clermont would thus be 1631
to 1639. This is unorthodox as biography, but it is in
accordance with the curriculum and practice of the
college.

Reference has been made to the plays and ballets
performed at Clermont. We naturally wonder whether
Moliére took any part in them, and whether his mind was
thus directed to the stage. The plays were from the works
of Plautus, Terence and Seneca, freely adapted and
interlarded with original acts by masters and pupils.
Chappuzeau, in a famous history of the French Theatre
published in 1674, devoted a special chapter to ~
fashionable entertainments and he very credibly relates
that Louis XIV once witnessed a tragedy at Clermont; ,
‘All this is admirable,” exclaimed one of the spectators.
‘I quite agree with you,” responded the King, ‘this is my
own college.” The Jesuit fathers caught the sg¥ing as it :
flew, and the Colléege de Clermont promptly me the
‘College Louis-le-Grand.’ The editors of 1682 tell us tha¢
Moliére loved and mastered the poets, reading them with -
particular care, especially Terence, but nothing is said of
any nascent inclination for the stage. Moliere, at Cler-
mont, was in love with scholarship and ardent in philos-
ophy. The professorial tragedies, except as a means to
latinity, apparently found and left him indifferent.

Needless to say, the plays at Clermont did not pass
uncensured in an age when the theatre was infamous. The
Abbé Voisin in a pamphlet, published in 1671, expressed
thcd orthodox view: ‘It is indeed no small evil thus to
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encourage in young people a tagte for the pleasure of the
stage,” and a later master of Clermont, Father Jouvency,
put his foot very firmly down upon a practice which
‘could not fail to enervate the minds and corrupt the
morals’ of the young.

The philosophic studies of Moliére were thorough and
individual. The atoms of Epicurus and the vortices of
Descartes will figure among his comic characters. But his
chosen philosopher was Lucretius, and Lucretius, in the
opinion of the early seventeenth century divines, was bad
company. At some time in his career, beginning perhaps
at Clermont, Moliére translated portions of the De Natura
Rerum into French verse, and it is believed that the
editors of 1682 at first proposed to inctude this translation
in their edition of his collected works. The publisher,
however, found the Lucretian doctring to be ‘opposed to
the immortality of the soul,” and the discreet editors not
only dropped the translation, but made no reference to
the matter in their biographical preface. What became
of the manuscript ? Grimarest affirms that Moliére, fallen
into a fit of passion with his cook, who had used some of it
for curl-papers, thrust the remainder into the fire. Others
assert that his widow sold it to a publisher for the sum of
600 /ivres. Almost certainly the translation still existed in
1682. It was in verse of varying measures, not a con-
tinuous work, but a collection of favourite passages. It
was cordially praised by a rival translator but all the
evidence we have of its merit is a few verses on the blind-
ness of love incorporated by their author in the fifth scene
of the second act of Le Misanthrope.

Among the great masters in philosophy of the day was
the celebrated Gassendi. Gassendi was audacious in
speculation and a teacher whose pupils all witness to the
vital influence of a free spirit. He was a champion of
Epicurus, a severe critic of the pedantic exercises in
Aristotle, which still prevailed in many schools, and-a
formidable rival of Descartes. His defence of Epicurus-
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laid him open to charges of libertinism and his criticism
of Descartes, though it was aimed at the Cartesian
method and not at its Christian conclusion, invited the
anathema of the pious. The charge of impiety was in no
way justified. Gassendi subscribed to the existence of
God and the immortality of the soul. He insisted, how-
ever, that man, though he was spirit, did not thereby
cease to be flesh. His epicureanism went no further than
his retort upon Descartes: en m’appelant chair, vous ne
m’btex pas Pesprit; wous vous appelez esprit, mais vous ne
quittez pas votre corps. This is the language of a practical
philosopher and it has a familiar ring. The philosophical
references of Moliere all reflect this sturdy compromise
between soul and“sense. Moliére certainly studied and
admired the work of Gassendi and, directly or indirectly,
Gassendi, the disciple of Epicurus, completed the work of
the Jesuit fathers.

Was Moliére, in fact, his pupil ? Grimarest is circum-
stantial. While Moli¢re was at Clermont or somewhere
about that time—the dates, however, are extremely pre-
carious—Gassendi was acting as tutor to a young man
who was to be a lifelong and intimate friend of Moliére.
It was said in later years that Moliére could scarcely live
without Chapelle and thdt Chapelle never really recovered
from the death of Moliére. He was the natural son of
Frangois Lullier, a gentleman high in the public admin-
istration. He inherited from his father a Rabelaisian
spirit and 4 wit which he reserved almost entirely for his
friends. At twenty he was locked up at the instigation of
two pious, but alas | nafural aunts in the prison of St.
Lazare for scandalous hehaviour. Chapelle lampooned
the aunts and wrote some admirable verses on prison life.
Contemporaries all insist on the vivacity of his intelli-
gence. He had a delicate nose for a fool, and a very
resolute love of good company. He ran to philosophy in
his cups and when drunk became eloquent upon the
‘system of his master. Lyre in hand and Gassendi in his
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pocket,—so Voltaire pictured him. Racine, La Fontaine
and Boileau were among his familiars.

Gassendi, teaching Chapelle, admitted other Fupils to
his class. Among them was Bernier, another friend of
Moliére in later life. Bernier was the least flamboyant but
the most faithful of these young philosophers, and some
forty years later he published a summary account of his
master’s doctrine. He became a great traveller, and a
quarter of a century later diverted Moliére with stories of
Persian manners and the great Moghul.

The story of Grimarest is based upon no other evidence
than the friendship of Moli¢re for these two men.
Moligre, says Grimarest, met them both at Clermont, and
Gassendi, struck with his ‘docility and penetration,’
admitted him to his class. The tale is further adorned by
the swaggering intrusion of Cyrano de Bergerac with his
broken nose, swearing horribly that he, too, will be a
philosopher. Wounded in two sieges, a fearsome duellist
and a notable musketeer, he was henceforth to devote
himself to letters. Perhaps already he had in his pocket a
copy of Le Pédant Joué, the play in which he mocked his
previous master, Jean Grangier, principal of Beauvais,
terrible to the youth of the period, a redoubtable per-
former with the rod and a great believer in Latin. It is
recorded by Boileau that Moli¢re loved Cyrano, and the
friendship is authentic whether they met under Gassendi
or not. It is a high tribute to the teaching and personality
of Gassendi that he secured the respect of this turbulent
spirit. The Poyage dans la Luns of Cyrano bears the stamp
of the philosopher. The lunacy is Cyrano, but the
doctrine is Gassendi.

The legend of Gassendi and his class of free spirits is
attractive, and with a little shuffling of dates and straining
of the evidence it is just possible to accord it the benefit of
the doubt. The rigid seeker after truth, however, will
regard the whole story as one which had to be invented
because it so obviously ought to be true. Gassendi was the
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first philosopher to popularize the application of common-
sense to abstract speculation. His pupils were all of a
Bohemian turn—Chapelle, who caught his glimpse
within the tavern; Bernier, the traveller in outlandish

arts; Cyrano, the brilliant adventurer who imported into
ﬁztters the manners of the guardroom. What was more
natural than to add Moliére to the list—especially as
Moliére was familiar with the doctrines of Gassendi, the
friend in later life of all three of his pupils and a crowning
example to his contemporaries of the awful results of
evil communications in youth.

On leaving Clermont, or, if you will, the seminar of
Gassendi, Moliere studied the law. He appears to have
been called to the bar, and even to have practised on one
occasion. All the contemporary authorities agree, while
Grimarest is unusually categorical. He tells us that, cer-
tain persons having denied that Moliére was ever a
barrister, he had consulted the family who had positively
assured him of the fact. These legal studies, however,
may have been as summary as we care to make them.
Chalussay implies they were serious, but at that time the
law was undoubtedly an ass. Any young man who could
smatter in Latin and pay the necessary fees might be
called. Charles Perault, the contemporary of Moliére, who
took his degree in law in 161, has written an amusing
account of how he received his licence. Arriving at
Orléans at ten o’clock in the evening, along with two
other candidates, he beat up the examiners. A servant
demanded from the window whether they had brought
their fees with them, and, on receiving assurances in the
affirmative, roused the learned doctors, three in number,
who at once with robes hastily thrown over shirts and
nightcaps admitted the young men and submitted them
to a brief oral examination. Marriage, hazarded one of
them, is a legal union between man and woman. The
doctors were satisfied, the fees were paid, and three
happy barristers retired. This, of course, does not mean
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that a mastery of law was a small matter under Louis XIV.
It took, indeed, three years to make a competent bar-
rister. It did mean, however, that anyone who desired to
write himself a barrister might do so without breaking
his young wits upon the mysteries of the profession.

Matrimonium est ligitima maris et feminae conjunctio—
Moliére obviously took his legal studies further than that.
In his plays he deals familiarly with legal mysteries and he
never makes a mistake.

Moliére was now nineteen years of age. He had served
as his father’s apprentice in the workshop of the Rue St.
Honoré, and was the sworn successor to his father’s office
at Court. He had received a thorough grounding in
classics and philosophy. Latin was his second language.
He had Terence by heart. He had witnessed and perhaps
participated in the college entertainments. He had studied
the law even more than was necessary and been called
to the bar. Moli¢re from the age of ten to the age of
twenty was, in a word, being thoroughly well educated
and acquainting himself with the nature of things. The
rest is legend. The stories that associate him closely in
boyhood with his future patron the Prince de Conti, or his
future comrades, Chapelle, Bernier and the rest, are in all
probability constructive fictions. More especially there is
not a shred of evidence that he had at this time any sense
of his vocation for the theatre. There is as yet nothing to
suggest that the son of Jean Poquelin at twenty was not
prepared to fulfil his father’s ambition.
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CHAPTER III
SUDDEN CONVERSION

oT FAR from the house of the monkeys, Rue St.
Honoré, in the same parish of St. Eustache, lived
a family in striking contrast with that of the prosperous
and respectable Jean Poquelin. Joseph Béjart, an official
in the Department of Forestry, was a man of easy manners
and uneasy circumstances. He had married in 1616, and
on his death in 1642 left to his widow, Marie Hervé, an
inheritance which with great presence of mind she very
promptly renounced as likely to be richer in liabilities
than in assets. Eleven children had been born of the
marriage—more than Joseph could either discipline or
afford. These young people, or as many of them as sur-
vived, were fending f}c))r themselves in various ways, but
all had a passion for the theatre. Even Joseph is suspect.
In moments of expansion he called himself the Sieur de
Belleville, which may imply that at some time or other he
had been, or had believed himself to be, an actor.

The Béjarts made no secret of their delinquencies.
They flaunted their misdemeanours at the parish font and
lf:ecorded them in certificates drawn in good and proper
orm. 4

The elder daughter of the house was Madeleine. At
eighteen she was addressing verses to Rotrou, dramatic
author, the most considerable of the predecessors of
Corneille, assuring him that his dying Hercules would
render him immortal. At nineteen she was the mistress of
the Comte de Modéne, soldier and sonneteer, political
adventurer and amateur of the stage. When, at twenty,
she became a mother, there was no apology. On the
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contrary, there was a handsome christening, at which the
Count’s paternity was publicly acknowledged, and the
child received for godparents her natural grandmother
and the legitimate son of her own illegitimate father.
Such a ceremony, to say the least, was lacking in reticence.
It indicated, moreover, that Madeleine’s behaviour was
viewed with complacency not only by the Count and his
legitimate heirs, but by the mother of Madeleine herself
—who, by the standards of Jean Poquelin and the decent
burgesses of Paris, should have been hiding a diminished
head.

Madeleine Béjart, born in 1618, and four years older
than Moliére, was a mother and a woman of experience
at a time when he was still thumbing his philosophers at
Clermont. She was handsome in her reddish way, more
than commonly intelligent, with a genius for friendship.
Her loves were for a season, but her affections were for
life. She was of an even and tolerant disposition, facile,
gtlzrhaps, in gallantry, but steadfast in companionship.

er passion—if she had one—was for the theatre; the
abiding care of her life was for the interests and happiness
of Moliére. Posterity owes her a debt which it has fre-
quently misinterpreted. Too often it has preferred to
emphasize the charms which seduced a respectable young
man to follow an infamous profession and neglected to
discover the friend and colleague whose affection and
competence were his strongest and most reliable support
from the moment when their fortunes were first
united.

When and where did she first encounter Moliére ?
There were a hundred ways and places. Sooner or later
everyone in Paris crossed trom the right to the left bank
of the river; and, for the actress as for the schoolboy, the
fine new bridge of Henri Quatre—still the Pont Neuf—
with its demilunes, in the shelter of which mounte-
banks and pedlars, famous throughout France, exhibited
their wares and their talents, was the necessary route.
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This was the cynosure of vagrant Paris, and Madeleine,
strikingly red, undoubtedly handsome, covertly observed
by all her neighbours, splendidly indifferent to all eyes
and whispers, moving across the bridge to the great fair
of St. Germain was not a person to be missed. Moliere
was quick to pursue her—at least with his eyes. Talle-
mant de Réaux, a contemporary gossip, is explicit on the
subject: ‘a boy named Moliere left the benches of the
Sorbonne to follow her; he was for a long while in love
with her and married her in the end.” The boy was not
yet named Moliére; he was never at the Sorbonne; he was
not long in love with Madeleine, and he never married
her. But there is a kernel of truth in the statement.

The autumn of 1641 was clearly a critical moment.
The son of Jean Poquelin was ready to face the world. He
was nineteen; his education was complete; he was a
barrister and the King’s vales-tapissier elect, with a res-
pectable trade at his fingers’ ends. He had earned the
right to breathe a while before serious employment.
There had not, so far, been any authentic whisper of the
stage. But Madeleine was passing and within a year
Moliere had decided to become an actor. Madeleine clearly
counted for something in this event. That the son of Jean
Poquelin became Moli¢re for love of a handsome woman
is, however, a legend, which could be cherished only by
a nation which makes it a point of honour to practise a
literary eroticism which seldom accords either with its
temperament or its history. No better answer is likely to
be found to the question why Moliére went upon the
stage than the explicit declaration of the editors of 1682:
‘On quitting his legal studies he chose the profession of
an actor owing to the irresistible vocation which he felt
for the theatre.’ .

What persuasions, previous to his acquaintance with
Madeleine, had Moliére received ? All is conjecture. It
is impossible to do more than portray the influences at
hand and imagine the effects for ourselves. The legendary
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grandfather addicted to the theatre and secretly en-
couraging his grandson to aim at the stage has been
already rejected, and there is no record of young Poquelin
showing any special interest in the theatrical performances
at Clermont. Neither at home nor at school was Moliére
prepared far an apparently sudden conversion at nineteen
years of age. The libellous author of Elomire suggests a
third possibility. Moliére on his way to Clermont loitered
upon the Pont Neuf before the booths of the showmen,
paused amid the crowded alleys of the Fair of St. Ger-
main, or stood in the Place Dauphiné where Mondor was
conjurer and Tabarin was making his name a synonym
for disorderly enjoyment. Was it thus, from the mounte-
banks of the fair and the market, that Moliére received
his first impressions ? The libellist is circumstantial. He
affirms that Moli¢re, on completing his studies, solicited
employment from Bary and Orvietan, who were the most
popular of the mountebanks of St. Germain; that he was
even ready to appear before the public as a snake-
swallower; that he was called by the brothers of Made-
leine Je mangeur de vipéres. All this is pure malice. It is
true that the father of Moliére inherited two boxes within
the enclosure of St. Germain, home of the Théatre de la
Foire where Bary and Orvietan were accustomed to per-
form; but Moliére was drawn, not to the farce of the
fair, but to the tragic theatre of Bellerose and Mondory,
and there is here a world of influences to explore. .

