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            Introduction

         

         It was the custom at the boarding school I attended, Lancing College, to allow one to practise a sport during the long weekday afternoons. I would regularly put myself down for a solitary cross-country run, jog to the bus stop, take a bus into Brighton and go to the cinema. There was a fleapit called the Continentale, which often showed risqué foreign films and was happy to admit a small fourteen-year-old, even to what were then known as X-films. So it was that I was able to see, in 1960, a film with a scandalous reputation, Roger Vadim’s Les Liaisons Dangereuses. The film had been given a contemporary gloss, much of it set on ski slopes and in Paris cafés; I remember very little of it. Annette Stroyberg (who replaced Brigitte Bardot as Vadim’s wife) played someone who seemed to be a combination of all the subsidiary female characters from the novel and was seen at one point with a telephone perched on her bottom. What I most remember is that the film starred two palpably great actors previously unknown to me: Gérard Philipe and Jeanne Moreau. I returned on the bus to Lancing stirred, but not particularly shaken.

         * * *

         I first read Les Liaisons Dangereuses when I was nineteen. First-year students of French Literature at my Oxford college were given various representative texts, one from each century, in order to choose in which period of literature they wanted to specialise. Liaisons (written in 1782) was the example from what Oxford designated the modern period. It seemed to me completely astonishing; and perhaps the most psychologically acute novel I’d ever read. vi

         The book stayed with me, indelibly. Over the next decade I began to devise a way I might adapt it for the stage. When the brand-new National Theatre opened in 1976 and playwrights were invited to suggest ideas, I put forward the notion. Six weeks or so passed, no doubt during which people might have a chance to read what was, at the time, a relatively obscure foreign novel; after which I was summoned to the Literary Department to be told they really didn’t think it was a very good idea, since, after all, it being an epistolary novel, the two main characters never even met. I tried to explain I had a plan to deal with this difficulty, but they were not to be swayed. Instead, very fortunately for me as it turned out, they proposed I translate a play called Tales from the Vienna Woods by a fascinating Austro-Hungarian dramatist, Ödön von Horváth, unperformed in English since his premature death in 1938.

         Seven or eight years went by and I repeated my notion to a number of theatres and producers, always receiving the same dusty response. So when, in 1984, I was invited by the Royal Shakespeare Company to write a play of some scale for their London space, the Barbican, I decided to go ahead with the play I had in mind, without revealing its subject in advance except to its intended director, Howard Davies, who very much liked the idea and undertook to keep his mouth shut.

         I handed in the play which, after the years of planning, I’d written relatively quickly, in about seven weeks – and it was received with an undeniable air of disappointment. This was not for the Barbican, was the unanimous verdict – and it was eventually given the end-of-season slot, twenty-three performances at The Other Place in Stratford, then a modest 150-seat shed with a corrugated tin roof at the far end of the car park. This was the first of the many strokes of luck which befell the play: its first audiences felt they were eavesdropping more or less illicitly on a series of private scandals, suspending them between complicity and horrified disapproval. This uncomfortable intimacy can only have contributed towards an almost unanimous critical acclaim, which caught the RSC almost entirely by surprise. vii

         I had the sense something unusual was happening when I arrived to watch a Tuesday matinee in November. Before noon, standing outside among flurries of snow, a queue for returns stretched the length of the car park and round the corner into the street. Nevertheless, the RSC contained its excitement and confined itself to scheduling another twenty-two performances at the slightly larger Pit, the studio theatre at the Barbican. The remarkable cast, headed by Alan Rickman and Lindsay Duncan and including Juliet Stevenson and Fiona Shaw, with Lesley Manville in the role of the teenaged Cécile de Volanges, stayed intact for the moment and the tickets for the entire run disappeared in a matter of hours.

         There was a strong case for extending the run in some way, but the RSC was not disposed to support this. They had had a great success the previous year with La Dame aux Camélias, but when transferred to the West End, it lost money. There wasn’t really a broad public for these French things, was their considered opinion. A delightful couple of producers from Chicago, Frank and Woji Gero, had fallen in love with the play and proposed partnering with the RSC, but the RSC was not tempted. It seemed as if forty-five performances was the play’s limit and that would be the end of it: not bad for a dramatisation of a little-known eighteenth-century French novel.

         But Frank and Woji couldn’t accept this. They offered to buy the play outright – and the RSC, retaining 2% of the profits and a few approval rights, sold it to them for £100,000. The Geros moved the play to the Ambassadors Theatre, where it ran for over 1,800 performances – the best part of five years.

