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CYRANO DE BERGERAC


Born in Marseille in 1868, EDMOND ROSTAND came to Paris as a student in 1884 and quickly began to move in literary circles. Before he was twenty he had won the annual prize of the Académie de Marseille for an essay on the topic ‘Two Provençal novelists’, which drew the unlikely comparison between Honoré d’Urfé, the seventeenth-century writer of pastoral romance, and Émile Zola, the then notorious chronicler of contemporary low life. Married at twenty-two and a father at twenty-three, Rostand had his first play performed at the Comédie-Française when he was twenty-six and by the following year was writing vehicles for Sarah Bernhardt and other notable actors of the time. Cyrano de Bergerac (1897) was an enormous success which won him immediate election to the Légion d’Honneur and two years later to the Académie Française. Rostand seems, however, to have been unhappy with the fame and public curiosity the play attracted to his family; from 1900 he suffered increasingly from lung and nervous troubles and lived more and more on the country estate he had bought in the Pyrenees. He wrote two further plays, L’Aiglon (1900), in which the then fifty-five-year-old Sarah Bernhardt played the twenty-year-old son of Napoleon I, to great acclaim, and in 1910 the long-promised Chantecler, in which the main characters are birds and were again played – in beaks and feathers – by some of the most famous actors of the day. Though both of these plays were successful, neither was a hit on the scale of Cyrano.

Judged medically unfit to serve in the First World War, Rostand died aged fifty in the world influenza pandemic of 1918.


CAROL CLARK is an Emeritus Fellow of Balliol College, Oxford. She taught French there for many years, lecturing particularly on seventeenth- and nineteenth-century topics. She has previously translated Baudelaire and Proust for Penguin.
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Chronology

1868 
Edmond Rostand born in Marseille.

1878–84 
Attends the Lycée de Marseille.

1884 
Moves to Paris to attend the Collège Stanislas.

1887 
Wins the annual prize of the Académie de Marseille for an essay on Two Provençal Novelists: Honoré d’Urfé and Émile Zola (an extremely unlikely pairing).

1888 
Nominally a law student in Paris, begins to write for the theatre.

1890 
Marries Rosemonde Gérard; publishes first collection of verse, Les Musardises (Daydreaming).

1894 
His play Les Romanesques (Romantic Characters) is put on at the Comédie-Française (most unusual for such a young writer) and well received. 
Offers his next play, La Princesse lointaine (The Faraway Princess), to Sarah Bernhardt, the greatest actress of the day: she accepts.

1895 
A strongly cast and lavish production of La Princesse lointaine at the Théâtre de la Renaissance is only a moderate success.

1896 
During the Dreyfus case, takes the side of the unjustly accused Captain Dreyfus.

1897 
April: La Samaritaine (The Woman of Samaria), written for Sarah Bernhardt, is well received. 
December: Cyrano de Bergerac is a huge success.

1898 
1 January: Made a Chevalier of the Légion d’Honneur in the New Year list. 
6 January: As his official New Year’s visit to the theatre, the President of France, Félix Faure, takes his family to see Cyrano.

1900 
L’Aiglon (The Young Eagle), with Sarah Bernhardt, is a success, but not comparable to Cyrano. Rostand begins to suffer from lung and nerve troubles.

1901 
Buys a villa at Cambo, in the South of France, and begins to spend more and more of his time there. 
May: elected to the Académie Française (See I, ii, n. 1).

1908 
December: Chantecler (Chanticleer), promised to Constant Coquelin for four years, is finally delivered.

1909 
January: Coquelin dies. Lucien Guitry takes over the part of Chanticleer.

1910 
The long-awaited Chantecler opens at the Porte Saint-Martin, to only moderate notices.

1913 
Premiere of Walter Damrosch’s opera Cyrano de Bergerac at the Metropolitan Opera, New York. 
Revival of Cyrano at the Porte Saint-Martin and celebration of its thousandth performance there.

1914 
Rostand’s poor health prevents him from volunteering in the First World War.

1916 
Begins to take an interest in the cinema, writing to a friend that ‘Le “ciné” a un avenir énorme’ (The ‘movies’, as they say, have an enormous future). Publishes patriotic poems.

