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Introduction





JANE EYRE’S SISTER


This version of Le Misanthrope commissioned by the National Theatre for production in 1973, the tercentenary of Molière’s death, sets the play in 1966, exactly three hundred years after its first performance. One of the focuses for mediating the transition was the famous series of articles that André Ribaud contributed to the French satirical paper, Le Canard Enchaîné, under the title of La Cour, with Moisan’s brilliant drawings, interpreting the régime of General de Gaulle as if he were Louis XIV. The articles were continued under M. Pompidou as La Régence. There are some obvious advantages to such a transposition: characters can still on occasions refer to ‘the Court’, but it is intended in the sense of M. Ribaud: the subversive pamphlet, foisted on Alceste in the same way as one was foisted on Molière by enemies angered by Tartuffe, can be readily accepted in a period during which, from 1959 to 1966, no fewer than three hundred convictions were made under a dusty old law which made it a crime to insult the Head of State; above all it has the advantage of anchoring in a more accessible society some of the more far-reaching and complex implications of Alceste’s dilemma, personal, social, ethical, political. Once the transition had been made other adjustments had to follow. The sonnet I first wrote for Oronte has now been replaced by something closer to my own experience of today’s poetaster. To adapt what John Dryden, one of my masters and mentors in the art of the couplet, said of his great translation of Virgil’s Aeneid, ‘I hope the additions will seem not stuck into Molière, but growing out of him’: no more intrusive, that is, than the sackbut, psaltery, and dulcimer the Jacobean translators of the Bible introduced into the court of Nebuchadnezzar, or the Perigord pies and Tokay that the anonymous translator of 1819 introduces into his version of Le Misanthrope. That same version seems to base its Clitandre on Lord Byron. I have used contemporary, but less talented models. The version itself is my form of exegesis.


I was ‘educated’ to produce jog-trot versions of the classics. Apart from a weekly chunk of Johnson, Pitt the Younger and Lord Macaulay to be done into Ciceronian Latin, we had to turn once living authors into a form of English never spoken by men or women, as if to compensate our poor tongue for the misfortune of not being a dead language. I remember once making a policeman in a Plautus play say something like ‘Move along there’, only to have it scored through and ‘Vacate the thoroughfare’ put in its place. This tradition lingers in the verse versions of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This is a typical piece of ripe Virgilian translation:








Penthesilea furent, the bands leading


Of lune-shield Amazons, mid thousands burns,


Beneath exserted mamma golden zone


Girds warrior, and, a maid dares cope with men.











That would have earned some marginal VGs from my mentors. With the help of Gavin Douglas, John Dryden, Ezra Pound, and Edward Powys Mathers I managed to escape from all this into what I hope is a more creative relationship with foreign tongues. So my translation, when I do it now, is a Jack and the Beanstalk act, braving the somnolent ogre of a British classical education to grab the golden harp.


The problems of the academic coming to grips with a classic of foreign literature, in this case some three centuries old, puts me in mind of Francis Galton, the cousin of Charles Darwin, on his travels in Damaraland, southern Africa in 1851, who wishing to measure the phenomenon of steatopygia in what he called ‘a Venus of Hottentots’, but restrained by Victorian pudeur, took a series of observations with his sextant, and having obtained the base and angles, proceeded to work out the lady’s intriguing ‘endowments’ by trigonometry and logarithms. The poet, and the man of the theatre, have to be bolder and more intimate.


The salient feature of Molière’s verse is its vigour and energy, rather than any metaphorical density or exuberant invention, and it is this which gives his verse plays their characteristic dramatic pace. In Le Misanthrope the effect of the rhyming couplet is like that of a time-bomb ticking away behind the desperation of Alceste, and Célimène’s fear of loneliness. The relentless rhythm helps to create the tensions and panics of high comedy, and that rire dans l’âme that Donneau de Visé experienced on the first night of the play in 1666. The explosion never comes. But the silence, when the ticking stops, is almost as deafening. There is an almost Chekhovian tension between farce and anguish. To create this vertiginous effect verse (and rhymed verse) is indispensable. Neither blank verse nor prose will do. I have made use of a couplet similar to the one I used in The Loiners, running the lines over, breaking up sentences, sometimes using the odd half-rhyme to subdue the chime, playing off the generally colloquial tone and syntax against the formal structure, letting the occasional couplet leap out as an epigram in moments of devastation or wit. My floating ’s is a way of linking the couplet at the joint and speeding up the pace by making the speaker deliver it as almost one line not two. And so on. I have made use of the occasional Drydenian triplet, and, once in Act Three, of something I call a ‘switchback’ rhyme, a device I derive from the works of George Formby, e.g. in Mr Wu:








Once he sat down – those hot irons he didn’t spot ’em.


He gave a yell – and cried ‘Oh my – I’ve gone and scorched my … singlet!’











or








Oh, Mister Wu at sea he wobbles like a jelly,


but he’s got lots of pluck although he’s got a yellow … jumper!