Moliére, born in 1622, coild hardly have frequented
the theatre before 1635, and the utmost we can say of
him in boyhood is that he had special opportunities of
doing so. One w»f the friends of Jean Poquelin, also an
upholsterer, was a master of the Confrérie de la Passion
and in the theatre of the Hotel de Bourgogne, owned by
the Confrérie, the masters had a private box reserved for
them and their friends. In all probability it was from this
box that Moli¢re first looked down upon the stage.

The Confrérie de la Passion was a survival from the
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Middle Ages, which somehow coritrived to live for at
least a hundred years after it had ceased to be anything
but a privileged nuisance. It cannot, however, be neg-
lected by the historian of any phase of the French theatre,
for the Comédie Frangaise is to-day its heir. As its name
implies, it had first been organized as an association for
the performance of medizval mysteries—a guild of
amateurs, acting for their own pleasure and the public
edification, who paid their own expenses and managed
their own affairs under an elaborate system of regulations.
Its charter served as a model for the contract under
which Moliere first entered the profession, and that
contract became in turn the basis of the constitution,
many times revised, of the Comédie Frangaise as it exists
to-day.

Miracle plays, which after the renaissance became
offensive to public taste, had been prohibited by Act of
Parliament in 1548. This should have been the end of the
Confrérie, but it was only the beginning of a long struggle
with the professional theatre which lasted until three
years after the death of Moliére. The Confrérie abandoned
its own performances in 1578, but kept a firm grip of its
privileges. These included a monopoly of the control of
public theatrical performances in Paris. The submission
of public amusement to a system of monopoly survived
well into the seventeenth century, and the privileges of
the Confrérie were confirmed by the Kings of France
successively from Henry II to Louis XIII. No company,
unless the King or some powerful patron took it under his
special protection, might lawfully settle in Paris without
permission of the brotherhood. A treop desiring to
perform in public was thus compelled to lease the Hotel
de Bourgogne at a fair rent—two crowns to the brother-
hood per day—or, if it dared to compete with the lessees
of the brotherhood, might find itself subject to prosecu-
tion and arrest. The professional actors naturally resented
a monopoly for which no reasonable pretext could be
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found, except that they were rogues and vagabonds and
must, therc?ore, in medi®val fashion have a respectable
surety for their good behavjour. Unauthorized com-
panies disputed the monopoly; the company enjoying it
tried always to suppress the interlopers. For a hundred
years there were petitions, protests, riots and open
breaches of the law, so that Henry IV, a friend of the
theatre, found it necessary to prohibit persons quite
explicitly, from throwing stones, powders or other
missiles upon the stage.

Various companies came and went at the Hotel de
Bourgogneduring the seventy or eighty years that followed
the abolition of the mysteries in 1548. Finally, however,
we find in more or less permanent occupation of the
theatre a group of players which early in the seventeenth
century began to call itself the Troupe Royale. This com-
pany was in 1629, by an express order of the King in
Council, accorded a lease for three years of the Hétel de
Bourgogne, subsequently renewed from time to time, ata
yearly rental of 2,400 /ivres. Thus were established the
royal players, whose performances Moliére saw as a
young man and with whom he was to enter upon a bitter
rivalry in after years.

In the period immediately preceding its permanent
establishment, the Troupe Royale had alternated at the
Hoétel de Bourgogne with another company under the
Cornelian actor Mondory which subsequently settled at
the Théitre du Marais. In law there should have been
only one theatre in Paris—the Hoétel de Bourgogne. In
fact there were several, of which only the Théitre du
Marais need for the moment be mentioned. It owed the
toleration it enjoyed to the two men who had done most
for the redemption of the stage—Corneille, whose Melite
-produced at the Marais, was his first success in Paris, and
Richelieu, who esteemed Mondory, the leader of the
company, above all other players. The Marais is of special
interest to the biographers of Moli¢re. Madeleine Béjart
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was familiar with several of its actors authgg'“? .
possibly she had even appeared in its prodycts p&\m;lz [

What would be the impressions of the y sC g
Clermont sitting in the box of the Confrérie at the Hotel
de Bourgogne in about the year 1635? He would enter
the theatre in the early afternoon; the fashionable hour of
performance was beginning to advance, but the authori-
ties still insisted upon the play concluding before darkness
fell. The room was a long and narrow rectangle. Two
galleries ran around the walls upon three sides of it, and
on the fourth side was the stage. The floor was an open
space, a large pit where the bulk of the audience stood
during the perf8rmance or wandered restlessly about
during the intervals.

The performance has not yet begun. The late arrivals
are entering the boxes and galleries. They are respectable
burgesses, or even noble lords, who have not yet con-
tracted the bad habit of sitting upon the stage. These
privileged ones have paid perhaps twenty so/s for their
seats, unless, claiming to be of the King’s household, they
have, under protest from the doorkeeper, ruffled their way
in for nothing. The people packed together in the pit
have paid ten so/s for admission by Act of Parliament.
They are restless and uncomfortable. The stage is not
easily seen, for there is no slope to the floor. The hall is
ill-lighted with a huge chandelier of tallow candles,
hanging before the curtain. No respectable women are
present and the jests which fly about the crowded floor
are of a masculine persuasion. The audience is in a holiday
mood, but a quarrel may break out on the smallest provo-
cation and the good people in the pit must look well to
their pockets. Plying their wares in the hall and the
corridors are the licensed vendors of wine, drinks cold or
hot according to the season, sweetmeats and oranges..
Standing against the wall near the stage, beside a group of
barrels full of water, is a man in livery with a pair of
snuffers. He is the fireman, in charge of the lighting, and,
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if the candles are burning badly, he will lower away the
great chandelier, suspended over a pulley in front of the
stage, and snuff them carefully in order to avoid an ill
odour in the house. :

The audience is impatient and the tragedy is not yet
ready. Nor would it be possible to start a tragedy before
these ribald folk. From between the curtains advances a
single figure. This is the orator of the troop. He comes to
deliver the prologue or harangue, which soon will be out
of fashion, but which still delights a generation which has
listened to such masters in that kind as Bruscambille.
With a tactful impudence he rallies the people upon their
behaviour. Will the gentlemen who have apparently come
for exercise go for a walk elsewhere ? Will those who
desire to listen prepare to do so, and those who seem bent
upon enjoying their own wit now give way to the players ?
A tragedy is to be performed—a very serious matter.
The author is praised; the piece is outlined; announce-
ments are made concerning the actors who are about to
take the stage. Then, perhaps, prior to the play, as be-
tween the acts, there is music—two violins, a drum and
a flute.

The audience at last is quiet and ready for the play. The
tragedy itself is still, perhaps, by Alexander Hardy, the
first secular dramatist of France, but more likely by one
of the authors who led the tragic muse through Rotrou to
Corneille. It is a fine robustious performance—stuffed
with kings and princes, ladies in a fine passion, agonies of
mind and the major interests, such as love, death, the
conquest of self or of the world. The actors fight in that
narrow room for an effective hearing. Perhaps it is
Bellerose—elegant, inclined to be lachrymose but neces-
sarily loud. As a physical feat alone his performance in
remarkable. Mondory, the tragic actor of the Marais,
burst a blood vessel and died of paralysis as the result
of his efforts, and Montfleury, the successor of Bellerose
at the Hotel de Bourgogne, was described by his
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contemporaries as dying not of fever or the gout, as the
doctors alleged, but of Andromague.

Was the young Moliére, watching this performance,
swept away on the high tide of tragic passion, or was he,
even as a boy, inclined to mock at the emphasis and exag-
geration of the royal troop ? Possibly he listened even as
early as this with reservations. It would be still more
interesting to know what thus early he made of the
King’s tragedians, when, upon the conclusion of the
serious play, they put on, as custom required, the motley
of popular farce so that the audience might be sent away
in good humour. The founders of the royal troop had,
at the beginning of the century, been more celebrated for
their farce than for ' their tragedy. Robert Guérin,
tragedian, with his comrades Hugh Guéru and Henri
Legrand, were more popular among the burgesses of
Paris in the first quarter of the seventeenth century as
clowns than as heroes. Corneille had not yet lifted tragedy
to its pride of place; and, in order to win the affections of
the public, these actors must discard the buskin for the
comic mask. Robert Guérin, clad in a tunic drawn tight
about the waist that gave him theappearance of a cottage
loaf, his face like a full moon, trousers that stopped short
at the ankles, shoes with enormous rosettes and a little
round hat worn coquettishly on one side would set the
house upon a roar, while Hugh Guéru, veritable enemy
of sadness, as he is styled in a famous broadsheet, launched
his witticisms from a mask impressively immobile, and
Henri Legrand, whose humour was of a sour and elderly
complexion, in keeping with his slender legs, mouth
drooping at the corners and suit of solemn black, com-
pleted the picture. For laughing purposes these actors
discarded their tragic names. Thousands who cared little
for Guérin, Guéru and Legrand adored them as Gros
Guillaume, Turlupin and Gaultier Garguille. Another
famous figure was Bruscambille, master of the harangue,
in whose orations to the unruly public, preserved for
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posterity, are.embalmed all the woes and tribulations of
the actor before the theatre became respectable, his
epigram on the life of a comedian being the last pre-
Cornelian wordupon these pioneer years of the stage: une
vie sans soucis et quelque fois sans six sous. Finally, there was
the Capitaine Fracasse, ancient Pistol of France, with his
tall bonnet, enormous ruff, sword thrust aggressively
behind him, fierce moustache, a veritable army in buck-
ram. The shades of these famous clowns still lingered
about the Hoétel de Bourgogne, and Moli¢re, who may
even have seen them as a boy, certainly beheld the in-
heritors of their tradition.

During the first quarter of the seventeenth century the
French theatre was in transition. Little had as yet been
done to raise it in public esteem or procure for it the brief
szlriod of splendour in the course of which Corneille,

oliere himself and Racine made it the principal glory of
France. The critical years lay still in the immediate future.
Fortunately for the stage, however, the great Richelieu,
in the intervals of statecraft, had assumed the quill of a
tragedian. Not only did he write plays but he built a
theatre for their becoming presentation—the first theatre
constructed expressly for dramatic performances in
France,—destined, as we shall see, to be the first house
of Moliére. This was the Palais du Cardinal, afterwards
the Palais Royal, in which all the masterpieces of Moliére
from L’Ecile des Maris to Le Malade Imaginaire were
first given to the public and whence he was carried to die
within a few hours of his last appearance upon any stage.
The enthusiasm of Rgchelieu for the theatre was soon to
be embodied in a public act. Clearly a profession which
included the master of France among its authors and to
which the great Corneille was beginning to contribute his
masterpieces could no longer be execrated even in theory,
and in 1641, fur years after the first performance of
Le Cid, Louis XIII, taking the Troupe Royale under his
protection and according it a pension of 1,200 Jivre
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a year, published a famous edict in which the theatre was
acknowledged to be a reasonable form of diversion andin
which the royal desire was expressed that the calling of an
actor should no longer be deemed to prejudice his stand-
ing and honour as a possibly respectable member of
society. This curious edict, however, though it formed a
landmark in the progress of the stage, proclaimed rather
than abolished the strange anomaly of the actor’s position
in face of society and the Church; and, in appreciating
the step which Moliére was about to take, it is essential
to realize that the status of the actor, honoured and
cherished by the court, adored from this time forward
by the crowd, remained ambiguous. Moliére, deciding
to become an actor, could be under no illusion. The
theatre, theoretically infamous, might be tolerated by the
King’s lieges with a quiet mind after 1641, but the
attitude of the Church, of local authorities and of the
respectable public could not be changed in a generation
or even in a century.

The attitude of the Church, in particular, was never
really modified, though from time to time it was more
indulgent than the canon prescribed. The actor was an
excommunicated person. He was only admitted to the
sacraments as an act of indulgence. Upon his death-bed
he was required formally to renounce his profession before
he was allowed to receive them. If he died unable or
unwilling to comply with this fc-mality, he was in law
deprived of Christian burial, which could only be ac-
corded him by connivance or special dispensation. Full
advantage was taken of the canon#al regulations by the
more fanatical clergy, more especially in the provinces;
and the severest penalties were exacted in any case where
the players offended clerical prejudices, where they com-
peted in any way with ecclesiastical diversions, or where,
as might well happen, their performance® had little relish
of salvation. Thus in 1666 at Narbonne it was announced
from the pulpit that there would be no sacraments or
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sermons for any persons who attended the performance
of a company which had been rash enougﬁ to open a
theatre in Lent. The clergy in Paris, in view of the
increasing toleration of the Court, were less drastic, but
in 1624 the Archbishop of Paris declared in full synod
that players according to the canon stood deprived of the
sacramen¢s and of Christian burial. Nor was this attitude
of the Chugch in any way softened out of consideration for
the known piety and good works of individual players.
The supreme instance of Christian zeal misapplied in a
particular case was that of the pious actor Rosimont, who
died towards the end of the century. He was a man of
exemplary life, more than ordinarily devout, and in 1680
he had published a Life of the Saints for Every Day of the
Year. To remove any possible stumbling-block for the
orthodox, he had issued it under a pseudonym; and so
well did he conceal his pious act that not even the priests
whom he edified were aware of his authorship, with the
result that upon his demise they promptly refused him
Christian burial, as the canon prescribed—a conspicuous
demonstration that it is not always safe for a Christian
to conceal from his right hand what his left may be doing.
Bossuet, the most illustrious enemy of the theatre—who,
on the passing of Moliére, declaimed from the pulpit
‘woe unto them that laugh for they shall weep’—cate-
gorically affirmed that it was the constant practice of the
Church to deprive of the sacraments during life and in
death all those who acted upon the stage unless they
renounced their profession, adding that these unfortunate
persons might only be admitted to communion as public
sinners.