1918 
Days after the armistice, succumbs to the world-wide epidemic of Spanish flu. Dies, aged fifty.





Introduction

Cyrano de Bergerac was one of the great theatrical successes of the nineteenth century, if not of all time. Edmond Rostand devised it as a vehicle for the highly popular actor Constant Coquelin (then aged fifty-six) and in December 1897 it was produced regardless of expense at the thousand-seat Théâtre de la Porte Saint-Martin in Paris, where it was an immediate sell-out and ran for nearly three years. It was staged in New York, in French, in October 1898, again to great acclaim, and three different American publishers had the French text in print by the next year, soon to be followed by several different translations. Since then it has been constantly revived, in French, English and many other languages, staged several times as an opera and repeatedly filmed. Jean-Paul Rappeneau’s film of 1990, with Gérard Depardieu in the title role, brought the story to a whole new audience in France, Britain and the United States.

The play originally held, and to an extent still holds, a particular appeal for French audiences, but its worldwide and continuing success must be based on more general factors. It is a story of four loves (Christian’s for Roxane and hers for him, Cyrano’s for Roxane and, finally, hers for Cyrano), none of which, due to a series of dramatic ironies, is ever consummated except in death. This is romantic enough, but there is also a wry realism in the play which is based on universal human insecurities, on our belief that we cannot be loved because the qualities that win love are found only in others: the clever man believes he is too ugly, the handsome man that he is too stupid. In commonplace characters such feelings might breed only resentment, and Rostand’s villain, De Guiche, responds to Cyrano’s superior wit and Christian’s youthful radiance with a dastardly scheme of revenge. But the two male leads behave nobly. Their rivalry is subsumed in friendship, and each sacrifices himself, or tries to sacrifice himself, for the other: Cyrano in Act III, Christian in Act IV, scene ix, and Cyrano again, most quixotically, after Christian’s death.

This combination of noble characters, stirring events and romantic love themes was characteristic of the nineteenth-century popular theatre: Rostand added a much less common element of humour (an ugly, self-mocking hero!), and a dizzy linguistic ingenuity which was truly original (see A Note on the Translation). But Cyrano acquired a new and unintended resonance twenty years later with the events of the First World War.

Critics have argued that even in 1897 the play, with its stress on the theme of ‘panache’ and its Act IV scenes of resistance against overwhelming odds, appealed to French pride, still wounded after their rapid defeat in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870. But seventeen years after the creation of Cyrano France was at war with Germany again, putting up a desperate and this time more successful resistance on the very same territory on which Rostand’s cadets must fight in Act IV of our play, and which the Prussians had overrun in the earlier defeat. This new war was eventually to take the lives of a million Frenchmen, and many young men must have found themselves in the situation of Cyrano, returning alive to face the young fiancée of a dead friend and feeling a superstitious reverence for a love sealed in blood. The play thus acquired a dreadful topicality, and, though intellectual critics were dismissive of it in the 1920s, Cyrano may have served to fuel the French spirit of resistance in both World Wars. Willy de Spens, in his introduction to the 1989 Garnier-Flammarion edition of Cyrano, recalls hearing, in his youth, an elderly general describe it as ‘the play that won us the war’.

On a slightly lighter note, a new element of the French fightback in the First World War was an official scheme to encourage young women, even of the upper classes, to boost the morale of the troops not only by knitting scarves or making jam but in a more personal way, by sending parcels and letters to individual soldiers previously unknown to them. (For a young lady to correspond in this way with a stranger would formerly have been regarded as shocking.) Young women who entered into this idealized relationship with young men, many of whom they must have realized were doomed to die, were known as marraines, godmothers, and one wonders to what extent Roxane’s fairytale behaviour in Act IV may have been seen as a model and justification for the programme.

The original production of Cyrano had forty-three speaking parts, as well as the ‘crowd, 
, noblemen, musketeers, pickpockets, bakers, poets, cadets, actors, musicians, pages, children, soldiers, Spaniards, theatre-goers, précieuses, actresses, middle-class wives, nuns, etc.’ who walked on in the various scenes. As well as costumes for these countless bodies, it required five solidly built and elaborately dressed sets, one for each act, which are described in detail in the printed text. Such a triumph of middlebrow spectacle could never be recreated today, unless in the cinema. Indeed, on a first reading of the play, one is tempted to think that it is simply unstageable with the kinds of resources available to a present-day director. But its dramatic power is such that much of it survives even in a seriously scaled-down staging. I saw an extremely effective and moving production in Paris in 2004 by the Théâtre du Nord-Ouest, a repertory company of about eight performing in a disused cinema with minimal scenery and props (but convincing costume).

