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DANGEROUS LIAISONS

PIERRE AMBROISE FRANÇOIS CHODERLOS DE LACLOS was born in 1741, in Amiens. His family was respectable but not distinguished, and at eighteen he entered the army and spent the next twenty years in various garrison towns, and reached the rank of capitaine-commandant without ever seeing battle. He cut a dash in provincial society, however, and in his spare time wrote light verse, some of which was published. He wrote the libretto for Ernestine, a comic opera, which was produced in Paris in 1777, but was not received well. In 1779 he was sent to the island of Aix, off La Rochelle, where Les Liaisons Dangereuses was conceived and written. Comte Alexandre de Tilly recalls him saying: ‘I resolved to write…a book which would continue to cause a stir and echo through the world after I have left it’, which it certainly did. He went to Paris in 1781 to supervise the publishing of his book, and overstayed his leave and was promptly ordered back to his regiment. He married Marie-Solange Duperré in 1786 and proved to be an exemplary husband and father. He left the army in 1788, entering politics, and was imprisoned twice during the Reign of Terror, but returned to the army as a general under Napoleon in 1800. He died in Italy in 1803. Laclos also wrote a treatise on the education of women and on Vauban. Towards the end of his life he was considering writing another one to show that true happiness could only be attained in family life.
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Chronology

1741 18 October: born in Amiens, Pierre Ambroise François, second son of Jean Ambroise Choderlos de Laclos, secretary to the quartermaster general of Picardy, and Marie-Catherine Gallois.

1745 Crébillon fils’s licentious novel Le Sopha.

1748 Montesquieu’s political treatise L’Esprit des lois (The Spirit of Laws).

1751 The family moves to Paris and settles in the Marais.

First volume of Diderot’s Encyclopédie, an important organ of radical and revolutionary opinion.

1752 Clarissa Harlowe, Abbé Prévost’s translation of Clarissa (1747) by Samuel Richardson.

1756 Birth of Mozart. The Seven Years War begins.

1759 Laclos becomes a cadet in the artillery at La Fère in the Aisne.

Rousseau: Lettre à d’Alembert. Birth of Robespierre and Danton.

Voltaire: Candide; Sterne: Tristram Shandy.

1761–2 Rousseau: Julie ou La Nouvelle Héloïse (1761); Émile and Le Contrat Social (both 1762).

1762 Takes up post as Second Lieutenant in La Rochelle.

1763 Posted to Toul, in the Lorraine region.

1765 The regiment is garrisoned in Strasbourg. Possible initiation into freemasonry. Becomes First Lieutenant.

1766 Birth of Madame de Staël.

1767 Publishes ‘À Mademoiselle de Saint-S…’, in L’Almanach des Muses.

1768 Birth of Chateaubriand. France acquires Corsica.

1769 Garrisoned in Grenoble.

Birth of Napoleon Bonaparte.

1770 Publishes some verses, ‘L’É pître à Margot’, in L’Occasion et le moment.

Birth of Hegel, Beethoven, Wordsworth and Hölderlin.

1771 Becomes a commissioned officer, rank of Captain.

1772 Promoted to Adjutant.

1774 More verses published in L’Almanach des Muses, which then circulate in Paris.

Death of Louis XV. Goethe: Werther.

1775 Garrisoned in Besançon.

Famine in Paris. Beaumarchais: Le Barbier de Séville.

1776 Werther translation published.

1777 Stages a comic opera, Ernestine, adapted from a novel by Madame Riccoboni.

1778 Given the overall responsibility of fortifying the island of Aix.

Begins work on Dangerous Liaisons and asks for leave of absence.

1781 Finishes Dangerous Liaisons in Paris.

1782 Dangerous Liaisons published by Durand in April. 2,000 copies are printed, then reprinted two weeks later. It is a resounding success. Ordered to rejoin his company in Brest.

1783 Writes an essay on women’s education: Des Femmes et de leur éducation (published 1803). Starts a liaison in La Rochelle with Marie-Solange Duperré.

1784 Birth of their son.

1785 Elected member of the Academy at La Rochelle.

1786 Publication of his Lettre à Messieurs de l’Académie Française sur l’Éloge de Vauban (Letter to the Academy on the Praise of Vauban), which causes a scandal. Marriage with Marie-Solange, the mother of his child.

