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Comme devant tant d’oeuvres de notre temps – pas seulement littéraires – le lecteur des Liaisons eût pu dire: ‘Ça ne peut pas durer ainsi.’


 


André Malraux, 1969
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First Performance





Les Liaisons Dangereuses opened at The Other Place, Stratford-upon-Avon, on 24 September 1985. The cast was as follows:












	 

	LA MARQUISE DE MERTEUIL

	 

	Lindsay Duncan






	 

	MME DE VOLANGES

	 

	Fiona Shaw






	 

	CÉCILE VOLANGES

	 

	Lesley Manville






	 

	LE VICOMTE DE VALMONT

	 

	Alan Rickman






	 

	AZOLAN

	 

	Christopher Wright






	 

	MME DE ROSEMONDE

	 

	Margery Mason






	 

	LA PRÉSIDENTE DE TOURVEL

	 

	Juliet Stevenson






	     

	ÉMILIE

	 

	Mary Jo Randle






	 

	LE CHEVALIER DANCENY

	 

	Sean Baker






	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	Various SERVANTS in the Merteuil, Rosemonde, Tourvel and Valmont households






	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	Director Howard Davies

	 

	 






	 

	Designer Bob Crowley

	 

	 















The action takes place in various salons and bedrooms in a number of hôtels and châteaux in and around Paris, and in the Bois de Vincennes, one autumn and winter in the 1780s.


AUTHOR’S NOTE


What is published here is the text of the play as it stood on the first day of rehearsal; and the various minor cuts and abrasions (and improvements) sustained and effected during rehearsals are therefore not included



















A NOTE ON LACLOS





In many respects, Pierre-Ambroise-François Choderlos de Laclos (1741–1803) is the perfect author: he wrote, at around the age of forty, one piece of fiction, which was not merely a masterpiece, but the supreme example of its genre, the epistolary novel; and then troubled the public no further.


Fortunately the obscurity from which, during his lifetime, this astonishing tour de force delivered him only briefly, has remained sufficiently deep to preserve his enigma. But those few facts which are known about him combine to throw an intriguing light on his vigorously classical novel.


A career soldier in an unusually extended period of peace, Laclos volunteered to serve in the American War of Independence, but lacked the means necessary to a campaign officer at the time. Instead, he was posted to a drab island in the Bay of Biscay and put in charge of its fortification. It was from here, bored and disappointed, that he wrote, famously, to a friend, announcing his intention to write something ‘out of the ordinary, eyecatching, something that would resound around the world even after I had left it’. Few artists can have fulfilled their predictions so satisfactorily.


The novel caused an immediate and continuing sensation, and in its wake Laclos addressed himself to two other pieces of work: a treatise on women’s education, unpublished in his lifetime; and a blistering demolition of one of France’s military sacred cows, the tactician Maréchal de Vauban, which caused such offence that he was immediately rewarded with a series of particularly dreary provincial postings.


In the Revolution he was a Jacobin, not prominent but assiduous, a friend of Danton and the associate and secretary of the Duc d’Orléans, the king’s liberal cousin, known as Philippe-Égalité. Inevitably during the Terror he was jailed twice and escaped execution, which he clearly expected, only narrowly and for reasons which have remained obscure. It took some time for him to be accepted back into the army, but eventually at the turn of the century he was made a general by Napoleon. The result, however, of this final success, was that only a few weeks after arriving in Taranto in Southern Italy to take up a new command, he died of dysentery and malaria. His last letter was a dignified but urgent appeal to Napoleon, asking for support for his wife and three children.


Geometrician, inventor, military strategist, feminist, revolutionary, devoted husband and father: all of these qualities, some initially surprising in the author of Les Liaisons Dangereuses, others less so, make their contribution towards a way of looking at this extraordinary and meteoric work: without, however, exhausting the pleasures of its rare mystery and merciless intelligence.


Christopher Hampton
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Scene ONE








A warm evening in August. The principal salon in the Paris hôtel of Mme la Marquise de Merteuil. The MARQUISE, a respectable widow of considerable means, is playing piquet with her cousin, MME DE VOLANGES, who is herself a widow. Sitting next to MME DE VOLANGES, watching her play and politely stifling the occasional yawn, is her daughter CÉCILE, a slim and attractive blonde girl of 15. Suggestions of great opulence. The large playing cards slap down on one another. MERTEUIL interrupts the game to examine CÉCILE with some care.




MERTEUIL:   Well, my dear.




(CÉCILE, who has been daydreaming, starts, not quite sure, for a second, if it’s she who’s being addressed.)