The text, therefore, is undoubtedly a product of the theatre, and of the theatre of a particular time. Indeed, the more one reads it, the more one is struck by resemblances to other kinds of theatrical spectacle popular in the late nineteenth century, both in France and England. The setting of the play and the on-stage sword-fights recall swashbuckling historical drama, while scenes based on clever trickery (Roxane leading her middle-aged admirer up the garden path in Act III, scene ii, or Cyrano deliberately delaying him in Act III, scene xiii) could, if they were not in verse, come from the contemporary vaudeville (what we call French farce). There is something of the opera in the use of crowds to react to the key actions of the principal characters, and the role given to the youthful choruses with their older leaders (the cadets and Carbon, the novices and Mother Margaret). But, more oddly, the grouping of Cyrano, Roxane and the cadets in Act IV also recalls the ‘alternative family’ formed by Peter, Wendy and the Lost Boys in Peter Pan (1904), while the smooth villain De Guiche has something of Captain Hook about him. Rostand’s knowing use of impossibly ingenious rhymes must also remind an English reader of Gilbert’s libretti for the Savoy operas.

But though conceived for the theatre, Cyrano de Bergerac also appeals to the reader. First published in 1898, the text has never been out of print since, and is currently available in France in all four of the main paperback series. It is perhaps with a view to private reading, and to help the reader to visualize his play, that Rostand includes in the printed text such very full descriptions of the sets, and also what must strike the English-speaking reader as unnecessary stage directions of the ‘to Christian’ and ‘to Roxane’ sort. Acts have titles, like chapters of a novel, and the longer directions include suggestions impossible to realize on stage. For example, Rostand indicates at the beginning of Act IV that Christian, Cyrano and the cadets are notably thinner and paler than they were at the end of Act III, when in real time about ten minutes have elapsed. Such indications point to a play intended to be read as well as staged, perhaps following the example of the truly unactable Théâtre dans un fauteuil of Alfred de Musset (1810–57) (Armchair Theatre, but long before the television series of that name). All in all, it is not surprising that Cyrano de Bergerac is rarely if ever played without cuts. I have translated the whole text as faithfully as I can, and left the question of cuts to directors who may decide to stage it in future.

Though plainly rooted in the world of 1897, the play also belongs, in intention at least, to the world of 1640 (see Historical Note). It is clear that Rostand had researched the earlier period, using some original sources. But his representation of life under Louis XIII also owes a great deal to nineteenth-century versions of it, notably the novels of Alexandre Dumas. The bold, anarchic life of the men in the play, mingling bloodthirstiness with humour, corresponds very closely to the 1897 theatre-goer’s idea of seventeenth-century manners; but that was in turn coloured by Dumas’s Three Musketeers (1844). Rostand’s depiction of seventeenth-century literary life, whether the world of the précieuses to which Roxane belongs, or that of actors struggling with unruly audiences, or of starving poets sustained by the output of Ragueneau’s pâtisserie, shows familiarity with writings of the time, but the images of these various social groups do again correspond closely to nineteenth-century stereotypes of them. Rather than documentary-style realism, Rostand offers a knowing, allusive treatment of seventeenth-century life which flatters the audience in its knowledge, or imagined knowledge, of the period. In this the play resembles a modern script like Tom Stoppard’s for the film Shakespeare in Love (1998). The language of Cyrano, however, is layered in a more complex fashion than that of any film script. Cyrano is not just a seventeenth-century swordsman and wit, or a nineteenth-century version of one. His extravagant passion for Roxane and his sense of differentness, of being excluded from the life of ordinary human beings, make him very like a Romantic hero of the earlier nineteenth century, while his cultivated eccentricity – dining on a grape, a glass of water and half a macaroon when he is starving, for example (I, v, 450–53) – suggests a poet of the later Decadent school, contemporary with the play itself. All these different layers of the character are reflected in the rich and highly artificial language of the text.