Mozart: The Marriage of Figaro.

1787 Proposes his Projet de numérotage des rues de Paris (Street-numbering Project for Paris), on which the present system for numbering the Paris streets is based.

Mozart: Don Giovanni.

1788 Enters the service of the Duke of Orleans. Birth of a daughter.

1789 Storming of the Bastille, Declaration of the Rights of Man.

October: May have been involved in the riots at Versailles. Leaves for London with the Duke of Orleans.

Mozart: Così fan tutte.

1790 Returns to France, active in the Club des Jacobins.

1791 Proposes the Regency of the Duke of Orleans.

1792 Reintegrated into the army.

1793 Successive arrests, incarceration and threats of execution. Execution of Louis XVI. The Terror begins.

1794 Escapes execution and is freed from prison.

1795 Writes De la guerre et de la paix (On War and Peace) for the government and another essay about women’s education. Birth of third child. The Directoire.

De Sade: La philosophie dans le boudoir (Philosophy in the Bedroom).

1796 Banking projects.

1797 Possibility of his entering the diplomatic service.

De Sade: Justine.

1799 Unsuccessful request to be reintegrated into the artillery.

Death of Beaumarchais. Birth of Balzac.

1800 Reintegrated into artillery as Brigadier General. Settles in Strasbourg. Takes part in first combats on the Rhine and then in Italy.

Beethoven’s first symphony.

1802 Inspector General of the Artillery. Birth of Victor Hugo.

1803 Appointed Commander of the Artillery in Naples but falls ill with dysentery on the way there. Dies in Taranto 5 September.

Beethoven: Eroica symphony.

1824 The cour royale de Paris orders Dangerous Liaisons to be destroyed.

Introduction

Baudelaire noted, after reading this book in 1856: ‘If this book burns, it can only be as ice burns.’1 The fire that burns in Laclos’s novel is an ‘icy fire’. The poet’s application of this Petrarchan idea to Dangerous Liaisons illustrates both the passion and the coldness we feel there is in these letters. The passion is undeniable: love, sensuality, jealousy and despair abound here; lives are played with, ruined and lost. The Vicomte de Valmont and the Marquise de Merteuil scheme and manipulate, they analyse and calculate, their language is ironic, detached, mannered, ‘polite’ and cool. The author’s management of his characters and their deeds is as calculating, clever and ironic as Merteuil herself. Perhaps that is what Baudelaire meant: the passionate life is coldly dissected. A game is played out according to the rules and mores of a social class which Rousseau, the Romantics and many of the Revolutionaries thought incapable of real feeling and fit only for destruction. The ice Baudelaire alludes to may be not just narrative tone, language and techniques, but also the want of heart in those manipulators and their social class.

There was no doubt in Baudelaire’s mind that this was a novel which had helped bring about the French Revolution. He calls it an ‘historical book’ and an ‘essentially French book’, and comments that the Revolution was created by ‘des voluptueux’, by which he means that it was the depraved sensuality of the aristocracy which excited the violent reaction of the people. Critics such as Michel Butor and Roger Vailland have more recently corroborated this view, calling the book a bombshell destined to serve as a weapon for the up-and-coming bourgeoisie against the privileged class, the aristocracy.2 As a satire of an excessively wealthy and corrupt society and a moribund monarchy, which was manifestly by 1782, the year of its publication, on the point of collapsing, it is one of the very few novels which may claim, with its ‘icy fire’, to have contributed to a huge shift in the course of history.

Whether or not we believe Laclos’s main aim in writing Dangerous Liaisons to have been political, it is most certainly a novel which holds the mirror up to contemporary society and shows it its ugly reflection. Not, of course, the whole of society, for the nobility were a minority, but within the parameters of that aristocracy the picture is a convincing one. Indeed when it was published most people thought it a roman-à-clef, and immediately tried to identify the characters. It was even rumoured that these were real letters from living persons which Laclos had stolen while on garrison in Grenoble. But such a reading is beside the point. Simply, most writers of fiction, and Laclos was no exception, do not work in that way; they may use people as models, and take from them certain traits of character or situations, real or possible, but on the whole, not just for reasons of discretion but more because of the demands of the fiction itself, they are unlikely to commit an exact portrait of any particular person to paper.

