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            Foreword

         

         Le Jeu de l’amour et du hasard was first performed on 23 January 1730. Marivaux (1688–1763) had turned to the theatre about 1720, and by 1730 had written thirteen of his complete oeuvre of thirty-five plays. Though some (including Marivaux himself) might dispute that Le Jeu is his greatest, it is quite certainly the most frequently played.

         One may doubt if the first performances were entirely satisfactory. Louis XIV had banned the Italian comedy in 1697, and it was not recalled till 1716. There is contemporary evidence that its players could not get their tongues round the more subtle dialogue, despite their excellence at mime and comic business. An exception was the original Silvia of both the play and the troupe, Silvia Benozzi. She was one of the most popular actresses of her time, and it was to coach her in his parts that Marivaux forsook his early anonymity as playwright. One may guess that her real-life charm, vivacity and talent for comedy lie close behind the heroine of this play.

         Besides being a warm humanist (Sylvia’s father here, Mr Morgan, may be regarded as something of a self-portrait), Marivaux was that even rarer kind of eighteenth-century man, a feminist. The play previous to Le Jeu, La Colonie of 1729, though not its equal theatrically (it survives only in one-act form), is one of his most remarkable intellectually. One has to go back to Aristophanes to see the theme of male chauvinism and female revolt against it treated so boldly. Le Jeu is above all by a man who genuinely admires, even when he gently mocks, the other sex.

          The millstone round Marivaux’s reputation is undoubtedly the word coined after him, marivaudage. It is only in quite recent times that he has been cleared in France itself of all its pejorative associations – of over-subtlety, frivolity, preciosity, ‘all soufflé and no substance’, and the rest. It is easier to understand why his contemporaries (such as Voltaire, who accused Marivaux of weighing fly’s eggs in spiderweb scales) should have felt this. As one might expect from someone who was firmly anti-classical in the great literary debate of his time, the Quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns, Marivaux’s approach was very new. To contemporary ears his dialogue seemed naturalistic to a sometimes shocking degree. He suffered also from the narrowness of his range. ‘All his plays could be called Surprised by Love,’ said d’Argens, who otherwise admired him.

         French critics see him differently now, and perhaps above all as the supreme analyst of the psychology of love; or more accurately of one particular stage of love, the process of falling in it. The later consequences and relations of love, such as marriage, play only a very minor part in his work. Falling in love obsessed Marivaux for two reasons. One was its innate comedy (for those, like an audience, out side the two lovers); the other was the richness of the field for the social moralist in him.

         For Marivaux the word amour had a special and surprisingly modern – almost Freudian – connotation. Superficially he may often use it in its loose general sense. But he also attached a much narrower meaning: sexual desire. Almost all his comedy springs from the sight of a man and woman rejecting each other on all rational and conventional grounds, only to succumb to a repressed but violent physical attraction.

         A long fault in the old manner of presenting his plays was to ignore this recognition of the power of the libido. It may not be very explicit in the printed text, but this is the essential if unspoken ‘drive’ in many of his plays, and not least in the present one. What really lies behind the elaborate linguistic fencing between Silvia and her lover in Le Jeu is an intense and immediate physical thing. Silvia admits it in a famous line to herself near the end, on discovering that Richard is not the servant she supposed, but a gentleman. She says she desperately needed him to be a gentleman – meaning that despite her sharp sense of class she was on the brink of falling willy-nilly into a servant’s arms.

         An equally old reason for the accusation of marivaudage, and for weak production, comes from the hazard of Marivaux’s connection with the Italian comedy and its now inalienable visual analogue in the paintings of Watteau and his school. In reality the wistful stock characters and dreaming decors that Watteau has immortalised do not at all match the naturalness and vivacity of Marivaux’s dialogue and his psychological situations – or the lively stage reality of the Italian theatre itself, for that matter. It is an odd case of a great painter’s vision having trumped a great comic playwright’s real moods.

         Nor is the traditional French theatre’s period equivalent – static, declaiming marquises and high-wigged, cheek-patched ladies – any less a betrayal, in my view. Apart from anything else, it grossly travesties the always humanist and essentially democratic spirit of the author. Le Jeu ante-dates by only three years Nivelle de La Chaussée’s La Fausse Antipathie, the play usually regarded as the herald of the comédie larmoyante and the drama bourgeois. Marivaux’s two servants, with their tongue-in-cheek delight in enraging their respective master and mistress, are the very clear grandparents of Figaro and Suzanne fifty years later. The milieu of Le Jeu is equally clearly enlightened middle-class, not aristocratic.

         This is the main reason I have removed the play from France altogether, and its period to our own Regency times. (Problems arise if it is made more recent still, since some class and cultural distinctions are obviously needed.)  A more personal reason for choosing the 1800–1820 period was Jane Austen. The hoops of self-learning that Marivaux constantly puts his young women through are remarkably similar to that aspect of Austen’s genius; and I have never been able to think of the high-spirited – and initially self-deceiving and priggish – Silvia in Le Jeu without remembering Emma in the novel of that name. I hope the fact that Regency dress and decor were under considerable French influence will also help.

         TITLE

         It is difficult to convey all the nuances of Le Jeu de l’amour et du hasard. Jeu conveys theatre comedy, and game, and interplay or ‘machinery’; while ‘desire’ is probably a truer translation than ‘love’ of amour. Alternatives I have toyed with are The Rewards of Love; or simply Sylvia.

         SETTING

         None is indicated in the original, beyond that the action is ‘in Paris’. I have proposed a Regency drawing room as main set, perhaps in one of the comfortable Twickenham or Greenwich ‘villas’ of the period, but it could just as well be in a Regency garden; or a mixture of settings. The implicit mood is summery and full of light.