         The Ambassadors is one of the smallest theatres in the West End – three times as many seats as The Other Place, but still able to convey the illusion of intimacy. When it came to move Liaisons to Broadway, the belief, still held by many, that this was a work requiring an intimate space was thrown into question. One of my most vivid memories was finding Alan viiiRickman in tears in his dressing room after the first preview at the 1,000-seat Music Box Theatre: he’d been performing the play for almost a year in Stratford and London and he felt the task of projecting it into an enormous theatre was an impossible one. But within a few performances his despair turned to exhilaration; and when the twenty weeks permitted at that time to a British company by American Equity was up, I had the pleasure of hearing him berate the American producers for their timidity in not continuing with American actors. There are so few plays these days, Alan was saying, that can effortlessly fill a big theatre. And I thought, after all, it was written for the Barbican.

         * * *

         Since then, Liaisons has proliferated unimaginably. There was the film, of course – indeed, there were two films, since Miloš Forman, with his version, Valmont, swung into direct competition with our Dangerous Liaisons. Since then, there’s been a Korean film, a Chinese film, a French TV series and two separate TV series proposing prequels to the story (one with Lesley Manville) – not to mention the celebrated film cover version Cruel Intentions, an opera, a ballet and two new recent dramatisations, one French and one Australian. This list, I’m sure, is not exhaustive.

         What is it about this extraordinary masterpiece that speaks so directly to us today? A distinguishing feature of masterpieces is that they appear to shift emphasis from one generation to another, remaining perpetually relevant. What in the 1980s seemed to be about the so-called ‘me generation’, about institutionalised selfishness and refusal to acknowledge any responsibility, has today shifted in focus to take in the repulsive concept of ‘post-truth’, where the most brazen lies are endlessly repeated until they’re believed; where the boundless greed and appetite for exploitation exhibited by the international super-rich is indulged until it seems ixabsolutely normal; and where individuals can be cancelled for reasons justifiable or unjustifiable until the implacable gods of the internet appear to be sated. By describing the underbelly of the aristocracy of pre-revolutionary France so truthfully, Laclos struck a chord that, as he hoped, has resounded down the centuries. We hear it and recognise it because it is all around us.

         C.H.

March 2026
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            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 rigorously 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, eye-catching, 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 xiitwice 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.

         C.H.

      
   


   
      xiii
         
             

         

         
             

         

         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

         
             

         

         Director Howard Davies

         Designer Bob Crowley

         
             

         

         It was subsequently produced at the Barbican London in January 1986. It was then presented on Broadway at the Music Box Theatre in April 1987 produced by James M Nederlander the Schubert Organisation Inc Jerome Minskoff Elizabeth I. McCann and Stephen Graham in association with Jonathan Farkas. xiv
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         Les Liaisons Dangereuses in this revised version opened in the Lyttelton auditorium of the National Theatre, London, on 1 April 2026. The cast, in order of speaking, was as follows:

         
             

         

         Marquise de Merteuil  Lesley Manville

         Cécile de Volanges  Hannah van der Westhuysen

         Madame de Volanges  Cat Simmons

         Majordomo  Ali Goldsmith

         Vicomte de Valmont  Aidan Turner

         Azolan  Sharif Afifi

         Madame de Rosemonde  Gabrielle Drake

         Madame de Tourvel  Monica Barbaro

         Émilie  Lucia Chocarro

         Chevalier Danceny  Darragh Hand

         Adele  Amy Macken

         Father Anselme  Curtis Angus

         Julie  Nandi Bhebhe

         Society Dancers, Maids and Footmen  Ishmail Aaron, Sharif Afifi, Curtis Angus, Charlotte Avery, Nandi Bhebhe, Lucia Chocarro, Liz Ewing, Ali Goldsmith, Georges Hann, Dianté Lodge, Amy Macken, Aisha Naamani, Bryony Pennington

         
             

         

         understudies

         Marquise de Merteuil  Charlotte Avery

         Cécile de Volanges  Amy Macken

         Madame de Volanges/Madame de Rosemonde  Liz Ewing

         Majordomo/Azolan/Chevalier Danceny  Ishmail Aaron

         Vicomte de Valmont  Sharif Afifi

         Madame de Tourvel  Nandi Bhebhe xvi

         Émilie  Bryony Pennington

         Offstage Swings  Spike King and Katie Lusby

         
             

         

         Recorded music performed by the Tippett Quartet and Shards

         
             

         

         Director  Marianne Elliott

         Set Designer  Rosanna Vize

         Costume Designer  Natalie Roar

         Choreographer  Tom Jackson Greaves

         Composer  Jasmin Kent Rodgman

         Lighting Designer  James Farncombe

         Sound Designer  Ian Dickinson for Autograph

         Intimacy Director  Ingrid Mackinnon

         Fight Director  Sam Lyon-Behan

         Casting  Alastair Coomer CDG and Naomi Downham

         Voice and Dialect Coach  Hazel Holder

         Associate Director  Mumba Dodwell

         Associate Wigs, Hair and Make-up Designer  Adele Brandman

         Assistant Voice Coach  Zoe Littleton
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