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			Molière

			French playwright, actor and stage manager

			
					Born in Paris in 1922

					Died there in 1673 

					Notable works:	Dom Juan (1665), comedy

	The Miser (1668), comedy

	The Bourgeois Gentleman (1670), comédie-ballet




			

			An author, director, stage manager and actor, Molière (whose real name was Jean-Baptiste Poquelin) was born in Paris in 1622 into the affluent bourgeoisie. Very early on he decided to pursue a career in the theater and founded, along with actress Madeleine Béjart, the Illustre Théâtre company. After twelve years of travelling theater in the provinces, he returned to Paris where he was noticed by Louis XIV who took him into his service.

			He wrote mainly comedies in which, under the cover of humor, he highlighted the defects of his contemporaries (preciosity, pedantry, avarice, etc.) and criticized 17th century society (authoritarian fathers, religious hypocrisy, quack doctors, etc.). His many plays are still influential today, making Molière one of the most important authors of the classical century.

			He died in Paris in 1673.

		


		
			The School for Wives

			A farcical play

			
					Genre: play (comedy)

					Reference edition: Molière (1971) The School For Wives. Trans. Wilbur, R. Harcourt: New York.

					First edition: 1662

					Themes: education, women, marriage, love, satire, ignorance

			

			A rhyming comedy in five acts, performed for the first time on 26th December 1662, The School for Wives tells the love story between Horace and Agnes, a naïve young woman who is promised to the old Arnolphe. By discussing the recurrent themes of the deceived husband, Molière discusses in a polemical way the conceptions of his times concerning marriage and the place of women in society.

			The play mixes elements that are typical of farce, with content of satirical intent, which shocked the more conservative audiences of the time. Molière answered these criticisms by writing Critique of The School for Wives in 1663, which is a comedy using the same themes under the cover of an essay.

		


		
			Summary

			Act I

			Arnolphe, a tyrannical old man, wishes to marry the young Agnes, whose upbringing he has supervised from an early age. Forced to lead the life of a recluse, she is terribly naïve. The future husband, who fears being deceived by his wife more than anything in the world, developed a strategy aiming to limit Agnes’ education and to marry her as quickly as possible, despite the warnings of his friend Chrysalde: “Yes; but he who laughs at another must beware, lest he in turn be laughed at himself” (Act I, Scene 1). 

			Upon returning from a long journey, Arnolphe meets the young Horace, who confesses his love for Agnes. The two young people met often in the absence of the master of the house. Arnolphe is also known in town under the name “M. de la Souche”, a name he prefers because it sounds nobler. Therefore, Horace does not know that Arnolphe and M. de la Souche are the same person and he tells him his plan to release Agnes from the clutches of the old man who keeps her prisoner.

			Act II

			Furious at what he has just heard, Arnolphe tries to discover more about the relationship between the two young people. Questioned, Agnes describes without hesitation the caresses and compliments Horace gives her. Arnolphe convinces her to throw a stone at her lover who is waiting for her at the window of her bedchamber. Upset, the old man decides to hurry the preparations for the marriage by consulting with his solicitor.

			Act III

			Arnolphe makes a long speech about obedience and marriage. Agnes must learn all its rules by heart: as a wife, she cannot receive the visit of anybody in the absence of her husband, or be beautiful to the eyes of other men. Thus, Arnolphe hopes to mould the young ingénue to turn her into a docile and faithful wife: “She is like a bit of wax in my hands, and I can give her what shape I like” (Act III, Scene 3).

			Despite all the efforts of her future husband, Agnes shows that she possesses understanding and even spirit by including, without his knowing, a tender message in the stone she throws at Horace. The latter, still unaware of the identity of his confidante, reads to Arnolphe the letter of the young woman, in which she describes her feelings for him, as well as her awareness that she knows very little about life.

			Act IV

			Arnolphe hesitates to punish Agnes for this deed, because he sincerely loves her. As the solicitor arrives to discuss the details of the marriage, the old man learns that a secret meeting has been organized between Horace and Agnes: the young man is supposed to enter Agnes’ bedroom with the help of a ladder. Arnolphe orders his two valets, Alain and Georgette, to strike Horace as soon as he comes through the window. Moreover, Chrysalde, Arnolphe’s friend, does not understand his obsession because, in his opinion, a man’s honor is not measured by the faithfulness of his wife.

			Act V

			Horace is attacked by the two valets. Fearing that he might be dead, they call for Arnolphe. In the general turmoil, Agnes manages to escape from her room and confesses her love to Horace. Horace plans to kidnap the young woman and wishes to hide her in a safe place for a few days. Hiding under a coat so as not to be recognized by Agnes, Arnolphe offers to take her in at his place. Aware of the deception, the young woman honestly states that she could not love Arnolphe because of his conception of marriage. In reaction to this confession, the old man threatens to send her to a nunnery.

			Despaired, Horace hears of the upcoming arrival of Oronte, his father. Oronte tells him that he has already arranged a marriage for him. Chrysalde unwittingly reveals that Arnolphe and M. de la Souche are the same person. As Horace knows the man who keeps Agnes prisoner under that name, he understands the deception. Enrique, Chrysalde’s brother-in-law, recognizes Agnes as being his daughter. The result of an illegitimate union, she had first been entrusted to a peasant woman, then to Arnolphe. The wedding of Agnes and Horace can therefore take place with both their parents’ consent, because it was Agnes that Oronte had secretly destined for his son.

		


		
			Character study

			Arnolphe

			A grumpy and greedy old man, Arnolphe wishes above all to ensure his wife’s faithfulness. In this way, he is typical of the classical character of the old man who wants to obtain the favor of a much younger woman. Manipulative and jealous, he uses tricks to keep his betrothed far from Horace, whom he considers a real threat. He hates educated women and admits himself that he would prefer “a very stupid and ugly woman to a very beautiful one with a great deal of wit” (Act 1, Scene 1).

			Although Arnolphe does not inspire sympathy, he states that he truly loves Agnes.

			Agnes

			A young woman who has been brought up in a convent and deprived of an education, Agnes is illegitimate. As a child, she was put into the care of peasants, then of Arnolphe who already planned to marry her. From the beginning of the play, Agnes is the embodiment of the ingénue figure: so naive that she borders on the ridiculous, she is unaware of the less than perfect character of her situation. While talking about the sewing activities which to fill up most of her days, Agnes seems unaware of the allusions scattered in Arnolphe’s speech: 

			Agnes. How I shall caress you, if this comes to pass.
Arnolphe. Ha! And I shall do the same to you.
Agnes. I can never tell when people are jesting. Do you speak seriously?
(Act II, Scene 5)

			However, after meeting Horace, the young woman starts questioning education as

			Horace

			
			
			Chrysalde

			
			
			Alain and Georgette
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