Moliere, choosing to be a professional actor, could not
fail to be thoroughly familiar with the clerical point of
view and evgn more intimately acquainted with the
attitude of thg\respectable middle classes of the town.
Hitherto he had known the theatre only from outside,
seen it witk the\eyes of his father, felt no irresistible
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premonitions. He had not yet passed the fatal proscenium
whence for the born actor there is no return. It was
Madeleine, the admirer of Rotrou, ambitious to shine in
tragedy, already committed to the mimic world, who led
him to take the irrevocable step. The conviction was
probably as sudden as it was irresistible. There came
perhaps a moment when, potentially the lover of Helen,
the friend of Alexander, the disciple of Socrages, he saw
the varied fpagcant of life narrowing down to the sole
existence of Jean Poquelin IV, valer-tapissier du roi; and
at that moment the stage was revealed to him as a lively
mimicry of the thousand frustrated lives that are carried
within the breast of a single spectator. He was a born
actor, and for the born actor the mood in which the public
intensifies and extends its emotions through the glamour
of the stage is the condition of his being. It invests every
sordid or childish detail of his profession with a pas-
sionate significance. The son of Jean Poquelin had
suddenly to make a choice: Jean Poquelin IV vales
tapissier du roi, sitting at ease in the box of the Confrérie,
occasionally diverting himself with the joys and dis-
tresses of that mimic world, or the thousand men he had
it in him still to be—he did not know their names as yet
—>Sganarelle, Harpagon, Alceste, Tartuffe, Don Juan.
They are with him as he climbs the stage to meet, perhaps,
Floridor at the Marais, or Montfleury at the Hétel de
Bourgogne. The candles are put out one by one, and the
long hall is full of shadows. The voices of the players,
behind the partition, discarding their splendid dresses,
are heard in jest or lamentation. The leader of the
company is giving his instructions for the morrow to the
musicians, to the mistress of the robes, to the actress who
is to die for him shortly in the presence of a hundred
spactators. ‘The son of Jean Poquelin, valer-tapissier, has
not yet consciously, perhaps, made his cheice, but it was
said of Chatham that his first glimpse into the royal
closet intoxicated him—which was oaly fitting in a
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King’s minister, For the man who would be Moliére one
glimpse within the fgreen-room would suffice.

Meanwhile, his father, though as yet unaware that his
plans were doomed, had begun to take alarm. This
association of his son with the Béjarts was most unfor-
tunate. Madeleine was notoriously of an easy disposition,
and there was every prospect of a serious entanglement.
Jean Poquelin had not sent his son to Clermont and had
him sworn of the King’s household that he might consort
with a family which was socially indiscreet and notor-
iously far from prosperous. During all that winter of
1641-1642 the intimacy with the Béjarts was, neverthe-
less, increasing, and it began, perhaps, to be hinted that
the boy’s infatuation for the actress might become a
passion for the stage.

What was to be done ? King Louis XIII in the winter
of 1641-1642 was at Narbonne, where he was likely to
remain for the next six months. Normally Jean Poquelin
should have gone south in April to take his term of
service as valet-tapissier, which ran from April to June.
Why not send as deputy his young successor in office ?
His son would thus be well out of the shot and danger of
desire and perhaps acquire an interest in the work for
which he had been so carefully prepared. The alarms and
pleasures of Court and camp could scarcely fail to hold
and interest a young man of nineteen, new to incidents of
travel. The appeal of the booths and playhouses of Paris
and the scandalous prestige of the Béjarts, a fine theme for
the gossips of St. Eustache, would seem of small account
after three months in the royal household.

The prescription was excellent. The scholar of Cler-
mont, on service with the King in the spring of 1642,
must have had his fill of political excitement. ‘The King’s
army was besieging Perpignan, and in June, 1642, came
the sensational conspiracy and arrest of Cinq Mars.
Tradition assigns Moliére, without a shadow of founda-
tion or probability, an active part in these tragic incidents,
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alleging that he concealed the hunted nobleman in a
cupboard within a few yards of the King’s' bedchamber.
Alfthis is purely legendary and profoundly false. Moliére
was to spend the better part of his life in close touch with
the Court and within the shadow of high political de-
cisions. But he remained profoundly indifferent to
politics as professionally understood. The events at
Perpignan were as the passing of Fortinbras.

The office he held was no sinecure. The King on
progress took with him two complete sets of furniture,
and the valer-tapissier combined the duties of a billeting
officer with those of a quartermaster. ‘When the Court is
in progress,’ ran the royal book of household instructions,

the first and second bedchamber follow each other alternately.
There are two complete bedchambers—two beds, two sets of
furnishings and appointments. The first bedchamber is despatched
on the day before the Court sets forth, so that the King, arriving
the next day at his destination, finds his room already prepared; the
second bedchamber meanwhile goes forward to the next place of
halt—and so forth. Thus, of the two officers who areserving their
quarterly term of office, there is always one who is responsible for
the first bedchamber and one who accompanies the second.

All this was invaluable experience. Moliére, vales-
tapissier du roi, was learning to organize a provincial tour.
From camp to camp, from one small town to another, he
must shift the royal scene. The properties were more
substantial, but was the play, for him, more real than
those with which he was not long afterwards to tour the
long white roads of Provence ? Jolting over these same
roads, with horses and waggons impressed for the royal
service, he had leisure to reflect upon the decision that lay
before him on his return. This, perhaps, was his last
effort, made in good faith, to meet the wishes of his father.
There was much to observe, new types of men in this
generous south, a landscape that surprised the townsman
at every turn; men of authority about the King and his

37



MOLIERE

ministers; the fortunes of war and policy; the gossip of
the Court; the lifewof the camp; a scene that changed with
every day that passed. His father might well have hoped
that his son’s fancy would be caught and held; that after
su¢h an experience he would not readily surrender his
birthright. Madeleine and her brothers, down at heel,
living on the edge of Bohemia, hungrily following the
fortunes of their handsome sister, should compare but ill
with the splendour of Louis and the ruffling lords who
had not yet felt effectively the hand of Richelieu. Passing
from spring to summer were the vines and olives of
France; the young man was witnessing an abundant,
unfamiliar life in a new setting. Yet, as the sequel showed,
he was undeterred, almost untouched by this experience.
He observed the great men and their foibles; they were
to be his subjects. He consorted in good fellowship with
the people of the country; they were to be the first of his
friends in front. He might even pause with approval on
his way from town to town to admire the disposition of
hill and stream. But certainly, when he paused, you may
be sure that the landscape hdad somewhere a man in it.
Inanimate nature remained for him, then as ever, inani-
mate. The only scene he would ever really love was a scene
that could be shifted. Nature, for Moliére, first to last,
was a backcloth. We are not to imagine him held breath-
less by wide horizons, or creeping river, or the shapes of
hills. It was, rather, at such a moment that suddenly,
perhaps, he would remember the Pont Neuf and the pillars
of the market.

Moliére returned to Paris in the late summer of 1642.
The experiment had failed, and the failure was in a few
months to be confessed. For a short while yet appearances
were saved, but Jean Poquelin must already have seen
how things were going. There began to be long, and for
the moment mysterious, councils at the house of the
Béjarts. Finally; in December, the decision was taken, and
Jean Poquelin was informed. His son had decided to go
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upon the stage, and was not to be moved from his purpose.

he necessary plans had been laid. He was prc?:osing to
enter into partnership with the Béjarts and their friends, to
form a company, to assist in financing it, to assume joint
responsibility for a theatre, to identify himself with the
hazards and disabilities of a group no member of which
had much or anything to lose. For Jean Poquelin this was
the end of hopes which he had nursed for many years.
His son was proposing to abandon an honourable
position in order to become a social outlaw, very possibly
a beggar.

The first reaction is easily inferred. Jean Poquelin, the
whole family of the Poquelins, two sets of maternal rela-
tives, all the survivors and descendants of the Homeric
gathering that had witnessed the marriage contract of
Marie Cressé in 1621, tried by every possible means to
turn the young man from his purpose. Tradition credibly
affirms that Poquelin turned in his distress to Georges
Pinel, friend of the family, who, it is said, had taught his
son to read and write, and that the good man, accepting
the mission, was sent to continue the persuasions which
Poquelin had himself exhausted. The sequel was the first
of the comedies by Moliére. The master, sent to convert
his pupil, was himself converted. He joined the troop that
was assembling at the house of the Béjarts, and his signa-
ture, some months later, was duly affixed to the contract
under which it was constituted.

The way in which father and son met this crisis in their
relations is a credit to them both. There is no evidence of
any bitterness or estrangement on either side. The posi-
tion had somehow to be faced and regulated—reduced to
black and white, as was the custom in any orderly and
responsible family. Jean Poquelin might, if he had
wished, have opposed his son’s project and refused him
the means of carrying it into effect. The boy was only
twenty-one, still, therefore, a minor, the legal majority
being at that time twenty-five. For the moment, however,
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Poquelin acquiesced, though he had doubtless not
abandoned all hope of ultimately retrieving the prodigal.
In six months the company would probably be bankrupt,
and the young actor would tire rapidly of the false glitter
and shrill accents of the stage; while Madeleine, who had
seduced him from respectability, would, if report was to
be relied upon, soon be looking elsewhere for the protec-
tion she so badly needed.

Jean Poquelin affected, therefore, to yield, and the
result was a legal document duly signed between father
and son on January 6, 1643. Moli¢re surrendered the
reversion of the office of valet-tapissier du roi in favour
of such other of his father’s children as the latter might
select. To this renunciation stood appended a receipt for
630 J/ivres. The son acknowledges that he has received
this sum from his father on account of monies which may
be due to him from his mother’s estate, or which he may
ultimately inherit. The money is to be devoted to a pur-
pose unspecified in the document, but referred to as
something already agreed upon.

The purpose of this advance was declared for posterity
six months later on June 30, 1643, in the articles of asso-
ciation whereby the son of Jean Poquelin became one of
the founders of the Illustrious Theatre.
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CHAPTER IV
THE ILLUSTRIOUS THEATRE

HE coMPAaNY of which Moliére definitely became

a member in the summer of 1643, in calling itself

the Illustrious Theatre, could scarcely have suspected,
however young and ardent its members, that its name
would thereafter be so seriously justified. The hyperbole of
its title was purely formal, the word illustrious being at
that time a modish epithet which might be assumed in all
modesty by any public enterprise. The articles under
which 1t was constituted, modelled upon those of the
Confrérie de la Passion, perpetuated a system of manage-
ment and finance which survived even the Revolution
and the hand of Napoleon. Its statutes were in all essentials
similar to those of the Comédie Frangaise to-day. Few
governments have been able to resist tinkering with the
constitution of the French national theatre. But the main
principles have never been seriously altered. When
Moliere died in 1674, his company, still organized on
the same lines as the Illustrious Theatre, was an associa-
tion of players, each of whom was entitled to a share of
the proceeds of their work, and all of whom were subject
to a discipline administered by general agreement in the
common interest. Its members had definite rights and
obligations, such as the right to a pension on retirement,
or the obligation to accept such acting parts as were
assigned to them. It was also, by that time, a pensioner of
the State and subordinated in certain respects to a repre-
sentative of the head of the State. The young people
who assembled to sign the contract of June 30, 1643,
were laying the foundations of a theatre which was to
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form an historic link between the Confrérie de la Passion,
which had been under royal protection from the begin-
ning of the sixteenth century, and the Comédie Frangaise
of the Third Republic.

What are the main provisions of this historic deed ?
Each of the associates contributes to the funds of the com-
gany and enjoys in return a share of the profits. No mem-

er may withdraw or be dismissed except at four months’
notice. Plays are cast and all business decisions are taken
by a majority vote of the company. Anyone who leaves the
company by friendly arrangement, after giving the
necessary notice, is entitled to withdraw his contribution
to its funds and to receive a sum representing the value of
his share in the properties; anyone expelled from the
company for insubordination or negligence forfeits his
interests. A player who deserts the company or refuses
to carry out his undertakings under the contract is bound
to provide compensation for any prejudice it may thereby
sustain and to pledge his property as security for such
compensation. Finally, the signatories engage to pay to
the company the sum of 300 Jwres if they should with-
draw before the theatre is opened.

This, then, was a joint and corporate undertaking,
financed by its members, who were bound by articles
safeguarding them from the desertion or indiscipline of
their colleagues. Of special and personal interest is a pro-
vision that Madeleine is to choose her own part. It places
her quite definitely as the leading spirit. Another purely
personal provision is that the heroes shall be imperson-
ated alternately by Poquelin (Moli¢re) and two other
members of the company. There is also a special clause
providing that all the signatories shall subscribe to their
undertakings as though they were legally majors. Moliére
himself was a minor; so was one, at least, of the Béjarts.

The new company met at the house of Marie Hervé in
the Rue de la Perle. There was not a member of whom
Jean Poquelin $ould approve, with the exception, perhaps,

42



THE ILLUSTRIOUS THEATRE

of Maitre Mareschall, avocat en Parlement, who was there
for the merely professional purpose of secing that the
document was £-awn, signedP and witnessed in due and
proper form. Denys Beys, first of the signatories, was the
brother of Charles Beys, author of tragi-comedies. He
died five years later of over-drinking. Germain Clérin
was the brother of an actress and Catherine des Urlis was
the sister of an actor, both at the Théitre du Marais.
Nicolas Bonnenfant had twice belied his name by failing
to give satisfaction to the two successive employers with
whom his family had placed him. Finally, there was
Georges Pinel, the renegade writing master, and Made-
leine Malingre, the daughter of a carpenter.

Determined efforts have been made to give to this
small band of adventurers an air of respectability. The
lame, the halt, and the blind, says the libellous author
of Elomire. No, say the apologists, this was a company
of young gentlemen amateurs who, having acted for their
own amusement, now decided to adopt a profession
which was within the next generation to be held in
honour. ‘Enfants de famille, says the Preface of 1682,
thereby suggesting that these young people had been in
the real sense of the word ‘born.” ‘Quelgues bourgeois de
Paris,’ says Grimarest, using a title which was not quite
so easily earned as all that. These are praiseworthy but
wholly misguided efforts to break the social fall of our
hero by means of discreet implications. The son of Jean
Poquelin was no gentleman amateur engaging in a
g?stime or, still less, embarking upon a reputable career.

or had these associates of his any claims to gentility. All
were clinging to the skirts of a profession whose members
were tolerated by society if they were amusing, petted if
they were fair, and ranked by the reputable burgesses of
Paris with sword swallowers, pedlars and rat catchers,
with the additional qualification that they were almost
certainly damned. Moliere was henceforth of the fra-
ternity. He was renouncing nameand position, abandoning
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the stage of the world for the world of the stage, a
deliberate professional, with all the contempt of the

rofessional for the casual interloper into his mystery.

he son of Jean Poquelin first signed himself the Sieur de
Moliére upon a contract engaging a dancer for the
Illustrious Theatre on June 28, 1644. For us, however,
he is Moliére from the moment of his decision taken in
the previous year. Thenceforward he never once looked
back.

The contract between the members of the Illustrious
Theatre presupposes that the company was already
formed, and that the contributions had been already
paid. Moliére had already left his father’s house. His
address upon the contract is Rue de Thorigny, where in
January, 1636, Madeleine Béjart, just eighteen years of
age, had bought a house and garden for 2,000 /vres, of
which she had already paid half the amount. It is to be
presumed that it was in this house that she had lived
under the protection of the Comte de Modéne, whom in
July, 1636, she had presented with the daughter to whom
allusion has already been made, and it is to be further
presumed that it was to this house that she returned with
Moliere on the evening of June 30, 1643. Her own
address is entered on the contract as the house of her
mother; but Marie Hervé was always prepared to lend
her address for legal purposes. That Moli¢re did not give
his father’s address was only natural. Father and son had,
presumably, decided that perhaps it would be wise not to
see too much of one another during this present crisis.
What Jean Poquelin had to say about Madeleine and her
tail of needy young adventurers would hardly be pleasant
hearing, and Moli¢re would wish to spare the sancti
of the paternal hearth, just as a year later he decided to
renounce his father’s name so that his family might be
sl.)grled the indignity of seeing it flaunted upon the play-

ills.