So you’ve left the convent for good?





CÉCILE:   Yes, Madame.


MERTEUIL:   And how are you adapting to the outside world?


CÉCILE:   Very well, I think. I’m so excited to have my own bedroom and dressing room.


VOLANGES:   I’ve advised her to watch and learn and be quiet except when spoken to. She’s very naturally still prone to confusion. Yesterday she was under the impression my shoemaker had come for dinner.


CÉCILE:   It wasn’t that, Maman, it was when he fell to his knees and caught hold of my foot. It startled me.


MERTEUIL:   No doubt you thought he was attempting to propose marriage.


CÉCILE:   I …




(She breaks off, blushing.)





MERTEUIL:   Never mind, my dear, you’ll soon get used to it.




We must see what we can devise for your amusement.


(The game resumes. Silence. After a time, Merteuil’s MAJORDOMO appears, advances unhurriedly across the room and murmurs something in MERTEUIL’s ear. MERTEUIL sighs.)


Oh, very well, show him up.


(The MAJORDOMO bows and withdraws. MERTEUIL turns back to the others.)


Valmont is here.





VOLANGES:   You receive him, do you?


MERTEUIL:   Yes. So do you.


VOLANGES:   I thought perhaps that under the circumstances …


MERTEUIL:   Under what circumstances? I don’t believe I have any grounds for self-reproach …


VOLANGES:   On the contrary. As far as I know, you’re virtually unique in that respect.


MERTEUIL:   … and, of course, if I had, he would no longer be calling on me.




(CÉCILE has been following this exchange closely, frowning in the attempt to make sense of it. Now MME DE VOLANGES turns to her.)





VOLANGES:   Monsieur le Vicomte de Valmont, my child, whom you very probably don’t remember, except that he is conspicuously charming, never opens his mouth without first calculating what damage he can do.


CÉCILE:   Then why do you receive him, Maman?


VOLANGES:   Everyone receives him. He has a distinguished name, a large fortune and a very pleasant manner. You’ll soon find that society is riddled with such inconsistencies: we’re all aware of them, we all deplore them and in the end we all accommodate to them. Besides which, people are quite rightly afraid to provoke his malice. No one has the slightest respect for him; but everyone is very nice to him.




(She breaks off as the MAJORDOMO reappears, escorting LE VICOMTE DE VALMONT, a strikingly elegant figure. VALMONT crosses the room and bows formally to MERTEUIL in a gesture which also takes in the others.)





VALMONT:   Madame.


MERTEUIL:   Vicomte.


VOLANGES:   What a pleasant surprise.


VALMONT:   How delightful to see you, Madame.


VOLANGES:   You remember my daughter, Cécile.


VALMONT:   Well, indeed, but who could have foretold she would flower so gracefully?




(CÉCILE simpers and looks away. VALMONT turns back to MERTEUIL.)


I wanted to call on you before leaving the city.





MERTEUIL:   Oh, I’m not sure we can allow that. Why should you want to leave?


VALMONT:   Paris in August, you know: and it’s time I paid a visit on my old aunt, I’ve neglected her disgracefully.


MERTEUIL:   I approve of your aunt. She takes such an intelligent interest in the young, she’s been able to maintain a kind of youthfulness of her own. All the same …


VOLANGES:   Will you please give Madame de Rosemonde our warmest regards? She’s been good enough to invite us to stay at the château, and I hope perhaps later in the season …


VALMONT:   I shall make a point of it, Madame. Please don’t let me interrupt your game.


VOLANGES:   I think I may have lost enough for this evening.




(In the ensuing silence, they become aware that CÉCILE is fast asleep.)





VALMONT:   Your daughter evidently finds our conversation intriguing.




(He laughs and MERTEUIL joins in, causing CÉCILE to jerk awake in confusion.)





CÉCILE:   Oh, I’m sorry, I …


VOLANGES:   I think it’s time we took you home.


CÉCILE:   I’m used to being asleep by nine at the convent.


VALMONT:   So I should hope.




(The ladies have risen to their feet by now and MERTEUIL signals to a FOOTMAN, who moves over to escort MME DE VOLANGES and CÉCILE from the room, amid general salutations, VALMONT has bowed to them and now waits, a little apart. Eventually, MERTEUIL moves back towards him. They’re alone together and look at each other for a while before MERTEUIL speaks, in a quite different tone.)





MERTEUIL:   Your aunt?


VALMONT:   That’s right.


MERTEUIL:   Whatever for? I thought she’d already made arrangements to leave you all her money.


VALMONT:   She has. But there are other considerations, family obligations, that kind of thing.