I have also tried both before and during rehearsals to orchestrate certain coughs, kisses, sighs and hesitation mechanisms into the iambic line. These are sometimes indicated by (/) in the text.


An American scholar (forgetting Sarah Bernhardt) said of rhymed translation that it was ‘like a woman undertaking to act Hamlet’. A similar, though much more appropriate summary of the kinship between my version and the original was given by my six-year-old son, Max. ‘I know that Molière,’ he said, with true Yorkshire chauvinism, though he was born in Africa, ‘she’s Jane Eyre’s sister.’


MOLIÈRE NATIONALISED


I


Even the Pictorial Record of the National Theatre 1963–71 on sale at the Old Vic bookstall was discouraging. ‘Molière,’ it says curtly of the National’s production of Tartuffe in 1968, ‘rarely works in English and the National failed to find the key.’ I began to feel that I had involved myself in a masochistic enterprise. What the key to Molière in English was I had no clear idea but I had vague notions of what it wasn’t. The trouble with many versions of verse plays done by poets is that publication tends to be primary and performance secondary. It has obvious effects on the resulting text. Despite the growth of public poetry readings in the last ten years and the obvious feedback of oral performance into some of the poetry now being written in Britain or the USA, the poet is still very much bound to the private pleasure of the solitary literate. This doesn’t help much when it comes to writing for the theatre. I had to re-examine a great many rhetorical presuppositions. Above all, it seemed to me that, if Molière was to work in English, the verse, while retaining his sort of formality, should be as speakable as the most colloquial prose. The negative idea of rhyme as an obstacle one tried to surmount as best one could, I discarded and tried to think of it in positive terms as a way of continuously throwing the action forward, accelerating the pace of the play when necessary, and controlling the flow in a way that prose could never do. The playing time of a verse version tends to be shorter than an equivalent version in prose, and this is a considerable advantage. From the very earliest drafts of my Misanthrope I resolved that publication would be as secondary to my purpose as providing a printed score for the concert-goer would be for the composer.


When I first met the director John Dexter in September 1971, he had asked me for a version for seventeenth-century costume, accurate, speakable, no anachronisms, no jarring slang, but in ‘modernish’ colloquial English. An almost impossibly paradoxical request, I thought at the time. My earliest drafts tried to create the illusion of the colloquial by syntactical means rather than by lexical. Deprived of a really up-to-date lexicon and with a barrier across my choice of image at 1666, the date of the play’s first performance, the energy of the spoken lines had to come largely from the syntactical contractions and elisions of modern speech. Some of these problems tied up with those I was trying to cope with in my own poems. I have always listened closely to speech and noted down the devices of relaxed informal styles. I took long walks and spoke the drafts aloud to myself, going over and over the lines to make them as naturally speakable as I could, and at the same time as formally impeccable as possible. I counted lines like the following as an early success with the diction I was aiming for: 








But what I’d like to know ’s what freak of luck’s


helped to put Clitandre in your good books?







Mais au moins dites-moi, Madame, par quel sort


Votre Clitandre a l’honneur de vous plaire si fort.


                                                                    vv. 475–6











Or this kind of exchange between Alceste and Célimène:








CÉLIMÈNE I can’t not see him. He’d be most upset.


ALCESTE I’ve never known you ‘not see’ people yet.











The elision of is, as in the first example, in positions natural to English speech, though uncommon in representations of that speech in English verse, was one of the first devices I hit upon to create the illusion of the colloquial and to capture some of the pace of the original, a recording of which I played continuously as I worked, as a way of keeping my mind on performance rather than on the page. Here is an example of the same elision used in a position which enables the speaker to run the couplet together:




                     and what I mean to do


’s find out what her love is: false or true.





The same device can be extended over three lines without violating natural English usage:








what use would all our virtues be, whose point,


when all the world seems really out of joint,


’s to bear with others’ contumely and spite,


without annoyance, even though we’re right.











Sometimes my contractions can look, as the ‘Commentary’ column of the TLS (16 March 1973) put it, ‘messy on the page’, quoting as an example Célimène’s line:








Surely I’d’ve thought it wouldn’t’ve mattered …











but adding that ‘English isn’t well equipped to point out its vernacular elisions.’ I have, for a long time, felt that it ought to be better equipped. One has great need of notations as these things must be scored for the actor in a form as metrically tight as the heroic couplet. The work wasn’t written for the page but to be spoken. I wanted the illusion of real people talking and arguing, in a context where we have come to expect declamation and verse arias. The rigorous form of the verse, though, is necessary to create the detachment from reality so essential to the workings of comedy. I worked in this way from the beginning of November 1971 to the end of January 1972, more or less all day every day. As well as the problem of idiomatic speech rhythms which had to be free from slang, I tried to vary the rhythm of the couplet, which is capable of a great deal more variety than it is often given credit for, so that I could give elements of a characteristic rhythm to each actor – the rather rocking rhythm of Philinte, both conciliatory and somewhat complacent; the barbed wit of Célimène, where the end-stopped couplet of Pope was effective; the sly insinuating rhythm of Arsinoé; the staccato oiliness of Oronte; and leaving a much wider scale of variations for Alceste: implacability, satirical outrage, baffled love. Another problem, and one which is perennial in translating from French poetry, is the greater degree of physical concretisation characteristic of the genius of English poetry. I did feel the need to anchor sentiments and statements much more closely to the specific, but I had been very careful, at this stage, to research my concretisations so that they remained in period and I introduced nothing into the text after 1666. John Dexter’s reaction to the first draft was that it was very speakable; at the same time it was so free of vocabulary exclusively modern that Sir Laurence Olivier picked out only two words, manic and randy, and the phrase so what? as being too modern to be spoken in period costume. I revised the text only a little between January and August and then only in a direction away from anything I thought a mere gesture to the dubious permanence of the printed page. In early August I had a letter from John Dexter saying that he had decided to produce the play in ‘modernish dress’. We met for a discussion and I felt somewhat worried that his decision to transfer the setting had rather marooned my text in the seventeenth century. There were so many references to things specifically of the period: clothes, customs, institutions, the King and the Court with all its etiquette and protocol.


II


The problems of translating a classic of the stage seem to me inextricable from the problems of production. The problems with a version of Le Misanthrope are vastly different from those of producing an English play of the seventeenth century in modern dress. There the text is fixed. With a translation the text need not be fixed, and, when the collaboration was as close and open as ours was, the words could anchor the production in its chosen time as much as the clothes and the setting. It seems to me now, after the experience of creating a version of the Lysistrata for Nigerian actors (unplayable outside West Africa) and of Le Misanthrope for the National, that the best way of creating a fresh text of a classic is to tie it to a specific production rather than aim, from the study, at a general all-purpose repertory version. This undoubtedly gives a limited lifetime to the version, but this is no bad thing, as I believe that a ‘classic’ needs to be retranslated continuously. It seems to me that one could do worse than treat a translation as one does décor or production as endlessly renewable. Indeed one could say that one of the marks of a literary classic is its capacity for change and adaptation. I have been very impressed by (and all translators could learn from) the probably obscure but indefatigable labours of John Ogilby (1600–1676) who did two entirely different translations within a short space of time of a poem as vast as Virgil’s Aeneid, nearly 10,000 lines, five times as long as Le Misanthrope. His first version was in 1649 and his second in 1654. What happened to change not only his but the whole period’s focus on the poem were the momentous events leading up to the execution of Charles I in 1649. Ogilby’s second version is a far more explicitly Royalist version than the first. History had shocked him into a fresh appraisal of a complex poem, capable of many interpretations though some of them mutually exclusive. Here, for example, is a piece of Virgil’s Latin about the activities of the subversive Fury Alecto:








tu potes unanimos armare in proelia fratres


atque odiis versare domos, tu verbera tectis


funerasque inferre faces, tibi nomina mille,


mille nocendi artes, fecundum concute pectus,


disice compositam pacem, sere crimina belli;


arma velit poscatque simul rapiatque iuventus.


                                                  Aeneid VII, 335–40











Here is Ogilby’s version of 1649:








Thou loving brothers canst provoke to War,


Houses destroy with hate, both sword and flames


Bring to their roofs; thou hast a thousand names,


As many nocent arts; then quickly shake


Thy pregnant breasts, and peace confirmed, break;


Lay grounds for cruel war, make with thy charms


Their wilde youth rage, require, and take up arms.











Five eventful years later the same translator sees the same passage through the disturbances of his own times:








Unanimous Brothers thou canst arm to fight,


And settled Courts destroy with deadly spight;


Storm Palaces with Steel, and Pitchy Flames,


Thou hast a thousand wicked Arts: and Names,


The Bosom disembogue, with Mischief full,


And Articles concluding Peace annull.


Then raise a War, and with bewitching Charms


Make the mad People rage to take up Arms.











The implications of those changes are obvious. Civil War has become a vision of revolution. Dryden’s version of 1697 is informed with the same Hobbesian fears. Momentous events, and even minor, less spectacular shifts in our mores and environment, give us new attentions and demands on the long-surviving classic, whose very survival is dependent on its being, in the widest possible sense, retranslated. History gave Simone Weil her sudden, illuminating insight into the Iliad as ‘the poem of force’, and made Shakespeare a ‘contemporary’ in Eastern Europe. If we were to expand a usual organic metaphor for a work of art, we could say that, like the rose, for example, in a state of nature, a work is constantly throwing up new growths. Into these new growths it gradually directs its sap, and the older growths become starved out. The activity of pruning, in our case the historical consciousness at work in the mind of the director or translator of the classic, is to hasten the rejection of the old wood and to encourage the instincts for producing new growths especially (the gardening manuals tell us) from the base of the plant. And pruning of this kind is a regular, recurrent task. In the oral cultures of Africa when words or phrases no longer signify, thrill, or seem relevant to the hearers of a recitation in a particular society, they tend to become changed. There is in this sort of culture a homeostatic process at work which we in our museum culture must often envy, that which the anthropologists call ‘structural amnesia’, a form of constant, often barely conscious, pruning that keeps a work continuously alive. In our conditions of literacy and individualism this ‘structural amnesia’ is frustrated by a concern for the text which is almost fetishistic. We update Shakespeare; we clothe him in modern dress; we give his words new emphases, but those words are fixed. It is precisely because of this rigidity in the text that we have come to expect fluidity in the changing focuses of production. The American linguist Charles Hockett has drawn some rather disturbing implications from the objective comparison of oral and literate cultures and he says:




In an illiterate society the precise shape of a poem may be gradually modified, a word replaced here, a rhythm or rhyme brought up to date there, in such a way as to keep pace with the changing language. On this score the introduction of writing has some implications which might be called unfortunate. Once a poem is written down it is fixed; it has lost its ability to grow with the language. Sooner or later, the poem is left behind.





We then, even in our own language, have to translate. The implications for an essentially oral art like the theatre are even more interesting. It is in theatrical production and translation that we of a late literate culture can in some measure reassert our lost instincts for ‘structural amnesia’. The original is fluid, the translation a static moment in that fluidity. Translations are not built to survive though their original survives through translation’s many flowerings and decays. The illusion of pedantry is that a text is fixed. It cannot be fixed once and for all. The translation is fixed but reinvigorates its original by its decay. It was probably on these lines that Walter Benjamin was thinking when he said in his The Task of the Translator that ‘the life of an original reaches its ever-recurring, latest and most complete unfolding in translation’. It was with thoughts such as these in the back of my mind that I took away my version of Le Misanthrope to revise. Between then and 22 February 1973 when the play opened I must have rewritten over half the play, though the basic stylistic choices had already been made.


III


The first things to be updated were the clothes. The grands canons, vaste rhingrave and perruque blonde of the foppish Clitandre became in Alceste’s mockery to Célimène:








What makes him captivate the social scene?


Second-skin gauchos in crêpe-de-chine?


Those golden blow-wave curls (that aren’t his own)?


Those knickerbockers, or obsequious tone?


Or is it his giggle and his shrill falsett-


o hoity-toity voice makes him your pet?











Clitandre’s ‘knickerbockers’ came in only very late after I had seen what Tanya Moisiewitsch had given him to wear in the last act. Clitandre’s ongle long, the long fingernail of seventeenth-century fashion, I found hard to contextualise, as I only knew of Brazil where the fashion persists into our own day. Finally I made Clitandre an habitué of Angelina’s tea-shop on the Rue de Rivoli:








What amazing talents does the ‘thing’ possess,


what sublimity of virtue? Let me guess.


I’m at a loss. No, let me see. I know!


It’s his little finger like a croissant, so,


crooked at Angelina’s where he sips his tea


among the titled queens of ‘gay’ Paree!











I had one couplet in the first draft which went:








proof of all the mean and dirty tricks


of Mankind circa 1666.











I changed this to 1966, thinking, I suppose, to execute a circle of three hundred years for the Molière tercentenary. A fetishistic gesture, perhaps, and at this stage little more than that. Then I was reminded of André Ribaud’s series of articles in Le Canard Enchaîné, which adopted the style of Saint-Simon’s Mémoires and under the title of La Cour satirised the autocratic regime of de Gaulle as if he were Louis XIV, under whose reign, of course, Le Misanthrope was first performed. The pieces were re-issued in a paperback collection by Juillard in 1972. The series continued under M. Pompidou as La Régence. The point is that these articles in Le Canard Enchaîné appeared regularly over a long period and terms such as le roi and la cour in M. Ribaud’s sense were as current as, say, ‘Grocer’ was with us. Now the phrase ‘circa 1966’ seemed exactly right and La Cour gave me cues for the rewriting of all the many references to ‘the Court’ and ‘the king’ etc. As I rewrote in this way some of the implications of Le Misanthrope, so often concealed under the frills of the traditional courtier, became much clearer to me. I let two references to ‘the Court’ stand but put them in the inverted commas of Le Canard Enchaîné. Some became ‘the Elysée’, and others more knowingly became ‘over there’ and the king a whispered confidential ‘HE’. One, if not the sole. cause of the guarded, wary politesse of court society was precisely its autocratic nature. ‘La Cour,’ wrote Saint-Simon, ‘fut autre manège de la politique du despotisme.’ Perhaps, I thought, by concentrating less on the forms of this politesse and more on its meaning I would be able to clarify a little the discrepancy between Alceste’s violent attacks on the symptoms of social corruption and his complete lack of an objective diagnosis. The outer Court of real power is reflected in the brilliant mirror of the ‘court’ of Célimène’s salon. It seems more than a linguistic accident that makes many commentators refer to Célimène’s salon as a ‘court’. Lucien Gossman brings out some of the inferences:




The court of Célimène with its urbanity, wit and formal civility masking subterranean rivalries and resentments calls to mind a passage in Saint-Simon’s Mémoires which describes another and more celebrated court:


Les fêtes fréquentes les promenades particulières à Versailles, les voyages furent des moyens que le Roi saisit pour distinguer et pour mortifier en nommant les personnes qui a chaque fois en devaient être, et pour tenir chacun assidu et attentif à lui plaire. Il sentait qu’il n’avait pas a beaucoup pres assez de grâces à repandre pour faire un effet continuel. Il en substitu donc aux véritables d’idéales, par la jalousie, les petits préférences qui se trouvaient tous les jours, et pour ainsi dire à tous moments, par son art. Les espérances que ses petites préférences et ces distinctions faisaient naître, et la consideration qui s’en tirat, personne ne fut plus ingénieux que lui a inventer sans cesse ces sortes de choses …


While it would be ludicrous to suggest that Molière deliberately dressed Louis XIV up as Célimène it is worth noting that some acute observers discovered in the supreme social reality of Molière’s own time the same structure of relations as that which binds Célimène and her world together in the supreme comedy of that same time.





It seems very worth noting, though the last thing I wanted to suggest was that Diana Rigg was Charles de Gaulle in drag. The roi soleil shines on some and leaves others in outer darkness. It was written of de Gaulle quite recently that ‘he was so narcissistically self-absorbed in being the Idea of France on the international plane that a great many Frenchmen came to feel half-consciously that they were only anonymous fodder for his representational ego’. The sense of intrigue is strong in the play, outside and inside, even in the minor off-stage characters, impaled only on the spike of Célimène’s wit in the portrait scene, Timante ‘the cloak-and-dagger-ite’, and the resentments of Adraste ‘the utter megalomaniac’. There is an off-stage autocratic power ‘over there’ and once the rehearsals got on to the set this became literally so, for the Elysée Palace was through the window and over the way. This power continually enters into the conversation of the salon, in its consciousness of being ‘in’, its knowingness. Later the power irrupts into the room in the threat of arrest for a subversive pamphlet. Both Oronte and Arsinoé are tempters in that they offer Alceste ‘influence’, they will ‘oil the wheels’ or obtain a ‘place’ or a ‘sinecure’, if only he will admire a piddling poem or show some sexual interest. Acaste and Clitandre come to Célimène’s ‘party’ directly from the Elysée. There is a constant feeling of the nearness of political power. There is also something in the restless gaiety of such a salon that conceals defeat and desperation. It seems to be a recurrent phenomenon in all periods of impending change. One recalls Gérard de Nerval’s comment on a similar brilliance of his own set in Sylvie:




… où toute mélancolie cédait devant la verve intarissable … tel qu’il s’en est trouvé dans les époques de rénovations ou de décadence, et dont les discussions se haussaient à ce point, que les plus timides d’entre nous allaient voir parfois aux fenêtres si les Huns, les Turcomans ou les Cosaques n’arrivaient pas enfin pour couper court à ces arguments …





It is difficult with this reading of the background of the play to assent to the Romantic interpretations of it, though they have helped to focus on the obvious subjective anguish of Alceste. The play is not a tragedy, not even the tragédie bourgeoise that Brunetière called it, and certainly it is utterly absurd to call it ‘an uncompromising left-wing play’ as one critic did. It is too complex a play to be claimed by either left or right. Alceste is not a political radical, and far from being a proto-Marxist, and certainly, as he wavers between the salon of a coquette and a country estate, no activist. One has to clear désert of its Romantic accretions and go to Madame de Sévigné and the Furetière dictionary of 1690 for the meaning, country estate. Alceste’s désert is rather like an inverted image of the Moscow of the Three Sisters of Chekhov. I have already said how the modern background helps to show the absence of real objective social analysis in Alceste’s outbursts, though it by no means should exclude his subjective pain and anguish, which make him a both comic and moving figure. Others have been less lenient with Alceste. Mauriac said of him that ‘in a world where injustice is rife, he is up in arms against trivialities’. Against this judgement Martin Turnell in The Classical Moment asks us to set Stendhal’s view of Alceste:




His mania for hurling himself against whatever appears odious, his gift for close and accurate reasoning and his extreme probity would soon have led him into politics or, what would have been much worse, to an objectionable and seditious philosophy. Célimène’s salon would at once have been compromised and soon become a desert. And what would a coquette find to do in a deserted salon?





One must also remember how horrified he is to have a subversive pamphlet foisted on to him by his enemies, in the way that Molière himself had by dévots angered by Tartuffe. It seems to me that the production at the National took cognisance of both these extremes of opinion, and while recognising Alceste’s potential for political thought, is faithful to Molière in leaving in ambiguity any fulfilment of that potential. If the play is set ‘circa 1966’ the spectator worried by these issues can always ask himself the question, ‘What would the position of this Alceste be in les événements of May 1968?’ The transposition, in my view, helps to make the background more important, though none the less background to the central human relationship, than the stereotypes of period costume perhaps allow.