Of the young people present in the house of Marie
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Hervé that summer afternoon, some would desert the
ship as soon as it appeared to be sinkin%, but others would
remain loyal to the death. Madeleine, leader of the enter-
prise, as one by one the members of the troop came to the
table and affixed their signatures, watching them with
shrewd, indulgent eyes, would have more faith in Beys,
who would bring her into touch with the fashionable
authors of the day, or in Clérin, who would keep her on
friendly terms with the Théaitre du Marais, than in the
young man who, so far as she knew, brought to the enter-
prise only his infatuation for the stage, his affection for
herself and a modest contribution of 600 /ivres to the
common funds. Would he ever really come up to profes-
sional standard ? He had immortal longings, as she had,
to excel, and one could only excel in tragedy. She could
not, with all her indulgence, avoid misgiving as to his
tragic powers. He was not sufficiently emphatic; had not
yet learned to roar with conviction. Nor was he by any
means cast in the heroic mould—only moderately tall,
his nose a little thick, his mouth large, with full lips. He
had, however, a noble mien, a good leg, and he walked
slowly—an excellent carriage for the stage. He had fine
eyes, but scarcely the eyes of a successful actor—too
serious altogether, contemplative eyes with an inward
look, the eyes of a dreamer.

It was the habit of the companies which had previously
come to Paris from the provinces to hire for their spec-
tacles a tennis court. The Théitre du Marais, for example,
had taken up permanent quarters in a court not far from
the house of the Béjarts. The Illustrious Theatre went
further afield and found a court near the Porte de Nesle,
known as the Jeu de Paume des Mestayers. This was to be
no fleeting enterprise. On 12th September, 1643, the
company signed a lease for three years for the sum of
1,900 /ivres. Marie Hervé stood security for the rent,
pledging her house in the Rue de la Perle and her personal
property—indeed everything that she possessed.
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The new company was ambitious and not to be satisfied
with a makeshift. The tennis court was to be suitably
adapted and equipped. Incidentally, the road in front of it
was in need o? repair, and Léonard Aubry, contractor to
the King, was entrusted with the work. Pending these
operations, the new company decided to go to Rouen,
the city of Corneille, and it was there, in the autumn of
1643, that the founders of the Comédie Frangaise first
lit their candles and Moli¢re first faced the public as a
professional actor. Not a whisper has come down to us of
that event, except that it did really occur. Probably the
play was a tragedy of Corneille, and possibly Madeleine
was praised.

Meanwhile the journeymen were being urged to press
forward with their work at the Jeu de Paume des Mestayers.
The impatient young comedians authorized one of their
number in due and legal form, by power of attorney, to
constrain by every judicial means the proprietor of the
tennis court and the masons and carpenters to make all
possible speed, and in December the whole company,
back in Paris, was urgin§ its good friend Léonard Aubry
to complete the repair of the road in front of the theatre.
Aubry duly undertook that all should be finished, weather
permitting, by the last day of the month. Aubry will
come again into the story. As a contractor he paved the
way for the Illustrious Theatre. As a friend he would
smooth the path of Moliére in other ways.

The Illustrious Theatre opened its doors, probably, on
New Year’s Day in 1644. The audience, it seems, was in
holiday mood. Never was there more hilarity in the pit,
and never was it more thoroughly misplaced, says the
author of Elomire. Whence we may infgr that the play
was a tragedy, and that the audience found it amusing.
The libellist goes on to assure us, a fact which became
only too obvious in the sequel, that, as the next days were
neither holidays nor Sundays, the money taken by the
troop did not inconvenience the pockets of its members.
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Car alors, excepté les exempts de payer,
Les parents de la troupe et quelque batelier,
Nul animal vivant n’entra dans notre salle.

In other words, the audience consisted of relatives, friends
and professionals who did not pay for their seats.

The Illustrious Theatre, beginning with high hopes,
has, so far as its histrionic achievements are concerned,
left not a wrack behind—not a word of comment by any
contemporary critic, not a syllable of reference, apart
from the libellist already quoted, respecting the first
appearance of the Sieur de Moli¢re. What was the reper-
toire ! The tragedies of Corneille were, of course, in-
cluded. The company of Moli¢re was never during his
whole career without one or more of them in rehearsal.
Then there was the Scévole of du Ryer and La Mort de
Chrispe of Tristan 'Hermite. We know of these plays
from the fact that the company had to borrow money
to pay the authors. The title page of L’Arraxerce by
Magnon records that it was performed by the Illustrious
Theatre. The company, moreover, had been joined by
a new recruit, Nicholas Desfontaines, author of several
tragedies, into the titles of which the word ‘illustrious’
was pertinently slipped: Eurymédon ou I'Illustre Pirate
(1644), Perside ou la Suite de I'Illustre Bassa (1644), Saint
Alexis ou I Illustre Olympie (1644), L’ Illustre Comédien ou
le Martyre de Saint Genest (1645). It may be inferred,
however, that the most successful, or the least unsuccess-
ful, of its productions was another play of Tristan
I'Hermite, La Mort de Séneque. Tallemant de Réaux, a
storehouse of contemporary gossip, tells us that the best
part of Madeleine was that of the unfortunate Epicharis
tortured by Nero: Epicharis, fille égale de Minerve en
beauré de wisaige, divine Epicharis. . . . O beauté sans
seconde. She braves the tyrant and insults his mistress, a
most satisfactory part.

These few names sufficiently indicate the nature of the
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adventure on which Moli¢re had embarked. He was
drawn to the theatre not, as the libellists assert, by the
buffoonery of Gaultier-Garguille or the grimace of
Scaramouche, but by the heroic tantrums of the royal
tragedians and the actors of the Marais. His immortal
longings were to excel as a tragic hero.

Tristan 'Hermite, interested in the domestic and pro-
fessional affairs of Madeleine, was a follower of Gaston de
France. He was thus in a position to obtain for the
company the protection of a prince, and when, in
September, 1644, it had acquired the right to perform
La Mort de Chrispe it was able to describe itself as
entretenue par son Altesse royale. His Royal Highness,
however, did nothing for the support of his comedians
beyond lending them his name, and even that privilege
was withdrawn when they fell upon evil days. Of more
profit to the young tragedians was the favour of the Duc
de Guise, which Tristan, as a gentleman of his suite,
was also in a position to obtain. When in the spring of
1644, the Duke went to the wars, he distributed his rich
apparel among the actors of Paris. Moliére and his
friends came in for a share of it, together with the actors of
the Hoétel du Bourgogne and the Théitre du Marais.
The Duke’s finery was at any rate of more value than the
Prince’s favour. Here at least was something that might
be worn by the company, or, in the last resort, used as
security for its debts.

The documentary history of the Illustrious Theatre is
arecord of financial embarrassment. Under the contract of
association members of the company might on with-
drawal at four months’ notice claim a repayment of their
contributions to its expenses. On July 1, 1644, six months
after the opening of the theatre, the contract was modi-
fied; henceforth no one might withdraw his money for
the simple reason that there was no longer any money to
withdraw. Two months later, on September gth, Marie
Hervé pledged her house in the Rue de la Perle, already
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From a drawing by Ronjat, after the painting attributed
to Pierre Mignard
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mortgaged for 2,400 Jvres, as security for 1,100 Jfvres
borrowed by the theatre. On December 177th the company
acknowledged debts to Sieur Pommier, amounting to
2,000 Jivres, and a debt to Sieur Baulot of 600 Zivres, and
it agreed that all the receipts of the theatre, after expenses
had been met, should be paid over to these gentlemen.
Already the scenery and equipment of the theatre had
been pawned. Each member of the company had been
asked to find a guarantor for his share of the debt, and
Clérin was the only one of them, apart from Moli¢re and
the Béjarts, who succeeded in doing so. Marie Hervé
stood security for her daughters and for Moliére, whom
she apparently now regarded as one of the family. Joseph
had, meanwhile, abandoned the sinking ship, together
with Bonnenfont and Catherine des Urlis.

The good companions were now in a pretty pickle—
their capital exhausted and a debt of at least 2,600 JAvres
to be met. Jean Poquelin might reasonably feel himself
justified in his policy of expectation. But the end was not
yet. The Illustrious Theatre, in its adversity, found in
Moliére a responsible representative. On December 14th
he cancelled the lease of the Feu de Paume des Mestayers,
and on the following day all that was left of the company
contracted with a master carpenter to remove its theatrical
fittings and equipment to the tennis court of the Croix
Noire, on the Quai des Ormes near the Port Saint Paul.
Moliére at the same time moved his quarters and took
lodgings with a linen-draper near at hand. The new
theatre was to be ready on January 8, 16435.

The creditors of the company followed these proceed-
ings with very natural misgivings. For a time, however,
they held their hands. In the theatre one never knows.
One never has known. But the new venture was not more
successful than the old; and in May Frangois Pommier,
creditor for 2,000 /ivres, began to show his teeth, haling
the tragedians before Les Sieurs de Requéstes du Palais.
The magistrates were kind and granted a respite. Now,
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however, came the master-chandler, Antoine Fausser,
with bills for 142 /ivres. Moliére, cited to appear before
the magistrates a second time, was arrestcdp and com-
mitted to the Chitelet, then the Newgate of Paris.
Thence on August 2nd he addressed a request to the
Lieutenant-civil, Preux d’Aubray, asking to be set at
liberty on the ground (1) that the debt was small, and
(2) that he did not personally owe the money. The
Lieutenant gave orders for Moli¢re to be released on
bail for six months so far as that particular debt was
concerned. Meantime, however, Frangois Pommier had
appeared once more, claiming his 2,000 /ivres and asking
that Moliére, as representative of the company, should be
locked up till payment or some earnest of payment had
been received, while M. Dubourg, a linen-draper, also
came forward with a warrant. The company pleaded for
its representative, and the magistrate decided that
Moliere should again be released on condition that he
undertook to pay 40 /ivres a week for three months or
340 Jivres in all; which represented the share of the debt
for which he was personally liable. The magistrate
required a guarantor of this arrangement, who was found
in the person of Léonard Aubry, the King’s contractor,
who had paved the way in front of the Jeu de Paume des
Mestayers in December, 1643. Aubry assumed responsi-
bility for the whole debt, and what was left of the troop
made itself responsible to Aubry. Its members may not
now venture to describe themselves as the comédiens de
son Altesse royale. Gaston de France no longer lends these
bankrupts so much as his name.

Clearly it was high time that Jean Poquelin appeared
upon the scene. His liveliest expectations had been ful-
filled. His son was not merely an Ishmaelite but ap-
parently their scapegoat.

To understand the relations of father and son we must
cast forward for a moment to the month of December in

the year 1646.
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The Illustrious Theatre had perished. Jean Poque-

lin, with seeming indifference, had seen his son ar-
rested for debt and harassed continually by importunate
creditors. On Christmas Eve, 1646, however, we find him
undertaking to pay Léonard Aubry the sum of 320
Jivres if his son should be unable to do so, and five years
later, on 14th April, 1651, Moliére signed an admittance
of debts to his father amounting in all to 1,965 /Jvres.
The attitude of Jean Poquelin is clear from these trans-
actions. He would not assist the Illustrious Theatre to
live a day longer than was, in his opinion, necessary. His
son had chosen to act as its representative. To help the
Illustrious Theatre and thereby to prolong its days, was
throwing good money in highly indefinite quantities after
bad. Besides, there was a principle at stake, and Jean
Poquelin, third of the dynasty, was a man to whom prin-
ciple was dear. He had known—perhaps he had openly
prophesied—how this sorry business would end, and the
sooner it ended the better. His son had gone over to the
house of Béjart. Let him realize exactly where these folk
had landed him.

In December, 1646, however, the Paris adventure had
been liquidated, and his son had emerged with definite
liabilities which represented his own personal share of the
joint responsibility. There was no longer any question of
pulling chestnuts for the sons and daughters of Béjart.
Jean Poquelin, therefore, came to the rescue, guaranteed
his son’s debts, and in the sequel paid them off as and
when they became due.

The attitude of Jean Poquelin is even more clearly
shown by his action in regard to the post of valer-tapissier.
Moli¢re in January, 1643, had formally abandoned all
claim to the reversion and placed it at the disposal of his
younger brother. Jean Poquelin, however, took no fur-
ther steps. The prodigal might yet return. Moliére’s
renunciation remained a private arrangement between
father and son, and was not made publicly effective.
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Moliere, in documents and notes, continued to sign him-
self valer-tapissier. There was a short period, possibly not
more than a year, in which his brother held the post and
when Moli¢re must write himself, as in 1659, ‘bourgeois
de Paris,’ or ‘comédien de la troupe de Monsieur, ci-devant
valet du roi.” But on the death of his brother he again
assumed the office. Only for a brief interval during his
career did Moliére cease to be valet-tapissier du roi, in
spite of his initial act of renunciation. In his certificate
of burial and in the inventory of his property after death
he is still described as vales-tapissier, and in that quality
he was carried to the grave under the pall of the honour-
able corporation of rapissiers.

The point is of importance. It bears directly on the
status of Molire as an actor and helps us to appreciate his
relations with his father. The young man who was writing
himself Moliére; making himself responsible for des-
perate contracts with chandlers and linen-drapers;
cohabiting with the most notorious woman in the parish,
or living away from his father’s house in obscure lodg-
ings; getting himself arrested three times over in as many
days; shouldering debts which he could not pay, secured
on the property of a lady who was presumably the mother
of his mistress; provoking unexpected laughter in the pit
by exhibiting himself in a profession for which he was
apparently quite unsuited; doing violence to his character
and education by associating with people who were
incompatible with his quiet disposition and sensitive
scholarship—this young man was still, in the view of
Jean Poquelin, wvalet-tapissier du roi.

