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The School for Wives

COMEDY IN FIVE ACTS, 1662 
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INTRODUCTION

As Dorante says in the Critique de l'École des femmes, a comic monster need not lack all attractive qualities. Arnolphe, the hero of Molière's first great verse comedy, is a forty-two-year-old provincial bourgeois whom it is possible to like, up to a point, for his coarse heartiness and his generosity with money. He is, however, a madman, and his alienation is of a harmful and unlovable kind. What ails him is a deep general insecurity, which has somehow been focused into a specific terror of being cuckolded. In fear of that humiliation, he has put off marriage until what, for the seventeenth century, was a very ripe age; meanwhile, he has buttressed his frail vanity by gloating over such of his neighbors as have been deceived by their wives. He has, furthermore, become the guardian of a four-year-old child, Agnès, with a view to shaping her into his idea of a perfect bride, and for thirteen years has had her trained to be docile and ignorant. It is his theory, based upon much anxious observation, that a stupid wife will not shame her husband by infidelity. As the play begins, Arnolphe is about to marry Agnès and achieve a double satisfaction: he will quiet his long trepidation by marrying safely, and he will have the prideful pleasure of showing the world how to rig an infallible alliance. It goes without saying that poor, stultified Agnès is not his object but his victim. 

Arnolphe, then, is one of Molière's coercers of life. Like Tartuffe, he proposes to manipulate the world for his own ends, and the play is one long joke about the futility of selfish calculation. Agnès is guileless; her young man, Horace, is a rash bumbler who informs his rival of all that he does and means to do; yet despite Arnolphe's mature canniness, and his twenty years' pondering and plotting, he loses out to a jeune innocente and a jeune écervelé. Why? There is much high talk in the play, especially from Arnolphe, of cruel destiny, fate, and the stars, and this contributes, as J. D. Hubert has noted, to an effect of "burlesque tragedy"; it is not implacable fate, however, but ridiculous chance which repeatedly spoils Arnolphe's designs. And indeed, the plans of other characters, even when benign, meet constantly with the fortuitous: if Horace achieves his goal, it is certainly not because his blundering intrigues have mastered circumstance; and though Oronte and Enrique accomplish the premeditated union of their children,  le hasard has already brought the pair together. The play seems to assert that any effort to impose expectations on life will meet with surprises, and that a narrow, rigid, and inhumane demand will not be honored by Nature.

The plot of L'École des femmes has often been criticized for its unlikelihood. Doubtless Moliere was careless of the fact, since, as W. G. Moore has written, "The plot is not the main thing at all.... The high points of the play are not the turning points of the action; they are moments when the clash of youth and age, of spontaneity and automatism, takes shape in speech and scene." And yet it may not be too much to say that the absurdity of the plot is expressive, that it presents us with the world as Arnolphe is bound to experience it. To an obsessed man, the world will be full of exasperating irrelevancies: in this case, a dead kitten, a ribbon, the inopportune chatter of a notary. Similarly, a man who has for years left nothing to chance in the prosecution of a maniacal plan, and who encounters difficulties on the very eve of success, will experience the world as a chaos of disruptive accidents, a storm of casualty: in this case, an old friend's son will by chance gain the affections of Arnolphe's intended; in repeated chance meetings he will subject Arnolphe, whose new title he chances not to know, to tormenting confidences; Oronte and Enrique will chance to arrive in town on what was to have been Arnolphe's wedding day, and will reveal the true identity of the young woman whom Arnolphe once chanced to adopt. It is all too much, for Arnolphe and for us, and in the last-minute breathless summary of Enrique's story, delivered by Chrysalde and Oronte in alternating couplets, Molière both burlesques a species of comic dénouement and acknowledges the outrageousness of his own. At the same time, for this reader, the gay arbitrariness of the close celebrates a truth which is central to the comic vision—that life will not be controlled, but makes a fluent resistance to all crabbed constraint. The most triumphant demonstration of life's (or Nature's) irrepressibility occurs within Arnolphe himself, when, after so many years of coldly exploiting Agnès for his pride's sake, he becomes vulnerably human by falling in love with her. 