Laclos himself addresses the issue in his two tongue-in-cheek prefaces, first claiming that it is ‘nothing but a novel’ and saying, with heavy irony, that of course this so-called picture of the times must in fact be of a previous age, since in this century of Enlightenment we are all now honourable men and ‘modest and retiring’ women; and then in the second, teasing his readers and, of course, attracting more publicity in so doing, by pretending that he has ‘suppressed or changed the names’ of the – we are to suppose – real characters in the letters.

As is well known, all publicity is good publicity, and the inevitable happened. The first edition, as well as subsequent ones, sold out within days and the book rapidly became a succès de scandale in Paris. There were twenty reprintings in the first year. People soon discovered who its author was, and he himself, like his two main characters, became in the public mind, with no justification at all, a ‘monster of depravity’. The reaction of most society women to Laclos’s book was similar to that of his friend Madame Riccoboni, who blamed him for giving other people a damaging impression of the morals of the nation in the character of Madame de Merteuil. No doubt partly because of the book’s title, it was considered dangerous and was read in secret, behind locked doors. Marie-Antoinette had a copy in her library. But it was also considered dangerous because, although Merteuil and Valmont are certainly monsters, they possess many admirable qualities and Laclos’s treatment of them is certainly not wholly unsympathetic. In 1824 the cour royale de Paris ordered the novel to be destroyed.

Its author, meanwhile, deemed to have brought the name of the army into disrepute, was sent back to his regiment. For it may surprise us to learn that Laclos was no effete member of a dying aristocracy but a devoted husband and father and in his professional life an outstanding soldier and military engineer.

Born in 1741 in Amiens into a recently ennobled family (it was then they added the ‘de Laclos’), Pierre Ambroise François Choderlos was sent to military school and joined the artillery – the preferred choice of the untitled classes. As luck would have it, he qualified for the army when the war with England ended and thirty years of peace began; and so instead of seeing action this brilliant and doubtless frustrated soldier was posted to various garrisons. These included Grenoble, for six years, and there he kept notes on various local notabilities and will certainly have used them to write the novel he began in 1778, when he was stationed on the Île d’Aix, off the coast of La Rochelle, and completed when he was on leave in Paris in 1781. After the publication of the book his leave was cut short and, back in La Rochelle, he took up the cause of the education of women in earnest and began a liaison with a woman half his age named Marie-Solange Duperré. At the relatively advanced age of forty-four he asked for her hand in marriage, and the couple, now with a small child, did indeed marry, against the wishes of her family, and remained devoted to each other for the rest of their lives.

In the same year, Laclos attacked the reputation of Vauban3 as a builder of fortifications and soon after that proposed a new system for renumbering the streets of Paris. As the Revolution approached he appears to have become the right-hand man of the Duke of Orleans, also known as Philippe Égalité, who would become Regent if Louis XVI stepped down and then, so the intention was, make Laclos his First Minister. When this did not happen, Laclos’s career took oddly different directions. He was said to have been involved in the March of the Women on Versailles in October 1789 and shortly afterwards he accompanied the Duke of Orleans to London and from there for several months conducted a vast correspondence which had as its aim the creation of a new and lasting peace in Europe. He returned to France in July 1790, joined the Jacobins4 and became an editor of one of their newspapers. He was a constitutional monarchist until 1791, then a republican. He distanced himself from the Jacobins and lived quietly until recalled by Danton to military service in 1792 (the Duke of Orleans was guillotined in 1793). After organizing the repulse of the Coalition Forces at Valmy in September 1792, he was arrested the following year (for his moderate opinions) and threatened with execution, but survived Robespierre’s Terror and was released from prison in 1794. Appointed by Napoleon as Inspector General of artillery in 1800, he carried out his duties assiduously, as well as looking after his wife and family till the end. He died of dysentery in Taranto, on his way to Naples, where he had been sent with the Napoleonic army in 1803.