But Jean Poquelin was again defrauded of his hopes.
Moli¢re was released from the ChAtelet in August, 16435.
For a moment he disappears, then, suddenly, we find him
again, not as we might reasonably expect at his father’s
house under the pillars of the market, but at Narbonne,
towards the end of the year, in the service of the Duc
d’Epernon. He had played for Paris and failed, but there
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still remained the provinces, then asalways the nursery of
young comedians,

Thus began the second act of the adventure, leaving
us scarcely time to bid farewell to the Illustrious Theatre,
bankrupt and defeated. Its documentary history, meagre
in itself, is to be filled in as we please. There is a story here
as rich in emotion and incident as fancy cares to make it,
full of measured hopes and quick reverses, of endless
counsels and hasty expedients. The young actor was living
in a world in which the best laid schemes go suddenly
awry, in which every hour may be the eleventh, in which
victory has often to be improvised from defeat, in which
there is only one fixed and unalterable law—to ring up
the curtain at a given hour. The routine of it has not
changed in the three hundred years’ history of the modern
stage: the choice and reading of the play; the distribution
of the parts; the rehearsals that begin so lightly and
become so grim; the assembling of properties; the drafting
of the bills; the dressing, furnishing and lighting; the
endless discussions of possible success or failure; the
cutting and emendation of the text; the acceptance of
good ‘business’ and stern suppression of bad; the gradual
identification of the players with their parts so that they
must quote their tags and endlessly go over every detail
of the piece at supper or in the wings between exits and
entrances; the reports from the front as to who, if anyone,
is at the door; the hour of suspense that precedes the
performance of a new play; the first contact with an
audience, friendly or hostile; the swift message from the
house that all is well, unnecessary because the actor
already knows; the flush of a victory earned and the
counting of the spoils; the realization, as it may be, of a
defeat that can, nevertheless, be explained or retrieved.
For the Illustrious Theatre alas | defeat was the cus-
tomary issue, Nevertheless, for two years tragedy after
tragedy was presented, Moli¢re playing every hero in
three and busying himself with the implacable routine of
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rehearsal and management. His duties were varied. The
layers shared among themselves the minor duties.
ondory, the leading actor at the Marais, for years took
the money at his own doors. One or other of the acting
members of the company must be gate-keeper, treasurer,
{Jroperty-man, stage-manager, acting-manager and pub-
icity agent. A zealous member might choose to be all in
one and there is no doubt as to the zeal of Moliére. He
was one of ten members of the company, but, be it
remembered, he was the member who went to prison on
behalf of them all.

More important than any of the practical details of this
apprenticeship was the fact that Moliere had found his
vocation. Where Jean Poquelin saw failure and an awful
warning, Moli¢re found himself once and for all com-
mitted. He had entered the small world of the stage which
for him contained the greater world of reality. ‘Four
boards and a passion’ was for the moment his device,
not yet léirange enterprise de faire rire les honnétes gens.
But though he was far as yet from suspecting in himself
the author of Tarwuffe, he had already felt a passion
stronger than authorship, stronger than anything he had
{;t learned to feel or think, the pure passion of the theatre.

e had entered a mimic world in which alone he would
henceforth live at a maximum. On New Year’s Day,
1644, he had stepped from the wings into an unknown
play and the step was irrevocable. Moliére had taken the
stage.

go it came about that Jean Poquelin, waiting in his
fine apartment under the pillars of the market for the
bankrupt who was bringing with him airs from the prison
house, heard with stupefaction one summer night that the
Sieur de Moliere, far from abandoning the career he had
chosen, was on the morrow of his defeat making arrange-
ments with Madeleine to leave Paris to tempt misfortune
in the distant provinces. Eighteen months of ill-success,
ending in bankruptcy and arrest, had failed to discourage
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the young man. This, then, was no mere infatuation.
His son, amiable and easily impressed in other ways, was
in this matter implacable. He had not, it seemed, been
led ignobly away by the red-haired woman. He was
fulfilling some queer destiny of his own.

Moliére was to wander through the provinces for
thirteen years. Meanwhile, Jean Poquelin paid at intervals
the debts of his son, and when, at long last, Moliére re-
turned to Paris, his father had become definitely recon-
ciled to his son’s career and had even consented to accept
the Béjarts. Madeleine, still the business man of the
company, negotiating a lease for the Théitre du Marais
in October, 1648, will give the house of Jean Poquelin
under the pillars of the market as her legal address.
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CHAPTER V
THE ACTOR AT LARGE

OLIERE LEFT Paris at twenty-three and returned
at thirty-six. The interval is mostly legend. He
wrote at least two plays during that period; he visited
certain towns; he was successively under the protection
of the Duc d’Epernon and the Prince de Conti. Those
are the facts, but it is essential to look beyond them and,
with the help of such traditions as are not contradictory
or historically unacceptable, to follow him as closely as
possible and form as vivid an idea as we can of the life he
was leading, the people he met, the position he was
making for himself and the direction in which his genius
was being urged.

But first we will leave to the local topographers, jealous
for the renown of their cities, and to the scholars for
whom small points are precious because they are small,
the exact itinerary of Moliére during these years. Almost
every town in southern France of any size or considera-
tion has naturally wished to claim a piece of him, and is
ready to contend even for the honour of having pelted
him from the stage. His movements have been arduously
reconstructed from the marriage and baptismal certi-
ficates of friends or members of the company, from
applications for licences to perform, from receipts given
on account of contributions for the poor, from evidence
of his association with noble protectors or local authorities.
The question whether the company of Moliére played in
any particular town in any particular year is of small
importance, and does not help us to clear up any of the
major mysteries of his life, or get any nearer to the man
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himself. There is a vast literature on the subject, but only
the results need detain us. The following is a list of the
places which were almost certainly visited by Moliére in
the years indicated: Narbonne, 1645; Toulouse, Albi,
Carcassone, 1647; Nantes, 1648; Toulouse and Nar-
bonne, 1649; Narbonne and Agen, 1650; Grenoble and
Lyon, 1652; Lyon and Montpellier, 1653; Montpellier,
1654; Montpellier, Lyon, Avignon and Pézenas, 1655
Pézenas, Narbonne, Bordeaux and Béziers, 1656;
Béziers, Lyon, Dijon and Avignon, 1657; Lyon,
Grenoble, Rouen, 1658. The above list comprises only
the towns for which documentary proof can be quoted.
No doubtful or merely probable cases are included.

How did Moliére, lost to view when he left the prison
of the Chatelet in August, 16435, contrive to reappear at
Narbonne towards the end of the year in the service of the
Duc d’Epernon, Governor of Guyenne ? The answer,
alas | is Madeleine. We have noted among the authors of
the Illustrious Theatre the poet Magnon. Magnon in
October, 1646, dedicating his tragedy of Josaphart to the
Duc d’Epernon, extols among the noble deeds of his
patron the protection and help which he has recently
afforded to one of the most unlucky, but one of the most
deserving, actresses of France:

You have rescued this unfortunate lady from the abyss into
which her talents had precipitated her, and restored to the theatre
one of the finest actresses that ever adorned the stage.

The Duke’s achievement is described as not the least
meritorious act of his distinguished life—one which is
doubtless highly satisfactory to the Duke in person and
to Parnassus in general. Satisfactory also to the author of
Josaphat, who thereby secured in Madeleine a leading
lady for his play and possibly some little credit with his
Grace for an arrangement which he had doubtless con-
tributed to bring about.
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The position is made still clearer from another dedica-
tion. Among the witnesses of the original act of association
of the Illustrious Theatre was André Mareschall, des-
cribed as a parliamentary lawyer. This worthy amateur
of the stage committed in 1646 a tragedy, entitled Papyre
ou le Dictateur Romain, which he dedicated to the Duc
d’Epernon. The tragedy, says its author, is to pass ‘from
your liberal hands to those of your comedians who,
wholly devoted to the entertainment of your Grace, and
enriched not only by your generous gifts but by the
accession of illustrious players, will, subject to your
favour and support, achieve such excellence and fame
that no one wiﬁ venture to deem them unworthy of your
B'otection.’ Whence it may be inferred (1) that the

uke already had a troop of players; (2) that the friends
of Madeleine interested the Duke in her misfortunes; and
(3) that the Duke thereupon decided to enrich his com-
pany with all that remained of the Illustrious Theatre.
In other words, Madeleine, Joseph and Genevieve
Béjart, with Moliere in attendance, were duly incor-
porated. Du Trallage, in his contemporary notes on the
theatre, completes the picture. He informs us that in
1644 or 1645 Moliere acted at Bordeaux and that M.
d’Epernon ‘held this actor in esteem as a man of wit and
intelligence.’ All honour to the Duke. It was Madeleine
he rescued from the abyss, but he appears to have been
the first person in France to realize that Moliére was
possibly worth encouraging for his own sake.

The titular leader of the new company was a veteran
actor of the southern provinces, Charles du Fresne. Du
Fresne had in 1643 given performances in Lyon with
Nicolas Desfontaines, one of the authors of the Illustrious
Theatre, who thussuppliesanother link between Paris and
the provincial adventure. The company which du Fresne
was directing in 164§ was admitted to be one of the best
in France. The Duke was the first provincial Governor to
regard a company of players as almost indispensable to
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the state in which he lived. He required it for his festivals,
public and domestic. When the Estates assembled or a
political event needed special emphasis, when a marriage
was to be celebrated, or a great lady to be amused, the
Duke’s players were in special request and their efforts
suitably rewarded.

Moliére quickly assumed a position of responsibility.
The citizens of Bordeaux in 1648 were in rebellion
against the Duke, who then had no feeling or leisure for
distraction. The company moved accordingly to Nantes.
On Thursday, 23rd April, Moliére appeared at the town
hall in advance of his companions. The town records are
explicit: ‘There came to-day to the office the Sieur
Morlierre, one of the comedians of the company of the
Sieur du Fresne, who informed us that the rest of the
company would be arriving on that day in the town and
who very respectfully asked us to permit them to appear
upon the stage and to present their comédies.” Molitre
was merely one of the members of the company, and the
clerk at Nantes does not even know how to spell his name;
but, as previously in Paris, he was already acting for
business purposes as its spokesman and representative.
The entries at Nantes are particularly full and informing.
While Moliére was dealing with the town authorities, du
Fresne was making himself responsible for the lease of a
tennis court at Fontenaye for a period of three weeks, thus
showing that he was not only on the spot with the Sieur
Morlierre, but that here was a company which looked
ahead and organized its tours with efficiency. This was no
wandering troop that arrived at hazard and set up its
booths in the market place. Very conveniently, a few days
later, a member of the company, Pierre Réveillon, had a
daughter. Du Fresne, Du Parc, Marie Hervé and Made-
leine Béjart all signed the baptismal certificate, thus en-
abling us to identify the company beyond all possible
doubt. Note that the mother of Madeleine was present.
The Béjarts were always a united family.
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The biographers of 1682 contribute little either to the
history or legend of Moliére in the provinces. Moliére
having failed in Paris, ‘was obliged to tour the provinces
of the realm where he began to make for himself a great
reputation.’ Such is the summary of his first biographers.
They merely add that Moli¢re was for some time under
the protection of the Prince de Conti; that L’Etourds was
produced at Lyon in 16§3; and that Le Dépir Amoureux
was presented shortly afterwards before the Estates of
Béziers. Grimarest contributes nothing that is either
correct or of consequence.

The classic picture of the life of the wandering player
towards the middle of the seventeenth century 1s the
Roman Comique of Scarron. It is a picture consecrated by
tradition, a first essay in the literature of Bohemia. The
players move from town to town. They may play here but
not there. They may be welcomed or cast out. Their prop-
erties are threadbare, the purse is empty. They will steal
anything and call it purchase. It is a life from pillar to post,
frequent in uproar, in sudden intimacies, in relationships
easily formed and as easily broken. They cannot see
beyond the next inn upon the road, the next pitch in the
market square.

All this, however, bears but a very faint resemblance to
the life led by the players of the Sieur du Fresne. It is only
true in the sense that there is a fraternity of spirit and dis-
position between the highest and lowest of those who must
make themselves a motley to the view. Scarron was de-
scribing earlier conditions and at this epoch in its history
the theatre was rising rapidly in esteem; he was describing,
moreover, a small and undistinguished company; and he
was writing to stagger and amuse his readers. The
company of the Sieur du Fresne did not play in barns or
in the city square, but in the houses of the nobility, in
municipal halls or in the local tennis court, hired and
adapted in advance. These were not the vagrants of
popular legend. Their stztus, despite its theoretical

o



THE ACTOR AT LARGE

infamy, was more that of a civil servant than a gipsy.
Their engagements to perform when the Estates were in
session were in the nature of public contracts, and on
these occasions they received substantial public grants,
which more than covered their expenses.

Moliére has been much commiserated for his provincial
years. Emphasis is laid upon the physical fatigues of the
road, the competition of unworthy rivals, his financial
worries, the tyranny of local authorities, the humiliations
that attend service with the great, the insolent toleration
or open contempt of the devout. Such is not the impression
left by a careful reading of the records. This, on the con-
trary, was perhaps the happiest period in the life of
Moliére. Admittedly he was thinking of Paris and
impatient to return. But, meanwhile, he was succeeding
in the profession he loved. The road had its pleasures as
well as its hardships, and competition only emphasized
that the troop of the Sieur du Fresne was the best touring
company in France. As to his financial worries, they were
wholly imaginary. No one was making a fortune, but the
company paid its way and lived upon the fat of a generous
land. Local authorities might be capricious and apt to
stand upon their dignity; but tactfully handled—as
Moliére knew how—they were courteous and forth-
coming. They might prohibit the players from charging
more than ten, twelve or fifteen sous for a place, stipulate
that the proceeds of the first performance or a proportion
of the ordinary receipts should be given to the poor,
require rent for a public hall, prohibit a performance
owing to hard times or the illness of a notable. But the
company of Moliére, unlike some others which unwisely
tried to dispense with the necessary formalities or failed
to show sufficient respect for public persons, rarely had
any difficulties with the municipal authorities. By its noble
patrons the troop, during its terms of service, was
welcomed and respected, and by the devout it was not
yet seriously incommoded. Moliére, moreover, was still
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young and in excellent health. Every day had its interests
and experiments.

The Duc d’Epernon, Governor of Guyenne, lived in
semi-royal state at his magnificent chiteau de Cadillac or
at Agen, and his players were expected to contribute to
sumptuous festivals for the entertainment of his cele-
brated mistress, Nanon de Lartigue. The company, when
it was not in actual service with the Duke, was free to
accept other engagements equally distinguished. Thus in
July, 1647, when the King sent the Comte d’Aubijoux,
his lieutenant general, into Languedoc, there were vice-
regal receptions at Albi, and the players were invited
thither at the expense of the town to assist in entertaining
the royal envoy. The town, as it happened, forgot to pay
the bill, and no less a person than the intendant of the
province, the Comte de Breteuil, wrote to the magistrates
of Albi in the following October, reminding them that
the comedians of the Duc d’Epernon had come to Albi
by special request and upon a promise of free transport for
their effects and the sum of 600 /ivres. The fathers of the
city are firmly reminded that the company ‘is composed
of persons of the highest respectability and very excellent
artists, who deserve to be rewarded for their pains,” and
the intendant intimates that he will be personally grateful
if this small matter is promptly settled. The letter was
written from Carcassonne on October gth, and the bill
was paid on October 24th. Other indications of the
assured position of the company are not lacking. Allusion
has'already been made to the fact that at Nantes in 1648
a daughter was born to one of the actors of the troop.
Among the signatures of the baptismal certificate was the
president of the Parliament of Brittany and an auditor
general. These were obviously no vagabonds whose
christenings were so impressively attended.