Spontaneity versus automatism, life's happy refusal to conform to cranky plans and theories: such terms describe the play for me. Some, however, may wish to be less general, and to discern here a thesis play about, say, education. This comedy is, indeed, permeated with the themes of instruction and learning. Arnolphe has Agnès minimally educated, so that she will have no attractive accomplishments; the nuns teach her to pray, spin, and sew (and somehow, though it is against her guardian's orders, she also learns to read). In Act III, Arnolphe himself becomes her teacher, or, rather, her priest, and with repeated threats of hell-fire informs her that the function of a wife is to live wholly for her husband, in absolute subjection. The Maxims of Marriage, which Agnès is then given to study, are likened by Arnolphe to the rules which a novice must learn on entering a convent; and very like they are, counseling as they do a cloistered and sacrificial life devoted to the worship of one's husband. Arnolphe's whole teaching is that the purpose of marriage is to preserve the husband's honor, which is like saying that the purpose of dancing is not to break a leg; and his whole education of Agnès is intended to incapacitate her for adultery by rendering her spiritless and uninteresting. There are moments, I think, when other characters burlesque Arnolphe as educator: the manservant Alain, informing Georgette in Act II, Scene 2 that "womankind is ... the soup of man," caricatures his master's attitude toward women, as well as his patronizing pedagogical style; and the notary, torrentially instructing Arnolphe in contract law, resembles in his pedantic formulae the Arnolphe of the smug thesis, the airtight plan, and the  Maxims. Much else in the play might be seen as extending the motif of instruction: Arnolphe rehearsing or drilling his servants; Chrysalde lecturing Arnolphe on the temperate view of cuckoldry; Arnolphe schooling himself in the causes of marital disaster, being guided by a Greek who counseled Augustus, or advising Oronte on the use of paternal power. But what is more surely pertinent, and stands in opposition to Arnolphe's kind of schooling, is the transformation of Horace and Agnès by that grand maître, Love. When we first meet him, Horace is a pretty-boy very full of himself and quite capable of seducing Agnès, but by the fifth act he has come to esteem and cherish her, and had "rather die than do her any wrong." Agnès, awakened by love to her own childish ignorance and dependence, proceeds like Juliet to develop gumption and resourcefulness, and discovers a wit which is the more devastating because of her continuing simplicity.

The play is full of "education"; granted. But it cannot convincingly be interpreted as a thesis play about education. What can Molière be said to advocate? Latin for women? The inclusion of love in the curriculum? Gearly Molière had a low opinion of Agnès' convent schooling, which was rather standard for the age; what really interests him, however, is not the deficiencies of such schooling but Arnolphe's ill-intended use of them. Similarly, Molière is concerned not with religion but with Arnolphe's selfish and Orgon-like abuse of it, his turning it into a bludgeon. Nor does he comment on parental authority in itself, but, rather, on Arnolphe's attempt to exploit it for his own ends. It will not do, in short, for the contemporary reader or director to inject this play with Student Unrest or Women's Liberation, or to descry in it a Generation Gap. That way lies melodrama. 

Any director of this English version will have to solve for himself certain problems of interpretation and staging, but I shall say what I think. It is my own decided opinion that Chrysalde is not a cuckold, and that Arnolphe's second speech in Act I, Scene i is a bit of crude and objectionable ribbing. Chrysalde's discourses about cuckoldry should be regarded, I think, both as frequently dubious "reasoning" and as bear-baiting; a good actor would know where to modulate between them. Arnolphe's distaste for fuss and sophistication is likely to impress some as an endearing quality, but I do not see it so; rather, it is of a piece with the man's anxiety to prove himself superior to a society whose ridicule he fears, and like the "honesty" of the Misanthrope's Alceste, it entails posturing and bad faith. Finally, there is the fact that much of the slapstick in the plot—the throwing of the brick, Horace's tumble from the ladder—occurs off stage, and that the on-stage proceedings consist in fair part of long speeches. I should be sorry to see any director right this apparent imbalance by introducing too much pie-throwing and bottom-pinching of his own invention. Once again, Dorante gives Moliere's point of view: the long speeches, he says,"are themselves actions," involving incessant ironic interplay between speakers and hearers. To take the most obvious example, Horace's addresses to Arnolphe are rendered wonderfully "busy" by the fact that he does not know he is addressing M. de la Souche, that Arnolphe cannot enlighten him, and that Arnolphe must continually struggle to conceal his glee or anguish. To add any great amount of farcical "business" to such complex comedy would be to divert in an unfortunate sense.