Whereas by 1897 the great majority of plays written for the commercial theatre were in prose, Cyrano is written in alexandrine couplets, like the seventeenth-century tragedies of Corneille and Racine (and the Romantic drames of Victor Hugo). But it does not observe any of the other rules of classical dramatic writing, whether in the construction of the play or the use of verse. The famous ‘rule of the three unities’, based on Aristotle’s Poetics but elaborated by the dramatic theorists of the seventeenth century, required the whole action of a play to be completed within twenty-four hours. Rostand, however, sets Acts I–IV over a period of some weeks in 1640 (Act II happens the day after Act I, but Roxane and Christian have to have had several meetings between Acts II and III, and at the beginning of Act IV the siege of Arras has been going on for weeks), while Act V is set fifteen years later. (This time lapse is absolutely essential to the play since it allows us to measure the extent of Cyrano’s devotion to Roxane. In the elegiac atmosphere of the last act, we mentally compare the time-worn, ailing figure Cyrano now cuts not only with the dashing swordsman of Act I but with the shining image of Christian, preserved in eternal youth by his death.)

All the action of a classical play must take place in a single location, usually an all-purpose ante-room in a palace, but Rostand changes location with each act, thus appealing to the 1897 audience’s taste for elaborate stage pictures. Instead of the sustained seriousness of classical theatre, we have a constant alternation between passion and humour. Victor Hugo had already taught that serious drama, in imitation (he thought) of Shakespeare, should bring together ‘le grotesque et le sublime’, but Rostand does not really work in either of these modes: his palette ranges between intense feeling and clever, allusive humour employing much irony and even parody. Though he shows great virtuosity in his use of the twelve-syllable alexandrine line, he does not hesitate to manhandle it, constantly breaking the line, dividing it between two or more speakers in a conversational way (where the rule had been that the line was only broken at moments of high drama), and puncturing its dignity by mixing it with colloquial language, deliberate anachronisms and comical rhymes. Again, though this shocked some of the poets of the day, we can imagine it would have pleased audiences who had sat through the staider performances of the Comédie-Française, and no doubt had been made, in their schooldays, to learn famous alexandrine tirades by heart. (Again, one recalls the frequent parody of grand opera, alternating with moments of apparently genuine feeling, in the Gilbert and Sullivan scores: Rostand supplies both the Gilbert and the Sullivan elements.) The element of semi-comic virtuosity in Rostand’s use of the alexandrine is such an important part of the appeal of the play that I felt I must try to keep something of it in my version. English alexandrines are rarely successful, so I chose in the end a loose five-beat line suggestive (I hope) of blank verse, the metre most associated with heroic drama in English.

A Note on the Translation

Act III, scenes iv–vii, the famous balcony scene, provides an excellent introduction to the difficulties of translating this play. The formula is familiar: as well as the obvious memories of Shakespeare, there are more closely similar scenes in Molière’s Dom Juan and Mozart’s opera based on it, Don Giovanni. But those are cruelly farcical scenes, in which the lady is being mocked by the two men. Here the scene modulates from fairly broad comedy at the beginning (the tongue-tied Christian, scene v), through witty linguistic play (scene vii), to an increasingly passionate declaration by Cyrano under the cover of darkness. Familiar, even aggressive language between Cyrano and Christian alternates with the high-flown, over-ingenious language of seventeenth-century love poetry. Cyrano can deploy this language with the best, but from line 246 onwards he becomes increasingly impatient with it and tries to address Roxane more directly, drawing upon immediate sense-impressions. His language then comes to resemble the Symbolist poetry of 1897 rather than the précieux poetry of 1640, until by 1. 272 it has become almost incoherent with passion (though still voiced in correctly formed alexandrines). The register of the text is therefore extremely inconsistent, and any attempt at a faithful translation must be inconsistent in the same way.

Act III, scene xiii presents a particular challenge in that Cyrano is supposed to adopt a regional accent (the ‘switching’ that I have rendered by the sound ‘krk, krk’ is in Rostand’s original text as Cric! crac!). But what accent? In French, presumably a Gascon one, though the only
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