The Duc d’Epernon, an excellent patron, who had
made the discovery that Moli¢re was intelligent, was not
a successful prince. There was much disorder and distress
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throughout the country, culminating, now and then, in
flat rebellion. Thus, in November, 1647, the town council
of Poitiers, discussing a letter from the Sieur ‘Morlierre’
asking permission for the company of the Sieur du Fresne
to settle in the town for two months, decided at the
instance of the mayor and the lieutenant general to refuse
the necessary permission ‘in view of the hard times and
the dearness o}) corn.” But public distress rarely interferes
with private pleasure, and the Duc d’Epernon, living in
Agen with his mistress, had frequent need of distraction.
In February, 1650, he had a special theatre prepared for
his players in a tennis court, with a private gallery for his
friends, where he might console himself with the lovely
Nanon and forget the curses of the city. Fortunately the
players who profited from his protection did not suffer
from his unpopularity and when, in the summer of 1650,
the Duke decided to retire from the province, they passed
into the service of the Estates of L.anguedoc. There was
in the autumn a three months session of the Estates at
Pézenas, and for the whole of that time, the company was
employed under a special contract, for the sum of 4,000
Jlivres paid over by a decision of the Estates themselves.

Thereby hangs the most celebrated of the provincial
legends, for Pézenas makes a more audacious claim than
any of its rivals to a share in the history of Moliére. It has
even succeeded in producing a chair, subsequently
acquired as a relic by the Comédie Frangaise, in which
Moliére sat for long hours observing men and manners
in the shop of one Gély, a barber, whose saloon, as was
then usual, fulfilled socially the office of a café. There is
alas | not a scrap of evidence for the story, but it is a good
example of the legends which must be ignored within the
limits of a reasonable biography. A volume would be
needed to set them forth and a library for their assess-
ment.

In the following year Moliére paid a flying visit to
Paris. It was a personal visit and not, therefore, included
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in the itinerary of the company. Jean Poquelin himself is
our witness to the presence of his son in Paris, for on
April 14, 1651, Mo?iére signed a recognition, before two
notaries of the Chételet, of sums paid on his account or to
him personally by his father. Jean Poquelin had continued
to prosper in his house under the pillars of the market.
He was now a leading man in the guild of sapissiers and
had been appointed one of the experts entrusted with the
inventory and valuation of a portion of the royal furni-
ture. He was not yet reconciled to his son’s career, but it
was impossible for him not to be interested. This young
man could talk. His account of life in the towns and castles
of the south was worth hearing—humours and mis-
adventures of a roving existence lived on the edge of
political events that were transforming the country;
accidents of the road and traffic of the stage; sketches of
people and places; plans for the future; and, almost
certainly, the most cherished plan of all—the return to
Paris, not yet practicable but ultimately to be managed.

We obtain at about this time glimpses of Moliére and
his way of life in two contemporary sources. Nicolas
Chorier, writing a life of Boissat, a very respectable
gentleman of letters, member of the Academy, and vice-
bailiff of the city, has described a meeting of Boissat with
Moliére at Vienne. Boissat was at Vienne in 1651—his
biographer misdates the occasion by at least ten years—
and to him came Moliére:

Jean-Baptiste Moliére, excellent actor and author of comedies,
came at about this time to Vienne. Boissat received him with
honour. He did not anathematize him after the fashion of those who
affected a stupid and insolent severity. Boissat was a frequent
spectator of some of the plays which Moli¢re presented. He even
invited to table this man who had achieved distinction in his art and
gave him an excellent dinner. He did not class him with persons
excommunicated, impious and criminal, as is the habit of certain
fanatical creatures.
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It should be noted that Moliére is described both as
actor and author; that he is singled out for special favours;
and that the status of the actor is rising gst enough to
flutter the consciences of the pious.

Our second witness is d’Assoucy, poet, musician,
gamester and an excellent correspondent. Needy and
loquacious, he first encountered Moliére at Carcassonne
in July, 1651. On leaving the town he wrote to Moliére
excusing himself, in terms that point to a certain intimacy,
for not having taken leave of his friend. Four years later
d’Assoucy came to Lyon where for three months he spent
his days gaming, feasting and frequenting the theatre,
finally embarking with the company to go down the
Rhéne to Avignon. D’Assoucy found the people of Lyon
cordial to his muse. What charmed him most, however,
was the society of ‘Moliére et Messieurs les Béjarts.’
D’Assoucy had an opportunity at Lyon of witnessing
L’Ewurdi, the first substantial revelation of Moliére as a
dramatic author, but, being d’Assoucy, he has more to
say of the good fare and eacy living of his friend than of
his acting and authorship. D’Assoucy must live either
upon his wits or upon his friends. At Avignon he lost
heavily at play, but that was of little consequence, ‘since
a man is never poor so long as he has the esteem of
Moliere and the Béjarts for his friends in despite of the
devil. . . . I might count myself richer and happier than
ever before” Moli¢re and the Béjarts were already
sufficiently prosperous to attract a parasite. That Moliére
esteemed d’Assoucy is doubtful; but d’Assoucy had a
vein of hearty pleasantry and could tell a story. He was
an amusing and tenacious companion, and there was no
Kzrticular reason why Moliere should shake him off.

oliere forgave any man whose faults were open, and
d’Assoucy confessed later that the love was aliJ on one
side:

Pour moi je I'aime et le revére,
Ovui sans doute et de tout mon cceur;
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1 est vrai qu’il ne m’aime gueére.
Que voulez-vous { C’est un malheur.

It is unfortunate, perhaps, that the most continuous wit-
ness to the kind OF life lived by Moliére in the provinces
was a man whose works were mercilessly satirized by
Boileau, whose vices were cheerfully exhibited by him-
self, and whose compositions were praised by Corneille,
who had no ear for music. D’Assoucy followed Moliére
from Avignon to Pézenas in 1655 and adhered to the
company throughout the winter. His motives are revealed
with an engaging frankness. The lure was sweet company
and good food:

Au milieu de sept ou huit plats,
Exempt de soin et d’embarras,

Je passois doucement la vie;
Jamais plus gueux ne fut plus gras

A cette table bien garnie

Parmi les plus friands muscats
C’est moi qui souffloit la rotie
Et qui beuvoit plus d’hypocras.

The company of Moliére, when it left Lyon in 1653,
was enriched by the accession of two actresses to whom a
long succession of his characters was soon to be entrusted.
Of the Illustrious Theatre Moli¢re himself, Joseph
Béjart (returned), Madeleine Béjart and her sister
Genevit¢ve still remained. Louis Béjart the younger
brother of Joseph, had also been recruited and with the
other members of his family was there for life. The first
of the new actresses, born Le Clerc, entered the profes-
sion as Catherine de Rosé. She joined the company in
1650 and married one of its actors, Edme Villequin ou
de Brie, and as Mademoiselle de Brie she became for
Molitre one of the most intelligent and steadfast of his
interpreters. Three years latée6r, in 1653, came Marquise
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Thérése de Gorla. She was the daughter of a peddling drug-

ist and showman, a nimble dancer and perhaps thelove-
ﬁest woman of her time. She, too, married one of the com-

any, and as Mademoiselle du Parc achieved ambiguous
Famc. The relations of Moliére with the three principal
women of his troop, Madeleine Béjart, Mademoiselle de
Brie and Mademoiselle du Parc are almost wholly
legendary. Biographers and critics have naturally found it
difficult to forgo so obvious an opportunity for the sexual
complications which must somehow enliven their literary
adventures. Moliére, it is alleged, sighing in vain for
the favours of the lovely but unimpressionable Mademoi-
selle du Parc, was driven for sympathy to the less out-
wardly imposing but more sympathetic Mademoiselle de
Brie; who, from pitying his infatuation, became by
insensible degrees its remedy. The authority for this
allegation is a pamphleteer, who thirty years later pub-
lished an anonymous libel upon the wife of Moliére
entitled La Fameuse Comédienne. We shall meet again this
anonymous gentleman. Suffice it for the moment that
Grimarest so far supports him as to inform us that even,
after marriage, Moli¢re was accustomed to look for
sympathy to Mademoiselle de Brie. He even reports a
hypothetical conversation between Moliére and one of
his friends in which the dramatist, deserted by his wife,
explains that he turns naturally to Mademoiselle de Brie
for consolation, being accustomed to her defects, and,
therefore, able to endure them better than the imperfec-
tions of a stranger—an explanation such as a literary
confectioner might cleverly attribute to a satirist, but
which accords extremely ill with the generous and fair
spirit of Moliere. The anonymous author of La Fameuse
Comédienne is false in his facts, for he implies that Made-
moiselle de Brieand Mademoiselle du Parc both joined the
company in 1653, and Grimarest is false in his characters.

n anonymous libel, supported by an anecdote in which
the charming creator of Agnes and Isabelle is described
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as thin, plain and lacking in sense, has left an impression
which no amount of critical scholarship has been able to
destroy. Nothing whatever is known of the amative
relations of Moliére with any of the women into whose
arms he has been impelled by the imaginative eroticism
of his biographers. We may think what we please
according to temperament and inclination. But let the
evidence at least be weighed. The contemporaries of
Moliére believed that he was the lover of Madeleine
during the early days of their association and in all human
probability they were right. Only one contemporary
witness of any credit—and he is a witness at second hand
—includes Mademoiselle de Brie among the women
beloved of Moli¢re. This was Brossette, who quotes
Boileau as saying that Moliére was ‘enamoured of the
actress Béjart and subsequently of the actress de Brie.’
No witness of any credit at all includes Mademoiselle du
Parc or whispers of any other entanglement. The utmost
that the most voluptuous seekers after a feminine interest
may be justly allowed are the three women who came
nearest to Moliére in his daily work—Madeleine,
Mademoiselle de Brie and his future wife.

The two new actresses of the company were sufficiently
unlike to avoid a serious rivalry. It was the privilege and
perhaps the pleasure of the lovely Marquise de Gorla,
Mademoiselle du Parc, to inspire livelier emotions than
she was ever able to return. She was of a cold disposition,
consistently followed her own interests, and was never
wholly at ease in the troop of Moliére, being the only
faithless member. On two occasions she deserted her
comrades. Tempted perhaps by the great Corneille in
1659 she went over to the Théitre du Marais shortly
after the arrival of Moli¢re in Paris. Tempted quite
certainly by Racine in 1667 she went over to the Hétel
du Bourgogne. On the first occasion she returned within
a year, but her exit on the second occasion was final.

Contemporary witnesses refer often to her perfections,
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and yet somehow leave an impression of nullity. The

roots of her attraction are illustrious. The two Corneilles,
Fathcr and son, both sighed in vain, the first being more
melodious but the second more convincing. In 1659
Racine, on the threshold of his career, was not so easily
denied. He was young, ardent and already marked for
fame. To consent was not only kind but good policy. He
bore away his conquest to play in Andromaque, and was
inconsolable when a little later she died. So bitter was
his despair that the gossips of the day, in face of its
extravagance, spread the legend that he had poisoned her.
That, however, is unlikely. Racine, though capable of
repenting such a deed in sweet anguish, was hardly cap-
able of the deed itself. The destiny of Mademoiselle de
Brie was happier. Many years after the death of Moliére
she continued to play in his comedies; and when at last
the rulers of the Comédie Frangaise, thinking she was too
old for the part, presented another Agnes to the public,
the audience drove her successor from the stage and
clamoured for the return of their favourite, whose
vivacity and intelligence could in the part of a child still
oblige them to forget that she had grown grey in its
portrayal.

On the departure of the Duc d’Epernon from Guyenne
in 1650 the company had lost its first protector, but in
1653 it found a second and a more illustrious patron.
Prince de Conti, the young prodigy of Clermont, was now
a conspicuous figure in the political world. His nature and
education pointed to the church, but he had rebelled—
unwisely, as the sequel showed—against his destiny. In
1649, at the age of twenty, he had been one of the leaders
of the rebel Fronde in Paris. But treason was lightly
punished in those days. Not now was Richelieuin a position
to hang a gentleman for breaking the law. The Prince
was imprisoned for a year and then released—to engage
again in civil war and contempt of the monarchy. His
brother, the great Condé, a still more distinguished
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rebel, confided to him in 1652 the direction of affairs in
Guyenne. Conti, however, bored with rebellion in the
provinces, soon began to intrigue with the Court for
forgiveness, and was lavish in his promises of good
behaviour. In July, 1653, he successfully made his peace
and was permitted to withdraw to such of his country
estates as he might be pleased to select. He chose the
beautiful chiteau of La Grange in the vicinity of Pézenas,
and, feeling that he was now entitled to the classic relaxa-
tion of the warrior, he retired thither with his mistress,
Madame de Calvimont. The lady begged of him a com-
pany of players. Cosnac, in charge of the Prince’s lighter
moments—he delicately describes himself as responsible
for the menus plaisirs du Prince—suggested Moliere, and
wrote on his own responsibility inviting the troop to come
at once to the chiteau. The lady, however, was impatient,
and there happened to be another company near at hand.
It was led by a certain Cormier, a celebrated mountebank,
whom Moliére as a boy may often have seen in front of
his booth on the Pont Neuf where the arts of the showman
were in the fashion of the day used to advertise the wares
of the pedlar. Conti, anxious to please his mistress without
delay, engaged Cormier, and when Moliére arrived,
refused to pay even the costs of his journey, Thereupon
Cosnac, considering that his honour was involved, paid
Moliére and his companions out of his own pocket and
arranged for them to play in the town.

The sequel is unedifying. The Prince, put to shame by
the generous act of Cosnac, or being, perhaps, reminded
that he had been ‘followed in his studies’ at Clermont by
a certain Jean Baptiste Poquelin, at last consented to
receive the Sieur de Moliére at La Grange. A play was
presented, but Madame de Calvimont, brainless as she
was fair, preferred the mountebank of the Pont Neuf to
the future author of Le Misanthrope. The Prince was
accordingly bound to declare himself in favour of Cormier,
though the rest of the audience was unanimously for the
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company of Moliére, which infinitely surpassed its rivals
both ‘in the excellence of its actors and the magnificence
of their attire.” The Prince, however, had a secretary
who, like many a better man before and after him, fell a
victim to the lovely Marquise, Mademoiselle du Parc,
and who gave no rest to his master or his master’s mistress
until he had persuaded them to acknowledge that Moliére
was more worthy of protection than the rival company.
Thus was genius detected and encouraged at a time
when the favour of princes was of more account than the
applause of the vulgar. Conti took Moli¢re under his
protection and dismissed the juggler. The company
received a pension and the right to describe themselves as
comédiens du Prince de Conti. Doubtless the Prince was
well satisfied with the exchange. The pleasure to be
derived from a stupid woman is limited, and the Prince
was a man of more than ordinary intelligence. Moliére,
indeed, was shortly upon such good terms with his new
protector that he is said to have been offered the post of
the amorous secretary, who died shortly after his timely
infatuation.

For the next four years Moli¢re remained in high
favour with the Prince. Conti, in 1653, had already in
view his marriage with the niece of Mazarin which was
to take place in the following year. There was accordingly
a season of high festival at Montpellier during which the
Prince prepared himself for the married state with
banquets and comedies. Incidentally, he felt it desirable,
in order to fit himself for the companionship of the
princess-elect, to take a more intelligent mistress.
Madame de Calvimont was accordingly dismissed with
1,000 pistoles. The Prince, inconstant 1in love, politics and
religion, was admirably consistent in economy. These
weeks of festivals at Montpellier, in which the Prince
surprised even his boon companions, must have left a
profound impression on Moliére. For the first time he
was intimately in touch with the high nobility of France.
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First impressions are deep, and tradition has cast the
Prince de Conti for the model of Don Juan. Certainly
there was more than a hint of the cynical hero of Le
Festin de Pierre in these strange preparations for marriage
with the niece of a cardinal. Happily for Moliére, Conti,
once he was married, treated his wife at least as hand-
somely as his mistress, and when the princess joined him
in Montpellier in the winter of 16 §4- 5, her arrival, which
coincided with a session of the Estates, was the signal for
another brilliant festival. Moliére, on this occasion, ap-
peared in a species of ballet that was beginning to be
fashionable, in which professional actors shared the stage
with distinguished amateurs.