Given Laclos’s military background, it is not surprising that his novel is permeated with the imagery of war. The association of love and war in literature is very old indeed. Laclos continues and enlivens that tradition in his novel. The plot consists of moves and counter-moves between the two principal characters, who behave as though they were conducting a military campaign. Valmont views his seduction of Madame de Tourvel (the Présidente) in terms of tactics, rules, methods and strategies; he aims at victory and, finally, glory. Even his charm is a charm offensive, designed to seduce. The libertine, like the soldier, having achieved his objective, takes possession of the territory, and then abandons it. That is what Valmont does when he seduces both Tourvel and Cécile Volanges. In his account of the seduction of the latter to Merteuil (Letter 96), he uses the language of military aggression to describe their relative sexual positions: Cécile defends herself against his kiss, which was a ‘false attack’, designed to leave ‘all the rest’ undefended; thereupon Valmont changes his tactics and ‘takes up position’. In his account of the seduction of the Présidente to Merteuil he refers to ‘the true principles of this war, which, as we have often observed, so closely resembles the other’ (Letter 125). He urges Merteuil to view him as a great general: ‘Judge me as you would a Turenne or a Friedrich’, though his battleground is not the Rhine or the coast of Normandy, but the drawing room, the boudoir and the alcove. It is nevertheless Madame de Merteuil who, after being his lover and partner in crime, becomes Valmont’s real enemy. She is the one who sends back his letter of attempted reconciliation with the chilling words scrawled across it: ‘Very well then, war!’ (Letter 153). It is she who is in possession of the information which can lead to his downfall, and who directs and controls the campaign which will eventually cause his demise.

‘All’s fair in love and war’ is a phrase that may occur to us when we read this novel, and it characterizes Merteuil’s own attitude. ‘The battle of the sexes’ is a concept we are all familiar with; men and women have always struggled to assert themselves, one sex against the other, to defend themselves, attack or outdo each other by trickery or cunning, persuasion or force. The struggle, the fighting, is no doubt one of the aspects we enjoy about Laclos’s novel. His main characters are, despite their reprehensible morality, intelligent and glamorous, even sympathetic, and we may admire them without wishing to emulate them. Readers’ expectations in Laclos’s day were that the wicked would be punished and the virtuous, rewarded. But in Laclos love is not triumphant and virtue does not win out, and this is something that greatly shocked many of his contemporaries. There is very little of what we might think of as ‘real’ love in the book, except perhaps that of the Présidente. Rousseau, who in Julie ou La Nouvelle Héloïse (1761) postulated a reconciliation between passion and virtue, is completely contradicted by Laclos. The young love of Cécile and the Chevalier Danceny is corrupted and dismissed by Valmont and Merteuil before it has the chance to assert its own better self. In that debased society love is viewed as a failing, a weakness, and something to be avoided at all costs. Valmont is ridiculed by Merteuil when it seems he might be falling in love with the Présidente. Despite her protestations of indifference, Merteuil is insanely jealous of her, just as Valmont is jealous of Danceny, and to that extent we may assume his feelings (and perhaps even hers) are engaged to no small extent. But whatever he feels, it certainly does not prevent him indulging his sexuality with the prostitute Émilie or Cécile or various countesses, or throwing the Présidente over completely as soon as he perceives he may be the object of society’s ridicule.

The epistolary novel was an obvious form for Laclos to choose. It was by far the most popular kind of fiction in the eighteenth century, two of whose most celebrated novels, Richardson’s Clarissa and Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Hélïse, were composed in this style. Laclos was writing more than thirty years after Richardson and twenty years after Rousseau, and although he surpasses them both in literary technique, their influence is manifest in various contexts throughout the novel.

Each of those novels tells a fascinating story, and Les Liaisons dangereuses resembles them in that respect. There are three strands to the plot. Will the Marquise de Merteuil manage to avenge herself by corrupting Cécile and marrying her to Gercourt? Will the Vicomte de Valmont succeed in seducing the Présidente, who is apparently inaccessible? Will the relationship between Merteuil and Valmont be strong enough to withstand the divergence of their projects and the jealousies aroused by their relationships with other people? The structure of the novel is strict. There are four parts. The first fifty letters end with the apparent triumph of virtue as the Présidente escapes from Valmont’s clutches; the second section ends with the victory of Merteuil over her would-be lover, Monsieur de Prévan; the third seems to reproduce the movement of the first in leading us up to a scene of seduction (or, more properly, rape); and the fourth brings about the dénouement with its catastrophe for all the major characters.