Erich Auerbach’s brilliant study of the meaning of La Cour et La Ville in the seventeenth century shows that real power has by-passed such people as Acaste and his whole class, ‘meaningless, without economic or political or any other organic foundation’. Alceste is only partially or potentially liberated from this milieu. With Gossman I find something almost Chekhovian in Le Misanthrope. ‘Chekhov,’ he writes, ‘joins hands over the centuries with his great predecessor, for Molière’s Misanthrope is the first profound statement in modern terms of the world’s silent indifference to those who no longer have any significant place in it or relation to it.’


IV


We began rehearsals in late December 1972 with a text that was for me still only partially anchored in the recent past. I felt that I had by no means solved all the problems of the transposition, but we had decided to leave the text as it stood as a ‘springboard’ into the play, and we hoped that I would be able to do what rewriting seemed necessary in a concentrated way after hearing the actors’ reactions and earliest interpretations. The best way to illustrate what happened during rehearsals and how much the text owes to the close collaboration of director, actors and poet, is to take a few examples. I had earlier objected to John Dexter that since we were now in the sixties of this century a poetaster like Oronte was unlikely to produce a sonnet. Others agreed, and Kenneth Tynan felt that a parody of a modern style would be better. The more I heard the sonnet in rehearsals the more convinced I became that it wasn’t right. I had originally given Oronte a sonnet in octosyllabics as in Molière:








Hope can ease the lover’s pain,


make anguish easier to bear,


but, Phyllis, that’s a doubtful gain


if all that follows hope ’s despair.







Great kindness to me once you showed.


You should have been I think less kind.


Why so much so soon bestowed


if hope was all you had in mind?







With all eternity to wait


a lover’s zeal turns desperate


and looks for hope in last extremes!







Lovely Phyllis, I’m past care


but lovers like me all despair


if offered only hope and dreams.











I planted deliberate excrescences for Alceste to pick up in his outburst when it finally comes, making the criticism a little more specific than in the original:








You followed unnatural models when you wrote;


your style’s stiff and awkward. Let me quote:


‘last extremes’ tautologous, the rest, hot air;


it goes in circles: bear/care, despair/despair,


wait/desperate, all pretty desperate rhymes.


It’s repetitive: hope you use five times.











When the sonnet went, that went too. I had earlier rewritten all the entrances in the first three acts to adapt to John Dexter’s idea of running those acts together with a party going on downstairs as a means of overcoming the perennial problem of ‘visiting’ in seventeenth-century plays. This also led to the brilliant juxtaposition of Lully’s music to the same music transposed into a modem pop idiom by Marc Wilkinson. We had still not solved the problem of an equivalent for the Marshalsea of France, an office of the seventeenth century created to arbitrate in quarrels between gentlemen after the abolition of duelling. It is an obscure enough office to warrant a note in all editions and translations. The dramatic point lies in the discrepancy between the machinery brought to bear and the triviality of the quarrel between Alceste and Oronte over the trifling poem in question. I made the Marshalsea the Académie Française at John Dexter’s suggestion. Kenneth Tynan had suggested that Oronte should threaten to have Alceste blackballed from Le Jockey Club, which though socially plausible, hadn’t, we decided, the right imposing sound for an English audience unacquainted with French high life. But I had tried a version with Le Jockey Club. I imagined Oronte coming over to Célimène’s party, a little drunk and over-fed, from Maxim’s where the Club Committee, say, had been dining, with his poem, clearly intended for Célimène, doodled on the Maxim’s menu which he turned this way and that as he reconstructed the jottings as he recited. I tried to retain the theme of the original sonnet, with its contrast between a lover’s hope and despair, while trying to draw the metaphors from the new context. It went something like:








That kiss was my apéritif,


that cuddle the hors d’oeuvres.


Now I’m wanting the roast beef


that’s something you won’t serve.







Passion’s a sort of super chef


and you his spécialité.


Fulfilment the head waiter’s deaf


and never looks my way.







And so alone at Love’s Maxim’s


I gnaw the empty air.


Here’s my plate of hopeless dreams,


my drained glass of despair.











Neither Alec McCowen nor Diana Rigg, whose insights into comedy were a constant inspiration for me to produce them better lines, thought the new Oronte poem appropriate. I could see that they were right and I rejected it there and then. Diana Rigg went to her dressing-room and brought back a ‘little magazine’ of poetry, and said that she thought Oronte was more likely to write something like the poems in it. We all read them aloud and decided she was right. Memories of editing little magazines came back to me, and that evening after rehearsals, prompted by the magazine Diana Rigg had given me ‘for inspiration’, I wrote Oronte’s poem as it now stands, again preserving the theme if nothing else:








Hope was assuaging:


its glimmer


cheered my gloomy pilgrimage


to the gold shrine of your love …







a mirage of water pool and palms


to a nomad lost in the Sahara …







but in the end it only makes thirst worse.