The Estates rose in March, and Moliére left Mont-
pellier for Lyon. It was his second visit. Everyone agrees
that it was in Lyon that Moliére produced his first play of
importance, but the evidence is conflicting whether this
event, one of the most critical of his career, took place
during the first visit in 1653 or the second visit in 1653.
The balance is in favour of the second visit. L’Erourdi
would thus be produced by Moli¢re in the spring or
summer of 1655 in the intervals of his service with the
Prince de Conti.

In November the Prince summoned him back to a
meeting of the Estates in Pézenas. Conti was staying
with the Grand Provost of Guyenne, whose rooms were
large enough to house a theatre. Three bishops, in full
canonicals, and three barons representing the Estates
called upon him to present their compliments. Conti met
them on the doorstep. He excused himself for receiving
them in such a place, but the players had arrived and his
rooms were in extreme disorder. Protests were doubtless
raised. These were persons just sufficiently exalted to
stand upon their dignity; and it was, perhaps, not alto-
gether an accident that the austere bishop of Aleth
shortly found occasion to wait upon the Prince. The
prelate was fortunate enough to find him a little sick,
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and, therefore, piously disposed, and his vivid -exhortas
tions, for the moment apparently ineffective, were
shortly to bear historic fruit.

For the moment, however, Moliére was in the highest
favour. The Prince not only had a passion for the stage
and attended all the representations, but discussed with
Moliere the principles and practice of the art of the
theatre, and read with him all the best plays, ancient and
modern.

It will have been noted that the periods of service of
Moliere with Conti usually coincided with a session of
the Estates. The protector who refused to reimburse
Moliere and his company for their travelling expenses
when first they came to La Grange, who cashiered his
mistress for 600 pistles, which Cosnac for very shame
had increased to 1,000, was not unwilling that the worthy
deputies of Languedoc should pay for his pleasures. On
the ground that his players were invited for their dis-
traction, the expenses were charged to their account.
Thus on February 4, 1656, at Pézenas the Prince, as
generous with the public funds as he was careful with his
own, assigned his players the sum of 5,000 /vres charged
upon the provincial budget.

From Pézenas, in February, 1656, the company pro-
ceeded to Narbonne, where the town council met to
discuss a request that they should be authorized to
perform. The magistrates of Narbonne, remembering
their Roman origin, wrote themselves as consuls of the
city. The first consul informed his colleagues that the
Flayers of His Highness the Prince de Conti, arriving
rom Pézenas, where they had played during the session
of the Estates, desired to pass a f};rtnight in the city of
Narbonne to the public satisfaction. As there was no
glace suitable for such performances other than the great

all of the consular palace, the players, supported by all
the worthy people otP the town, had requested permission
to make use of it. The consuls decided to thank the
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players and to grant them the hall. Such entries in the
official records of the city clearly show that the popular
idea of Moliere as a strolling player of the kind described
in the Roman comique of Scarron has little relation to
truth,

Next to Lyon, as a town prosperous and enlightened,
came Béziers, then as now, a rich city of the vine where
the traveller from the West first feels that he has reached
the South. It saw the first production of Le Dépit
Amoureux, and there are several authentic references to the
passage of Moliére. On November 17, 1646, the King's
commissioner was holding the Estates in Béziers, and the
presence and conduct of the players became a question of
public importance. They were apparently accustomed to
give the deputies free passes to the theatre on the under-
standing that the company would not in the longrun lose
financially by the arrangement. This practice was strictly
prohibited as the result of a decision taken by the Estates
on December 16th. The players were forbidden to
distribute free tickets to the deputies, the financial
authorities to make them any grants from the public
funds, or the treasurer to pay them. This appears to have
been more a measure taken in the interests of a reasonable
control of the public purse than from any hostility to the
theatre. The rich wine-merchants of Béziers were not the
sort of men to be unprotestingly fleeced. In February,
1656, Joseph Béjart had ingeniously exploited their
innocent snobbery by rubbing up his heraldry and
bringing out a Recueil des Titres et Blazons for which he
was accorded by the deputies a grant of 1,500 /fvres. He
repeated the performance at Béziers in April, 1647.
But once was enough; and this time he received only oo
livres, with a note in the minutes to the effect that no
such book as he might present in future would be con-
sidered unless he had previously received explicit orders
to compile it.

Meanwhile, Moli¢re was again losing his protector.
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The festival of the Prince de Conti at Pézenas had been
his carnival. He had since had leisure, on a bed of sick-
ness, to realize the force of the pious remonstrances of the
Bishop of Aleth and to realize the enormity of the sins
which his constitution was no longer able to support.
From being the patron of Moli¢re, Conti was henceforth
to be the scourge of the contemporary theatre. Ten years
later he published his Traité de la Comédie, a histrio-
mastrix which entitles him to rank with our own Jeremy
Collier as a prosecutor of public amusement. There is no
chlicit record of the effect upon Moliere of the Prince’s
reformation, but his feelings are not difficult to infer.
Conti had read with him the comedies of Terence; he had
kept bishops and burghers at the gate while he saw to the
comfort of his players; his life had precociously been one
long series of disorders. The change was disconcerting,
abrupt, certainly impressive. Nor could it be dismissed as
mere hypocrisy. The Prince’s conversion, though to the
young actor who had seen him in the prime of his delin-
quencies it must have seemed uncommonly shallow, was
undoubtedly sincere, which only made it the more pro-
foundly treacherous. This was an event of abiding effect,
and it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the famous
scene in which Don Juan adds the grimace of piety to his
other sins was indirectly inspired by this illustrious
example. There are also certain scenes in Tarruffe to
which the conversion of Conti may have deviously con-
tributed; but that is dangerous ground. Suffice it to note
that Moliére early in his career lost a friend and a cham-
pion of the stage as the unexpected result of pious
persuasions.

The Prince in reformation was merciless. From Paris,
where he lay sick in 1656, he passed by way of Lyon to
the south to take up his responsibilities as commander
with the army in Italy. Arriving at Lyon he wrote to the
Abbé de Ciron on May 1, 1657: ‘There are some players
here who went formerly under my name. I have taken
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stéps to inform them that they must no longer make use
of it and, as you may well believe, I have taken good care
not to see them.” It was some consolation perhaps to our
players, on moving from Lyon to Dijon, to find in resi-
dence their old friend the Duc d’Epernon, who, since
1651, had been Governor of Burgundy. The Duke was
more constant in his pleasures than the Prince. Nanon de
Lartique was still his mistress. Molire obtained the
permission of the municipal council to play in Fish-
mongers’ Hall.

From Dijon Moliére passed to Avignon, and there he
met the painter Mignard. This was a happy event for
posterity. But for Mignard, who became his lifelong
friend and remained intimately interested in his fortunes
and affairs, we should have no authentic picture of
Moliére. The famous portrait of the tragic actor, crowned
with laurels, in the part of Cesar in the tragedy of Pompey
possibly belongs to this period. The attraction between
the two men must have been real and spontaneous. The
sensitive nature and delicate perceptions of Mignard are
clearly shown in the picture that hangs to-day amid the
horrors of Versailles, and all that we know of him reveals
a kind and loyal disposition. But though Moliére secured
Mignard for himself, he apparently owed his first
acquaintance, like so many things else, to Madeleine.
Mignard had recently painted the portrait of the Duc
de Guise, and in the suite of the Duke was the Comte de
Modene, now at Avignon, and thus able to serve as a
link between the parties. The link was strong enough to
serve. Mignard in 1662 signed the marriage certificate of
Geneviéve, sister of Madeleine, and, years later, Made-
leine in her will entrusted the painter with the manage-
ment of her estate, It is significant that, in so many cases,
even the men who loved Moliére for his own sake were
usually brought by others within his circle. He was by
nature seclusive. He did not seek men out or impose
himself upon their affection.
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The long odyssey was drawing to an end. Moliére was
now the acknowledged leader of the best provincial
company in France. He had a high reputation as an actor
and powerful friends. The way back to Paris lay through
Rouen, and it is there that we find him in May, 16 58. This
was his Rubicon. For the moment we must leave him
there and deal with a person whom we have hitherto
neglected—not Casar crowned with laurels as painted by
Mignard at Avignon, but the apprentice author of
L’'Etourdsi and Le Dépit Amoureux.
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CHAPTER VI
THE FIRST PLAYS

F THE many legends we have systematically
neglected, the most famous, perhaps, though it is
Furely local and has no serious foundation, is that of the
ost valise. It is said, that, riding along the dusty roads of
Languedoc, Moli¢re dropped his valise by the way.
A peasant woman, seeing it fall, promptly covered it with
her ample skirts and, when Moliére returned to look for
it, sympathized with him very candidly in his loss and
hoped that he would eventually recover his property.
Moliere rode off unsuspectingly after his companions, who
rallied him for his simplicity and urged him to return.
‘A quoi bon 2’ he replied. ‘Fe wviens de Chignac, je suis a
Lavergnac, j apergois le clocher de Montagnac: au milieu de
tous ces gnacs ma valise est perdue.

What did the valise contain ? Tradition, ever prompt
with an answer, says it held the MSS. of the plays and
sketches with which Moliére had begun to enrich the
repertoire of his company. That Moliére during his
provincial years wrote such plays and sketches, apart
from those which have come down to usy is undoubted.
When on October 24, 1658, he first appeared before
King Louis, we shall find him referring to the ‘petits
divertissements qui lui avaient acquis quelque réputation et
dont il regalait les provincesy and on that occasion he
presented a play, not now extant, entitled Le Docteur
Amoureux. There were undoubtedly others. La Grange
in his Register mentions eleven such pieces produced
during the first years after the return of Moliére to Paris,
all probably written during the provincial period of his
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authorship. The editors of 1682 regarded these plays as
juvenilia which the author would not wish to preserve,
and we may infer from the titles that their themes and
situations were afterwards used by Moliére in later
pieces. Le Fagotier and Gorgibus dans le Sac were presum-
ably early versions of Le Médecin Malgré Lui and Les
Fourberies de Scapin; and there are some half dozen titles
which indicate that the author was upon ground which he
was afterwards to make more peculiarly his own. Les
Trois Docteurs Rivaux, Le Docteur Pédant, Le Maitre
d’Ecole—all these are obviously essays in the fustigation
of the learned professions which was to be one of the
brightest aspects of his comic theatre.

“There is a vast literature on the subject of the plays
that Moliére may or may not have written, ranging from
the pleading of bibliophiles with doubtful MS. in which
they presume to detect the hand of the master to the
commentaries of severely sceptical critics who refuse to
admit a single line as authentic previous to L’Erurdi.
As usually happens in such cases, the particular contro-
versies are long and complicated in proportion as the issue
is insignificant. Whether the apocryphal Foguenet ou les
Vieillards Dupés, piously embalmed by an eighteenth
century moliériste, is a preliminary sketch for Les Fourberies
de Scapin or a shameless imitation by another hand is a
question of small importance, unless the investigator is
bent on proving that a great dramatist may write an
indifferent play. And that can usually be better shown
from his authentic works.

Suffice it that Moliére in the provinces was author to
his company, and supplied it with a number of farces
which his best friends did not wish to perpetuate.
Grimarest assures us that everyone in Languedoc,
‘including persons of the severest disposition never
wearied of seeing them enacted,’ and the striking success
of these early farces with the public is beyond dispute.
De Vis¢, writing as an enemy in 1663, must confess:

79



MOLIERE

‘Moliere wrote farces which were something more than
farces and which were esteemed in all the towns he
visited above those presented by any other actor.” Neither
the subjects nor the characters were, however, in any way
original. The themes were those of the popular Italian
pieces of the day, partly written, partly improvised by the
actors in accordance with the indications of the author:
surprises, mystifications, trickeries and disguises. The
characters were those of the commedia dell’arte: old
gentlemen outwitted, loquacious doctors of learning,
resourceful valets, impertinent maids and young lovers.
Two of these apocryphal works, La JFalousie du Barb-
ouillé and Le Médecin Volant, have for the last sixty years
been included in the standard editions. La Falousie du
Barbouillé, with which all complete editions now begin,
contains at least one incident which Moilére repeated in
the immortal George Dandin—the scene in which
Angelique, barred from the house by Barbouillé, succeeds
by a skilful manceuvre in locking out, in turn, her jealous
lord. The incident, however, is from Boccaccio and the
play itself can scarcely claim to be really written. It is a
mere sketch which in performance must have been
generously expanded and developed by the actors. The
doctor, who persistently demands explanations but never
stays for an answer and is finally dragged from the stage
feet-foremost still discussing the nature of things, is the
traditional pedant of the commedia dell’arte, whom
Moliere, when he came to write from nature, would bring
to life in a dozen incarnations. Le Médecin Volant is an
embryonic version of Le Médecin Malgré Lui. The wit and
humanity of the great farce is to seek, however, and there
is at least one passage in which Moliére has neglected to
mitigate the grossness of his Italian model. The resource-
ful valet who impersonates a physician in order that his
ynaster may obtain access to his lady is another traditional
chiracter. To prevent discovery he has to appear as man-
servajet and doctor in rapid alternation, and is at last
80
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required to produce both characters at once. All this is
pure harlequinade—though it is none the worse for that.
The recent reaction against the excessive realism of the
modern stage and against the intrusion of the man-of-
letters into the theatre has resulted in a good deal of mis-
conception about the artificial and improvised Italian
comedy of the early seventeenth century. There are even
misguided people who look back to it as to a summit in
theatrical history. The commedia dell’arte was in sober
reality an extremely simple form of entertainment in
which half a dozen traditional stage characters, playing to
half a dozen stock situations, amused the public with
jokes which must needs be taken by the simplest auditors.
Such plays depended more on the actor than the author,
and the actor was free to develop or vary his part as he
pleased. It has been wrongly inferred that such plays
were not written at all. We are asked to believe that the
actors, by some miracle, came together, agreed upon a
subject, entered upon the stage, and relied upon their wit
and the inspiration of the moment to carry them through.
All this is modern invention. Somaize, another enemy of
Moliere—we shall soon be meeting them all—says that
he adapted Le Médecin Volant from Il Medico Volante of
Dominique, a celebrated Harlequin of the seventeenth
century, adding, in his anxiety to prove that Moliére was
in all things the sedulous ape, that he imitated the Italians
not only in their plays but in their postures and conduct
of the scene. There is no extant version of I/ Medico
Volante, but a scenario was left in MS. by Dominique,
who, writing in the first person, describes the scenes in
which he figures, the principal turns of the dialogue and
the places in which he reserves for himself an oppor-
tunity to extemporize. It is clear from these notes that the
commedia dell arte was not the happy-go-lucky institution
of popular tradition. The actors knew exactly how the play
would run. There were places, however, where they were

permitted to extemporize, and it is extremely doubtful
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whether even the extemporization was genuine. Each
actor must have had his repertoire of jests and devices.
The famous improvisations of the commedia dell' arse
could in the majority of cases have been little more than a
systematic disregard of the advice of Hamlet to the
players at Elsinore: And let those that play the clown
speak no more than is set down for them.