MERTEUIL:   Do you know why I summoned you here this evening?


VALMONT:   I’d hoped it might be for the pleasure of my company.


MERTEUIL:   I need you; to carry out a heroic enterprise. Something for your memoirs.


VALMONT:   I don’t know when I shall ever find the time to write my memoirs.


MERTEUIL:   Then I’ll write them.




(Silence. VALMONT smiles at her.)


You remember when Gercourt left me?





VALMONT:   Yes.


MERTEUIL:   And went off with that fat mistress of yours, whose name escapes me?


VALMONT:   Yes, yes.


MERTEUIL:   No one has ever done that to me before. Or to you, I imagine.


VALMONT:   I was quite relieved to be rid of her, frankly.


MERTEUIL:   No, you weren’t.




(Silence.)


One of Gercourt’s more crass and boring topics of conversation was what exactly he would look for in a wife, what qualities, when the moment came for him, as he put it, to settle down.





VALMONT:   Yes.


MERTEUIL:   He had a ludicrous theory that blondes were inherently more modest and respectable than any other species of girl and he was also unshakeably prejudiced in favour of convent education. And now he’s found the ideal candidate.


VALMONT:   Cécile Volanges?


MERTEUIL:   Very good.


VALMONT:   And her sixty thousand a year, that must have played some part in his calculations.


MERTEUIL:   I tell you, if she were an uncloistered brunette, she could be worth twice that, and he wouldn’t go near her. His priority, you see, is a guaranteed virtue.


VALMONT:   I wonder if I’m beginning to guess what it is you’re intending to propose.


MERTEUIL:   Gercourt is with his regiment in Corsica until October. That should give you plenty of time.


VALMONT:   You mean to …?


MERTEUIL:   She’s a rosebud.


VALMONT:   You think so?


MERTEUIL:   And he’d get back from honeymoon to find himself the laughing-stock of Paris.


VALMONT:   Well …


MERTEUIL:   Yes. Love and revenge: two of your favourites.




(Silence. VALMONT considers for a moment. Finally, he shakes his head, smiling.)





VALMONT:   No, I can’t.


MERTEUIL:   What?


VALMONT:   You know how difficult I find it to disobey your orders. But really, I can’t.


MERTEUIL:   Why not?


VALMONT:   It’s too easy. It is. What is she, 15, she’s seen nothing, she knows nothing, she’s bound to be curious, she’d be on her back before you’d unwrapped the first bunch of flowers. Any one of a dozen men could manage it. I have my reputation to think of.


MERTEUIL:   I think you underestimate her. She’s very pretty, and she has a rather promising air of languor.


VALMONT:   You mean, she falls asleep a lot? Well, perhaps your Belleroche is the man for her.


MERTEUIL:   Belleroche is an idealist.


VALMONT:   Oh, bad luck, I knew there was something the matter with him.


MERTEUIL:   There is someone who’s already fallen for her: young Danceny. He goes round to sing duets with her.


VALMONT:   And you think he’d like to try a little close harmony?


MERTEUIL:   Yes, but he’s as timid and inexperienced as she is, we couldn’t rely on him. So, you see, it’ll just have to be you.


VALMONT:   I hate to disappoint you.


MERTEUIL:   I think you really are going to refuse me. Aren’t you?




(Silence. VALMONT looks at her.)





VALMONT:   I can see I’m going to have to tell you everything.


MERTEUIL:   Of course you are.


VALMONT:   Yes. Well. My trip to the country to visit my more or less immortal aunt. The fact of the matter is that it’s the first step towards the most ambitious plan I’ve ever undertaken.


MERTEUIL:   Well, go on.


VALMONT:   You see, my aunt is not on her own just at the moment. She has a young friend staying with her. Madame de Tourvel.


MERTEUIL:   Yes.


VALMONT:   She is my plan.


MERTEUIL:   You can’t mean it.


VALMONT:   Why not? To seduce a woman famous for strict morals, religious fervour and the happiness of her marriage: what could possibly be more prestigious?


MERTEUIL:   I think there’s something very degrading about having a husband for a rival. It’s humiliating if you fail and commonplace if you succeed. Where is he, anyway?


VALMONT:   He’s presiding over some labyrinthine case in Burgundy, which I’m reliably informed will drag on for months.


MERTEUIL:   I can’t believe this. Apart from anything else, she’s such a frump. Bodice up to her ears in case you might catch a glimpse of a square inch of flesh …


VALMONT:   You’re right, clothes don’t suit her.


MERTEUIL:   How old is she?