Darling, if this hot trek


to some phantasmal Mecca


of love’s consummation


is some sort of Herculean Labour


then I’ve fallen by the wayside.







A deeper, darker otherwhere


is unfulfilment …







we who have bathed in the lustrous light


of your charisma


now languish in miasmal black despair


and all we hopeless lovers share


the nightmare of the bathosphere.











Alceste’s outburst, to correspond to Oronte’s new literary excrescences, I felt had to be somewhat ruder than before:








                                                Jesus wept!


It’s bloody rubbish, rhythmically inept,


vacuous verbiage, wind, gas, guff.


All lovestruck amateurs churn out that stuff.


It’s formless, slack, a nauseating sprawl,


and riddled with stale clichés; that’s not all.


‘Thirst worse’ cacophonous, and those ‘ek eks’


sound like a bullfrog in the throes of sex.











The bullfrog, of course, came partly from Aristophanes and partly from the grotesque appearance of the huffing, much padded Gawn Grainger as Oronte.


Another passage that was rewritten in rehearsal was Eliante’s speech beginning:








L’amour pour l’ordinaire, est peu fait à ces lois.


Et l’on voit les amants vanter toujours leur choix


                                                            vv. 711–12











Many editors, I think wrongly, find the dramatic justification of this speech a little doubtful, and try to explain its presence by saying that Molière was using up an old version of Lucretius’ De rerum Natura (IV. 1160–69) that he had written in his youth. The piece has a relevance I haven’t the space to dwell on, but one cannot escape the feeling that the lines have the air of a prepared set piece, as though Eliante were only able to be witty through the proxy of quotation as opposed to Célimène’s spontaneous crackle. I decided to take those critics head-on and allow Eliante to call her speech ‘not inapposite’ to the situation. I also went back to the Latin of Lucretius for the examples of love’s euphemisms and made Eliante introduce her speech with the admission that what was to follow was a quotation from a well-known source:








How does that bit in old Lucretius go,


that bit on blinkered lovers? O, you know …











I could give many examples of lines, phrases, whole couplets, words, which I revised in collaboration with the actors, when they were reaching for something better, or funnier, or simply dramatically more effective. Often I went away and produced a set of possible alternatives for one couplet and the actor in question and John Dexter and maybe others involved in the scene would test them and vote on which was best. The last alteration to be made was in the same Eliante speech. It was something I had felt to be wrong but, I suppose, had hoped that at this late stage no one would notice. I had all along tried to maintain the illusion of ‘Frenchness’ by making use of French words, not necessarily in the original, which were common currency in English, often as rhyme words to stress their presence, phrases like: au fait, bons mots, mon cher, entrée, ordinaire, enchanté. But in Eliante’s speech I had








The ‘svelte gazelle’ ’s the girl all skin and bone.


‘Majestic, regal’ means, say, fifteen stone.











Sir Laurence Olivier noticed it at the first dress rehearsal and said it jarred, so two days before the opening the lines became:








The loved one’s figure’s like Venus de Milo’s


even the girl who weighs a hundred kilos.







                                                                    [1973–4]
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Act One








Alceste sits alone in darkness, listening to the music of Lully. Philinte enters from the party in progress downstairs, switches on the light, sees Alceste, and turns off the hi-fi.




PHILINTE


Now what is it? What’s wrong?


ALCESTE


                                                  O go away!


PHILINTE


But what is it? What’s wrong?


ALCESTE


                                                 Please go away!


PHILINTE


Alceste, please tell me what’s got into you …


ALCESTE


I said leave me alone. You spoil the view.


PHILINTE


Don’t start shouting and, please, hear people out.


ALCESTE


No, why should I? And, if I like, I’ll shout.


PHILINTE


But why this typical ‘splenetic fit’?


Though I’m your friend, I don’t think friends permit … 


ALCESTE


Me, your friend? You can cross me off your list.


After what I’ve just clapped eyes on I insist


our friendship’s finished. ‘Friends’ (so-called) who’ll sell


their friendship everywhere can go to Hell.


PHILINTE


Now that’s not fair, Alceste. It’s most unjust.


ALCESTE


You should be mortified with self disgust.


There’s no excuse for it. That sort of trick


revolts all decent men, and makes me sick.


Downstairs just now, what did I see you do?


You hoist your glass and hail, not hail, halloo


some person from a distance, and then zoom


into warm embraces from across the room,


drench the man with kisses, smile and swear


your lasting friendship, shout mon cher, mon cher


so many times you sounded quite inspired,


then when you sidled back and I inquired:


Who’s that, the long-lost friend you rushed to hug?


all you do’s look sheepish, and then shrug.


No sooner is his back turned than you start


picking him to pieces, pulling him apart,


all that ‘friendship’ faded from your heart.


It’s foul and ignominious to betray


your own sincerity in this cheap way.


If, God forbid, it’d been me to blame,


I’d hang myself tomorrow out of shame.


PHILINTE


O surely not! I think I’ll just remit


your sentence this time, and not swing for it.