However much we may respect the vigour and vitalig'
of the commedia dell’arte, its limits should be recognized.
It eliminated the merely literary play and ensured that the
art of the theatre should be first to last a traffic of the stage.
But those who look wistfully back to Harlequin for their
inspiration and denounce the dramatic author as a cuckoo
in the nest wilfully misread theatrical history. The
theatre has always flourished in proportion as the dramatic
author has predominated. The dramatic author in France
first emerged in the latter half of the sixteenth century in
the person of Alexander Hardy. His position was at first
precarious, and for many years ignoble. Hardy wrote
eight hundred plays, and he lived and died in poverty.
He did little for himself, but he prepared a way for his
successors, demonstrating in a very practical fashion that
a company which had a fertile dramatic author in its
service outlived its rivals and did better business than the
companies which relied upon the common stock. French
tragedy was the fruit of that discovery, and the successors
of Hardy—Rotrou, Mairet, Magnon and the rest—
prepared the way for Corneille, who, while Moliére was
still at school, had achieved a position of ease and honour.

Comedy, however, is a later growth than tragedy, and
when Moliére sketched his early farces, the comic author
had still to earn his place in the story. Comedy still stood
in modest hesitation between the scenario of the Italians,
planned and rehearsed into being on the stage, and the
finished compogition of the dramatic author, to which the
tragedies of I])(otgou and Corneille had pointed the way.
Moliére, at the\ outset of his career as an author,
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provided his company with farces borrowed from any
source, fitted to the needs of the moment, hastily written
or not in the real sense of the word written at all. He was
the ‘factotum or shakescene’ of Elizabethan England.
To bring such pieces to judgment is a waste of criticism.
The original owner of the MS. from which La Falousie
de Barbouillé and Le Médecin Volant were printed for the
edition of 1734, at first very rightly refused to allow their
publication: ‘As to the plays which our author produced
in the provinces,” he wrote, ‘it is true that two of them have
fallen into my hands. It is easy to see, however, that
Moliére did not wrize them. They are sketches such as he
gave to his actors, who filled in the outlines for them-
selves, in the manner of the Italians, according to their
capacity. It is certain that Moli¢re never digested them
on paper.’

The position of the comic author during the early
seventeenth century must be kept in mind, not only in
relation to these early sketches, but equally in relation to
the first authentic plays which we are about to consider.
L’Etourdi and Le Dépit Amoureux, in which the genius of
Moli¢re was first declared, were unoriginal in subject,
incident and character. Moliére throughout his career
was to be charged with imitation and theft. The charges
were bad criticism and worse faith. Moliére was a great
reader, and he remembered instinctively anything that
might serve his turn. The traditional saying with which
he met the charge of having borrowed from Cyrano de
Bergeracafamousscenein Les Fourberies de Scapin was his
own first and last word on the subject of his adaptations:
Je prends mon bien oit je le trouve. There is not a play of
Moliere for which a dozen sources have not been dis-
covered, and it will be necessary to deal now and then
with specific cases. All these charges of repetition or
plagigry, however, must be read in the light of his
ﬁsm}on as a comic author of the seventeenth century.

olitre followed the practice of the time. The subjects
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and characters of the comic theatre, when Moliére began
to write, belonged to any actor or author who could turn
them to good account. There was no law of theatrical
copyright, no recognized system of royalties. There was
a certain custom of the profession which was beginning to
develop towards the modern view of literary property,
but throughout the life of Moli¢re any play after its first
run might be performed or adapted by anybody. A brief
survey of this evolution is necessary to an understanding
of the controversies in which Moli¢re will shortly be
involved.

The position of the dramatic author had, until quite
recently, been that of the hired poet who, in consideration
of a retaining fee, contracted to supply his company each
year with so many plays. Hardy, retained by Valleran
at the Hotel de Bourgogne in the first years of the century,
provided the troop with as many plays as it required, and
he abided by that contract till the day of his death in 1628.
This was the system under which Marlowe and Shakes-
peare came to maturity, and in France it constituted an
intermediate stage between the Italian school of improvis-
ation, where plays were written, in so far as they were
written at all, by the actors, and the modern system of
independent authorship, according to which a play is the
property of the playwright and the actor is only permitted
to perform it upon certain conditions. The hired poet
wrote to the pleasure of his employers. He was in constant
touch with them, and produced for them a rapid succes-
sion of plays in which appropriate parts must be available
for every member of the cast. In the first quarter of the
seventeenth century the successors of Hardy, culmi-
nating in Corneille, had changed all that so far as tragedy
was concerned. The tragic author was no longer a hired
servant, but the proprietor of his works for which he had
to be paid a fair price. His tragic texts had a recognized
value apart from anything its interpreters might do with
them. His name began to figure upon playbills and to be
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noted by the public. The modern system of royalties first
began clearly to emerge towards the middle of the
century. Corneille, who made the profession of a dramatic
author respectable (provided, of course, that he wrote
tragedies in verse), made it also lucrative. The practice
was introduced of paying to the author either a portion
of the receipts of each performanceor a fixed sum for the
right to produce his play.

The actor at first distrusted these developments. He
regarded the author as a dangerous interloper, and the
Cornelian actress, Mademoiselle La Beaupré, complained
bitterly of his encroachments: ‘Monsieur de Corneille,’
she writes, ‘has done us a great mischief; formerly we
could get plays at three crowns a piece, written in a single
night. That was the custom and it worked extremely well.
Now, however, the plays of Monsieur de Corneille cost
us dear and we make very little out of them.” The lady
neglects to observe that the author, who was becoming a
person of consideration and dignity in the theatre, was
also rising remarkably in the social world and carrying
along with him all his interpreters. True, the actor was
losing the prerogatives of purchasing a play for three
crowns or tossing his author in a blanket (apparently a
frequent practice), but Monsieur de Corneille was raising
the whole status of the theatre and in the long run no one
benefited more from this development than the actor
himself.

The hired poet of Hardy’s day was, during this inter-
mediate stage of authorship, the least regarded member of
the company. Tristan I’'Hermite in his autobiography
relates how in 1608, being at the Louvre in the service of
the Duc de Verneuil, he would escape from his tutor to
consort with a company of players who came occasionally
to the Court. One day he found some eight or ten of them
in the garden riotously engaged. They were carrying
between them a young man, clad in a dressing gown, his
slippers and nightcap already sown in various alleys.
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Tristan asked one of them who the young man might be.
He replied that he was a poet whom the actors had hired
and that he did not wish to play at bowls, being in the
vein to write. Small wonder that Chapelain, over twenty
years later, writing of the young Rotrou, predecessor of
Corneille, expressed astonishment that so promising a
young man should have undertaken so shameful a service.
By the middle of the century the actors had, however,
learned to treat their authors with respect and in propor-
tion as they did so became themselves more respectable.
.And the reason for the change was simple. They found
that it paid.

It should be noted that royalties, when first introduced,
were received by the author only so long as the play
was a novelty. In respect of a play already produced
and printed neither producer nor author was in any
way protected. That was hard upon the author, but the
producer was equally liable to suffer. The author,
having given his play to one producer, mightimmediately
seek another if the performance displeased him. We
shall deal later with classic instances of the wrongs
suffered by Molié¢re both as an author whose plays were
pirated by publishers and as a producer whose play
might be taken away from him and given to a rival theatre
during the first week of its run.

The actors and dramatists of the early seventeenth
century thus had an entirely different view of authorship
from ourselves, and the whole question of plagiary was on
quite a different footing. Any play that had run its course
in any theatre was anybody’s property. This applied even
to the text of plays and it applied even more forcibly to
subjects and situations. Once Dominique had sketched
1! Medico Volante the subject belonged generally to the
theatre, and a popular company was not only permitted
but expected to make the most of it. The royal troop at the
Hoétel de Bourgogne, as well as Moliere, had its Médecin
Volant, written in verse by Boursault and produced in

86



THE FIRST PLAYS

1661. It was one of the duties of an enterprising manager
to ensure that the fashionable subject of the day was not
omitted from his repertoire. Now it was Le Médecin
Volant. A little later it will be Le Festin de Pierre. Origin-
ality and the personal touch were a matter of treatment
and presentation. Style was the man; the subject was
neither here nor there. Moliére, writing L’Etourds, which
in treatment is the first strikingly individual play he
produced, took his characters and situations from at least
half a dozen authors. There is hardly a line of the farce
which could in a modern playbill be described as ‘new
and original’ without risk of an action for breach of copy-
right.

Moliere, writing L’Etourdi, was thirty-three years of
age. He had passed more than ten years of his life in
varied association with men and women of every class—
authors, poets, princes, men of the Court and the town,
soldiers, deputies. Still, however, he remained a little
remote from them all. He lived as yet only in the theatre.
His first two authentic plays were those of a young man
who derived his inspiration from the literature and
practice of his profession rather than from life. Personal
observation yet counted for little or nothing. There was
hardly a touch of the comic realist in these early plays.
That is the first important point to be noted in respect of
L’Etourdi and Le Dépit Amoureux. To brighten the
repertory of his theatre and to justify the leadership he
was assuming, Moli¢re turned a little negligently to
authorship, drawing on the common theatrical stock for
the lost preliminary sketches, which unexpectedly and
perhaps to his mortification—for he was a serious young
man—were received with uproarious delight by his
provincial audiences. Encouraged by these experiments,
he wrote at last a comedy in five acts and in verse. But it
was still an actor’s play. It assembled the stock characters
of the contemporary theatre. For Moliére reality lay still
with the tragic heroes of Corneille and, when Mignard
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ainted his portrait at Lyon, it was as Ceesar crowned with
ﬁurels that he desired to go down to posterity, not as the
author of the best comedy of artifice that had yet been
written.

The full title of this comedy of artifice is L’Erourdi ou
les Contretemps, and its character is better defined in the
subtitle than in the title. It consists of a series of episodes
in which Mascarille tries ingeniously to win for his master
possession of Célie, the beautiful slave of Trufaldin. Mas-
carille invents one ruse after another, but each in turn is
defeated owing to his master’s untimely and innocent
intervention. The interest grows by repetition. What will
be the next device of the clever rascal with whom it is a
point of honour to succeed in his disinterested stratagems,
and how will his unfortunate master contrive, as he in-
fallibly must, to bring about his own discomfiture ? The
play, as we have seen, was produced at Lyon in 1653 or
1655. The controversy as to its date is tedious and of
small importance. The modern critics, after much
scholarly hesitation, have finally decided in favour of
1655, the conclusive argument being that among the
sources from which Moli¢re so freely borrowed was
Le Parasite of Tristan I'Hermite, published in 1654 and
produced at the Hétel de Bourgogne at the beginning of
that year.

L’Etourds is in plot a free adaptation from Beltrame’s
L’ Inavvertito. Moliere has suppressed partsof his original,
regrouped scenes and incidents, added certain episodes,
mostly borrowed from other authors, and provided the
play with a conclusion of his own. This same conclu-
sion, Moli¢re’s only original contribution to the plot, is
the one serious blemish on the play. Moli¢re frequently
borrows like a genius and invents like a simpleton.
Among the dramatists who minister so brilliantly to his
occasions we find, in addition to Beltrame and Tristan
IHermite, Plautus, Luigi Groto, Terence and Fabritio
de Fornaris, while scattered throughout the five acts are

88



THE FIRST PLAYS

tricks and echoes of Italian, Spanish and French authors
who would have been entirely forgotten had Moliére
neglected to lay them under contribution. It must be
further confessed that in many important respects
Moli¢re has not improved upon his originals. L’/nav-
vertito is in some ways a better play than L’Erourdi—
clearer, more logical, more evenly balanced, more con-
vincing. Nor can it be maintained that Moliére has im-
proved on his models in the presentment of his charac-
ters. The unwary reader, yielding to his admiration of
Mascarille, will naturally applaud the soliloquy in which
this prince of valets pays tribute to his own exploits:

Je veux que l'on s’appréte
A me peindre en héros, un laurier sur la téte,
Et qu’au bas du portrait on mette en lettres d’or:
Vivat Mascarillus, fourbiim imperator.

Mascarille has an artist’s pride in his virtuosity. All this
is admirable, but justice compels us to admit that Mascar-
ille, knave on principle, is equally admirable in his Italian
setting. He is the familiar rascal invented by the Greeks,
borrowed by the Romans, inherited by the Italians,
imitated by the French, and handed on by Moliére to
Beaumarchais. He has lived on the European stage for
nearly two thousand years, though in life he never existed
at all. The same is true of the other figures of the farce.
All are traditional and in no way extended or refreshed.
Some of them, yielding to the exigencies of the plot, are
not even consistent with themselves, which in farce is a
serious fault and one to which the Italian models of
Moliere were seldom liable.

Moliere has not, in the sense of Bottom the Weaver,
‘translated’ his characters, and he has certainly not im-
proved upon his models in construction. He has, on the
contrary, shown an almost insolent disregard for the
technical conduct of his play. He brings his characters on
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to the stage as and when he needs them with a magnificent
disregard of time, place and probability. He leads his
action along from one coincidence to another. Mascarille
must have speech with Célie: OA! bonheur ! la wvoild
qui paraist 4 propos. Mascarille has need of money: enter
Anselm with 2,000 Aivres. Mascarille contrives a plan to
outwit the credulous Pandolfe: Bon ! wvoici mon homme
justemens. These instances might be multiplied, but all
pale their ineffectual fires in comparison with the amazing
conclusion in which Turkish pirates, long lost sons and
daughters, brothers meeting sisters unawares and the
whole apparatus of the romantic theatre of the renaissance
is suddenly flung at the heads of a bewildered audience in
order to clear up a confusion which a more careful
dramatist would never have permitted to occur.

Where, then, is the genius ? What are we to infer from
this preliminary reading of the first authentic play of
Moliére in the light ofg its models ? The incidents are
borrowed; the characters are conventional; the construc-
tion is careless. L’Eturdi, nevertheless, is the second
imperishable comedy written in the French language,
and if Corneille, in one of his lighter moments, had not
written Le Menseur, it would have been the first. Moliere,
breaking every rule of orthodox construction, is faithful
to the principle that governs them all. He is in living
touch with his audience from first to last. There is only

ne rule which this actor, experienced in dealing with
every kind of audience, rustic or polite, infallibly ob-
serves. Later, as the experienced author of several master-
pieced, he will explain and defend the system which by
instinck he practised from the outset. The aim of the
is to please. Whether he pieases in contempt
for the rules is no matter. So much the worse
Moli¢re, passing from incident to incident
constantly has in mind, by no conscious
, but because he has lived for years in
them, the spectators who sit or stand
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