This translation has aimed at a thought-for-thought fidelity, and has sought in its verse to avoid the metronomic, which is particularly fatal on the stage: I have sometimes been very limber indeed, as in the line "He's the most hideous Christian I ever did see." For a few words or phrases I am indebted to earlier English versions in blank verse or prose. I must also thank Jan Miel for helping me to improve these remarks; Robert Hollander, Stephen Porter, and William Jay Smith for reading and criticizing the translation; and John Berryman for encouraging me to undertake it. 



CHARACTERS


ARNOLPHE, also known as MONSIEUR DE LA SOUCHE 

AGNèS, an innocent young girl, Arnolphe's ward

HORACE, Agnès' lover, Oronte's son

ALAIN, a peasant, Arnolphe's manservant

GEORGETTE, a peasant woman, servant to Arnolphe

CHRYSALDE, a friend of Arnolphe's

ENRIQUE, Chrysalde's brother-in-law, Agnès' father

ORONTE, Horace's father and Arnolphe's old friend

A NOTARY








The scene is a square in a provincial city.








First produced by the Phoenix Theatre, New York, on February 16, 1971






ACT 1

 




SCENE ONE

CHRYSALDE, ARNOLPHE 


CHRYSALDE

So, you're resolved to give this girl your hand?

ARNOLPHE

Tomorrow I shall marry her, as planned.

CHRYSALDE

We're quite alone here, and we can discuss

Your case with no one overhearing us:

Shall I speak openly, and as your friend?

This plan—for your sake—troubles me no end.

I must say that, from every point of view,

Taking a wife is a rash step for you.


ARNOLPHE

You think so? Might it be, friend, that you base

Your fears for me upon your own sad case?

Cuckolds would have us think that all who marry

Acquire a set of horns as corollary.


CHRYSALDE 

Fate gives men horns, and fate can't be withstood;

To fret about such matters does no good.

What makes me fear for you is the way you sneer

At every luckless husband of whom you hear.

You know that no poor cuckold, great or small,

Escapes your wit; you mock them one and all,

And take delight in making boisterous mention

Of all intrigues which come to your attention.

ARNOLPHE

Why not? What other town on earth is known

For husbands so long-suffering as our own?

Can we not all too readily bring to mind

Ill-treated dupes of every shape and kind?

One husband's rich; his helpmeet shares the wealth

With paramours who cuckold him by stealth;

Another, with a scarcely kinder fate,

Sees other men heap gifts upon his mate—

Who frees his mind of jealous insecurity

By saying that they're tributes to her purity.

One cuckold impotently storms and rants;

Another mildly bows to circumstance,

And when some gallant calls to see his spouse,

Discreetly takes his hat and leaves the house.

One wife, confiding in her husband, mentions

A swain who bores her with his warm attentions;

The husband smugly pities the poor swain

For all his efforts—which are not in vain.

Another wife explains her wealthy state

By saying that she's held good cards of late;

Her husband thanks the Lord and gives Him praise,


Not guessing what bad game she truly plays.

Thus, all about us, there are themes for wit;

May I not, as an observer, jest a bit?

May I not laugh at— 

CHRYSALDE

Yes; but remember, do,

That those you mock may someday mock at you.

Now, I hear gossip, I hear what people say

About the latest scandals of the day,

But whatsoever I'm told, I never hear it

With wicked glee and in a gloating spirit.

I keep my counsel; and though I may condemn

Loose wives, and husbands who put up with them,

And though I don't propose, you may be sure,

To endure the wrongs which some weak men endure,

Still, I am never heard to carp and crow,

For tables have been known to turn, you know,

And there's no man who can predict, in fact,

How in such circumstances he would act.

In consequence, should fate bestow on me

What all must fear, the horns of cuckoldry,

The world would treat me gently, I believe,

And be content with laughing up its sleeve.

There are, in fact, some kindly souls who might

Commiserate me in my sorry plight.

But you, dear fellow, with you it's not the same.

I say once more, you play a dangerous game.

Since with your jeering tongue you plague the lives

Of men who are unlucky in their wives,

And persecute them like a fiend from Hell,

Take care lest someday you be jeered as well.

If the least whisper about your wife were heard,


They'd mock you from the housetops, mark my word.

What's more— 

ARNOLPHE

Don't worry, friend; I'm not a fool.

I shan't expose myself to ridicule.

I know the tricks and ruses, shrewd and sly,

Which wives employ, and cheat their husbands by;

I know that women can be deep and clever;

But I've arranged to be secure forever:

So simple is the girl I'm going to wed

That I've no fear of horns upon my head.