ALCESTE


Don’t think you’ll soften me with that sweet smile.


Your humour’s like your actions: infantile! 


PHILINTE


But seriously, what would you have me do?


ALCESTE


Adopt behaviour both sincere and true.


Act like a decent man, and let words fall


only from the heart, or not at all.


PHILINTE


But if a man shows friendship when you’ve met,


you should pay back the compliments you get,


and try as best you can to match his tone


and balance his good manners with your own.


ALCESTE


Disgusting! Every modish socialite


bends over backwards to appear polite.


There’s nothing I loathe more than empty grins


and cringing grimaces and wagging chins,


politeness-mongers, charmers with two faces,


dabblers in nonsensical fine phrases,


outvying one another in their little game


of praise-me-I’ll-praise-you. It’s all the same


if you’re idiot or hero. What’s the good


of friendship and respect if it’s bestowed


on any nincompoop and simpleton


your praiser-to-the-skies next happens on?


No! No! Not one right-thinking man, not one


’d want such ten-a-penny honours done.


Glittering praise can lose its brilliance


when we see it shared with half of France.


Esteem’s based on a scale, it’s not much worse


praising nothing than the universe.


You’ll be no friend of mine if you comply


with these false manners of society.


From the bottom of my heart I must reject


that sort of indiscriminate respect. 


If someone honours me I want it known


that it’s an honour for myself alone.


Flinging love all over’s not my line.


The ‘buddy’ of Mankind’s no friend of mine.


PHILINTE


But in society (if we belong that is)


we must conform to its civilities.


ALCESTE


No, we must be merciless in our tirade


against this pseudo-civil masquerade.


Let real feelings shine out through our speech,


a deep sincerity where guile can’t reach,


no pretty compliments, but true regard,


open, not hidden in some slick charade.


PHILINTE


But there’re times when speaking out one’s mind


’d be ridiculous or plain unkind.


With all due deference to your strict code


there are occasions when restraint is good.


All kinds of social chaos would ensue


if everybody spoke his mind like you.


Supposing there’s a man we can’t abide,


do we say so, or keep our hate inside?


ALCESTE


Say so, say so!


PHILINTE


                      I see; and would you tell


Emilie (poor superannuated belle),


she’s past all beauty, and a perfect scream


under the make-up and foundation cream?


ALCESTE


Yes. 


PHILINTE


        And Dorilas how much he bores us all


with how-I-won-back-France for Charles de Gaulle,


the Maquis mastermind who saved the war?


Would you say that to him?


ALCESTE


                                            I would, and more!


PHILINTE


You’re making fun of me.


ALCESTE


                                          I don’t make fun.


In things like this I won’t spare anyone.


The City, Politics, the Arts (so called!)


I’ve seen them all, Philinte, and I’m appalled.


Black rage comes over me, it makes me rave


seeing the dreadful way most men behave.


There’s not a walk of life where you don’t meet


flattery, injustice, selfishness, deceit.


I’m utterly exasperated and my mind


’s made up, I’m finished, finished with mankind!


PHILINTE


Your dark philosophy’s too bleak by half.


Your moods of black despair just make me laugh.


I think by now I know you pretty well …


we’re very like Ariste and Sganarelle,


the brothers in that thing by Molière,


you know, The School of Husbands, that one where …


ALCESTE


For God’s sake, spare us Molière quotations!


PHILINTE


But, please, no more hell-fire denunciations!


The world’s not going to change because of you.


You’re fond of frankness … do you know it’s true 


that people snigger at this quirk of yours?


Everywhere you go, society guffaws.


Your fulminations on the age’s lies


just make you seem comic in most men’s eyes.


ALCESTE


So much the better! Comic in their sight?


That only goes to prove that my way’s right.


Mankind’s so low and loathsome in my eyes,


I’d start to panic if it thought me wise.


PHILINTE


I think you’d write off all humanity!


ALCESTE


Because I hate them, all of them, that’s why.


PHILINTE


We’re living in bad times I know, that’s true,


but even so there must be just a few …


ALCESTE


A few? Not one! Not one a man can trust.


The whole lot fill me with complete disgust.


Some because they’re vicious, all the rest


because they nod at vice and aren’t depressed


or full of righteous anger at the thought


of wickedness at large, as good men ought.


It’s taking tolerance to wild extremes


to tolerate that swine and his low schemes,


that awful, foul, objectionable swine –


the one who’s tried to grab this land of mine,


whose trumped-up action’s hauled me into court.


Cultivating monsters of that sort!


There’s plainly a villain under that veneer.


The truth of what he is is all too clear.


Those sheepish humble looks, that sickly grin


take only those who’ve never met him in. 


The guttersnipe! There’s no one who can’t guess


the tricks he’s stooped to for his quick success.


The niche he’s carved himself, in padded plush


makes talent vomit and real virtue blush.


Call him a bastard and everyone hoorays


but he’s still the blue-eyed boy of smart soirées.
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