VALMONT:   Twenty-two.


MERTEUIL:   And she’s been married …?


VALMONT:   Two years.


MERTEUIL:   Even if you succeed, you know what?


VALMONT:   What?


MERTEUIL:   All you’ll get from her is what she gives her husband. I don’t think you can hope for any actual pleasure. They never let themselves go, those people. If you ever make her heart beat faster, it won’t be love, it’ll be fear. I sometimes wonder about you, Vicomte. How could you make such a fool of yourself over a complete nonentity?


VALMONT:   Take care, now, you’re speaking of the woman I …


MERTEUIL:   Yes?


VALMONT:   I’ve set my heart on.




(Silence. He smiles at her.)


I haven’t felt so strongly about anything since you and I were together.





MERTEUIL:   And you’re going to pass up this wonderful opportunity for revenge?


VALMONT:   If I have to.


MERTEUIL:   You don’t have to. I won’t tell anyone about this bizarre aberration of yours.


VALMONT:   I think you’ll have to wait at least until I’ve had her before I can allow you to insult her. And I can’t agree with your theory about pleasure. You see, I have no intention of breaking down her prejudices. I want her to believe in God and virtue and the sanctity of marriage, and still not be able to stop herself. I want passion, in other words. Not the kind we’re used to, which is as cold as it’s superficial, I don’t get much pleasure out of that any more. No. I want the excitement of watching her betray everything that’s most important to her. Surely you understand that. I thought betrayal was your favourite word.


MERTEUIL:   No, no, cruelty, I always think that has a nobler ring to it.


VALMONT:   You’re terrible, you’re a hundred times worse than I’ll ever be; since we started this little mission, you’ve made many more converts than I have, you make me feel like an amateur.


MERTEUIL:   And so you are; really, you might just as well be in love.


VALMONT:   Well, if love is not being able to think of anything else all day or dream of anyone else all night, perhaps I am: that’s why I must have her, to rescue myself from this ridiculous position.


MERTEUIL:   Love is something you use, not something you fall into, like a quicksand, don’t you remember? It’s like medicine, you use it as a lubricant to nature.




(They look at each other.)





VALMONT:   How is Belleroche?


MERTEUIL:   Well, he is in love. I thought it might be time to end it last week, I tried to pick a quarrel, but he looked so woebegone, I relented, and we spent the best night we’ve ever had. Since then, of course, he’s been more assiduous than ever. But I’m keeping him at arm’s length because I’m so pleased with him. He hasn’t learned that excess is something you reserve for people you’re about to leave.


VALMONT:   So you’re not about to leave him?


MERTEUIL:   No, I told you, at the moment I’m very pleased with him.


VALMONT:   And he’s currently your only lover?


MERTEUIL:   Yes.


VALMONT:   I think you should take another. I think it most unhealthy, this exclusivity.


MERTEUIL:   You’re not jealous, are you?


VALMONT:   Well, of course I am. Belleroche is completely undeserving.


MERTEUIL:   I thought he was one of your closest friends.


VALMONT:   Exactly, so I know what I’m talking about. No, I think you should organize an infidelity. With me, for example.


MERTEUIL:   But we decided it was far more important to preserve our friendship and to be able to trust each other implicitly.


VALMONT:   Are you sure that wasn’t just a device to heighten our pleasure?


MERTEUIL:   You refuse to grant me a simple favour, and then you expect to be indulged.


VALMONT:   It’s only because it is so simple. It wouldn’t feel like a conquest. I have to follow my destiny, you see. I have to be true to my profession.


MERTEUIL:   Well …




(Long silence. They look at each other, MERTEUIL amused, VALMONT eager.)


In that case, come back when you’ve succeeded with Madame de Tourvel.





VALMONT:   Yes?


MERTEUIL:   And I will offer you … a reward.


VALMONT:   My love.


MERTEUIL:   But I shall require proof.


VALMONT:   Certainly.


MERTEUIL:   Written proof.


VALMONT:   Ah.


MERTEUIL:   Not negotiable.




(VALMONT rises to his feet and bows. MERTEUIL watches him, smiling.)





VALMONT:   And I’m sure you’ll find someone to help you out with the little Volanges.


MERTEUIL:   She’s so lovely. If my morals were less austere, I’d take it on myself.


VALMONT:   You are an astonishing woman.


MERTEUIL:   Thank you.


VALMONT:   I’m only sorry you haven’t sufficient confidence in me to give me my reward in advance.


MERTEUIL:   Goodnight, Vicomte.




(He kisses her hand, releases it and stands looking at her for a moment, before turning away.)
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