CHRYSALDE

Simple! You mean to bind yourself for life—

ARNOLPHE

A man's not simple to take a simple wife.

Your wife, no doubt, is a wise, virtuous woman,

But brightness, as a rule, is a bad omen,

And I know men who've undergone much pain

Because they married girls with too much brain.

I want no intellectual, if you please,

Who'll talk of nothing but her Tuesday teas,

Who'll frame lush sentiments in prose and verse

And fill the house with wits, and fops, and worse,

While I, as her dull husband, stand about

Like a poor saint whose candles have gone out.

No, keep your smart ones; I've no taste for such.

Women who versify know far too much.

I want a wife whose thought is not sublime,


Who has no notion what it is to rhyme,

And who, indeed, if she were asked in some

Insipid parlor game, "What rhymes with drum?"

Would answer in all innocence, "A fife."

In short, I want an unaccomplished wife,

And there are four things only she must know:

To say her prayers, love me, spin, and sew. 

CHRYSALDE

Stupidity's your cup of tea, I gather.

ARNOLPHE

I'd choose an ugly, stupid woman rather

Than a great beauty who was over-wise.

CHRYSALDE

But wit and beauty—

ARNOLPHE

Virtue is what I prize.

CHRYSALDE

But how can you expect an idiot

To know what's virtuous and what is not?

Not only would it be a lifelong bore

To have a senseless wife, but what is more,

I hardly think you could depend upon her

To guard her husband's forehead from dishonor.

If a bright woman breaks her wedding vow,


She knows what she is doing, anyhow;

A simpleton, however, can commit

Adultery without suspecting it 

ARNOLPHE

To that fine argument I can but say

What Pantagruel says in Rabelais:

Preach and harangue from now till Whitsuntide

Against my preference for a stupid bride;

You'll be amazed to find, when you have ceased,

That I've not been persuaded in the least.

CHRYSALDE

So be it

ARNOLPHE

Each man has his own design

For wedded bliss, and I shall follow mine.

I'm rich, and so can take a wife who'll be

Dependent, in the least respect, on me—

A sweet, submissive girl who cannot claim

To have brought me riches or an ancient name.

The gentle, meek expression which she wore

Endeared Agnès to me when she was four;

Her mother being poor, I felt an urge

To make the little thing my ward and charge,

And the good peasant woman was most pleased

To grant my wish, and have her burden eased.

In a small convent, far from the haunts of man,

The girl was reared according to my plan:

I told the nuns what means must be employed

To keep her growing mind a perfect void,


And, God be praised, they had entire success.

As a grown girl, her simple-mindedness

Is such that I thank Heaven for granting me

A bride who suits my wishes to a T.

She's out of the convent now, and since my gate

Stands open to society, early and late,

I keep her here, in another house I own,

Where no one calls, and she can be alone:

And, to protect her artless purity,

I've hired two servants as naïve as she.

I've told you all this so that you'll understand

With what great care my marriage has been planned;

And now, to clinch my story, I invite

You, my dear friend, to dine with her tonight;

I want you to examine her, and decide

Whether or not my choice is justified. 

CHRYSALDE

Delighted.

ARNOLPHE

You'll gain, I think, a lively sense

Of her sweet person and her innocence.

CHRYSALDE

As to her innocence, what you've related

Leaves little doubt—

ARNOLPHE

My friend, 't was understated.

Her utter naïveté keeps me in stitches.


I laugh so that I almost burst my breeches.

You won't believe this, but the other day

She came and asked me in a puzzled way,

And with a manner touchingly sincere,

If children are begotten through the ear. 

CHRYSALDE

I'm happy indeed, Monsieur Arnolphe—

ARNOLPHE

For shame!

Why must you always use my former name?

CHRYSALDE

I'm used to it, I suppose. What's more, I find

That de la Souche forever slips my mind.

What in the devil has persuaded you

To debaptize yourself at forty-two

And take a lordly title which you base

On an old tree stump at your country place?

ARNOLPHE

The name La Souche goes with the property

And sounds much better than Arnolphe to me.

CHRYSALDE

But why forsake the name your fathers bore

For one that's fantasy and nothing more?

Yet lately that's become the thing to do.


I am reminded—no offense to you—

Of a peasant named Gros-Pierre, who owned a small

Parcel of land, an acre or so in all;

He dug a muddy ditch around the same

And took Monsieur de l'lsle
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