         STAGE DIRECTIONS

         Are very sparse indeed, no doubt because Marivaux could safely entrust that side of things to the Italian troupe. Virtually all in the translation may be assumed to be my additions, and therefore no more than suggestions.

         TEXT

         I have used that in the Hachette Nouveaux Classiques Illustrées. I have cut a number of odd lines and phrases, but nothing substantial at all. Paul Gazagne’s Marivaux in the series Ecrivains de toujours (Le Seuil) is a good general study of him; and has many interesting pictures – including Van Loo’s excellent portraits of the original Silvia and Marivaux himself. Both much better than the various engravings of the two.

         CHARACTERS

         I have had to cheat over one matter. Much verbal comedy in the original comes from the distinction between formal vous and familiar tu. The piquancy for the first audiences of seeing a well-bred young lady and gentleman disguised as their own servants and obliged to address each other as ‘thou’ can’t be recaptured now. So I have had to find other sources of embarrassing familiarity.

         The two true servant characters (the old Harlequin and Columbine) are here rebaptised Louisa and John Brass. I have made Brass a good deal more ‘vulgar’ in speech than Louisa, who Marivaux himself suggests is well able to put on airs and mimic her mistress … like all soubrettes. This does leave a problem of realism: why does Louisa not realise at once that Brass cannot be the gentleman he pretends? I hope that at least a Regency swell’s clothes and manners will help him carry it off.

         Martin, Sylvia’s brother, is given no background at all in the original. I have suggested he is a Royal Navy lieutenant, on leave.

         INTERVAL PROBLEM

         I have here kept to the original three acts. There is a very suitable break halfway through Act Two, for a one-interval production. The trouble is that the one break in continuity of action (where things have to be presumed to take place offstage) lies between Acts One and Two.

         ACT THREE

         Le Jeu was attacked from the very beginning, and is sometimes still faulted, for its third act. Critics claim it merely spins out an already resolved situation. In a way this is bound up with an interpretative problem: how much Sylvia is played for audience sympathy. Marivaux wants us to see a spoilt and headstrong girl becoming a nicer and wiser person under the experience of love; but to some the third-act ‘test’ of her future husband has seemed excessive – selfish and vain, and verging on that ‘secret sadism’ Marivaux has been accused of (most notoriously in L’Epreuve, where the situation is reversed). They also claim it weakens Richard’s part, leaving him a mere victim of the intrigue – when his is already the least original, most stock, of the four main parts.

         I have very slightly ‘tilted’ the translation to try to remedy this, i.e. to keep sympathy for Sylvia and to leave Richard not too much the fool. More could be done, perhaps, with judicious cuts. However, I think this old complaint about the play is valid only from the standpoint of ideal construction; and that the act was much more than a mere makeweight for Marivaux, but vital to his final conception of Silvia, and to his view of right relationship between the sexes. The longest speech he gives Silvia, near the end, makes it clear enough why gentlemen husbands of the past did need such ‘testing’.

         
             

         

         John Fowles, 1983

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         The Lottery of Love was first presented at the Orange Tree Theatre, Richmond, on 30 March 2017. The cast, in alphabetical order, was as follows:

         
             

         

         Martin  Tam Williams

         Louisa  Claire Lams

         Richard  Ashley Zhangazha

         Sylvia  Dorothea Myer-Bennett

         Brass  Keir Charles

         Mr Morgan  Pip Donaghy

         
             

         

         Director  Paul Miller

         Designer  Simon Daw

         Lighting Designer  Mark Doubleday

         Sound Designer and Composer  Max Pappenheim

         Costume Supervisor  Holly Rose Henshaw

         Casting  Rebecca Murphy

      

   


   
      
         

            Characters

         

         in order of appearance

         
             

         

         Sylvia

         (Silvia)

         daughter of Mr Morgan

         
             

         

         Louisa

         (Lisette)

         her maid

         
             

         

         Mr Morgan

         (Orgon)

         Sylvia’s father

         
             

         

         Martin

         (Mario)

         Sylvia’s brother

         
             

         

         Richard

         (Dorante)

         a young gentleman

         
             

         

         Brass

         (Arlequin)

         his manservant

         
             

         

         A Footman

         
             

         

         The original French names are in brackets
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               Act One

            

         

         An elegant drawing room. Enter Sylvia, impatiently fanning herself, followed by her maid Louisa.

         
            Sylvia   For the last time, Louisa, what business is it of yours?

            Louisa   My foolish notion that for once you might behave like everyone else. Your father asks me if you’re not delighted Mr Richard’s arriving today. Oh yes, sir, I answer, how could she be anything else? Do you realise you’re probably the only girl in the world who turns that ‘yes’ into a lie? ‘No’ is not natural, Miss Sylvia.

            Sylvia   Not natural! What a stupid little innocent you are. I suppose you think marriage is wonderful.

            Louisa   Since you ask, then once more – yes.

            Sylvia   Oh, go and find someone else to be absurd to. It’s not for your feelings to judge mine.

            Louisa   But mine happen to be like the rest of the world’s. Why do yours have to be so peculiar?

            Sylvia   The impudence of her! She’d tell me I was a freak, if she dared.

            Louisa   As we’re not equals, we shall never know. (She curtsies.) Alas.

            Sylvia   Louisa, you are deliberately trying to provoke me.

            Louisa   I swear not. But seriously, Miss Sylvia, what’s so dreadful about my telling your father you’re looking forward to meeting the man he wants you to marry? 

            Sylvia   Because it’s not true. I’m perfectly content as I am.

            Louisa   That’s a new one.

            Sylvia   There’s no need for my father to think he’s doing me a great favour by marrying me off. He’s far too sure of himself. It only makes him think he understands me.
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