The letters do not simply tell a story, however; each one is itself actually an incident in the plot and gives rise to the next, and we, like the characters, are drawn into the story as though into the expertly spun threads of a spider’s web. As Patricia Duncker says, ‘Epistolary novels…reveal and navigate the ebb and flow of personal feelings and sentiments.’5 Laclos excels in the genre, achieving greater variety and richness than any of his predecessors. He keeps several correspondences going simultaneously, constantly providing the reader with another point of view. Often there is a symmetry in the letters, which adds a further ironic dimension: Merteuil receives letters on two successive days (Letters 25 and 27), one from Valmont enclosing the Présidente’s and one from Cécile saying she will forward Danceny’s. Both women are in similar situations: how to react to a pressing suitor? Both ask for sympathy. Merteuil herself, using her literary powers, writes different accounts of the trick she has played on Prévan, according to whether she is writing to Valmont or to Madame de Volanges (Letters 86 and 87). There are four different versions of Valmont’s charitable trip to the village (Letters 21, 22 and 23). We have the view of Valmont, the Présidente, Madame de Rosemonde (Valmont’s aunt, and, in a later letter, Madame de Volanges; but we are the only ones who, as the novel’s readers, are privy to all these accounts. The individual letter may be written to one person alone, but we are ourselves its ultimate addressee. And we see where it fits among the rest.

A letter is a chameleon-like entity. It may in turn be an auto-portrait, a weapon against an enemy, an instrument of mediation or manipulation, an internal monologue, a personal diary, an unconscious revelation of character, a threat or an instrument of ridicule; letters can be sincere, like those of the naive Cécile, Rosemonde or Madame de Volanges; or full of Machiavellian cunning and cynicism, like those of Merteuil. They can be full of double entendres, as when Valmont, while writing passionate words of love to the Présidente, uses Émilie’s bottom as a desk. They can be hidden, torn up, kissed, enclosed with other letters, copied out, returned, dictated or left unread. Danceny exclaims that the letter is the portrait of the soul, and describes to Merteuil the pleasure he takes in writing to her (Letter 150). It is a way of making love to her, the visible metaphor of desire. She, however, has already told us that she is aware of the risk in committing such feelings to paper in her letters: ‘so sweet, but so dangerous to write’ (Letter 81). So many women, she says (and we the readers appreciate the irony of this assertion) do not see in their present lover their future enemy. Letters are the tangible proof of the liaisons which take place in the novel and they are, finally, what causes the downfall of the principal characters. They are also, of course, what constitutes the novel itself.

Laclos uses the device of the auto-portrait letter to reveal and give substance to his characters. Nowhere is this more evident than in Letter 81 where he allows the formidable Merteuil, writing to Valmont, to give us an account of her upbringing and education and a searching analysis of her own character. This remarkable letter demonstrates Merteuil’s sharp intelligence, and not only gives us her assessment of the relative merits of men and women (and of course Valmont in particular, to whom she rightly believes herself superior), but also tells us how she has formed her own philosophy and created her own character since adolescence. In Laclos’s time young women generally had little or no knowledge of the facts of life; girls of a certain class, like Cécile, were kept locked up in their convents, and only emerged to be married off to a husband likely to be chosen solely for his financial assets.

Against this background Merteuil stands out as an example of emancipated womanhood. She is a self-made woman, her own creation, her own masterpiece, her own oeuvre. At the same time she is also a woman of the Enlightenment in her desire to observe, to know, to judge for herself, and a woman of the times in her risk-taking and her denunciation of privilege. She has deliberately educated herself by studying the philosophes, the novelists and the thinkers of the age. She describes how she has seen the necessity of combining the talents of an actor with the talents of a writer: she is also a great reader; throughout her correspondence she refers to other works such as Le Sopha, by Crébillon fils (1745), and the tales of La Fontaine (1668–94), and, especially, La Nouvelle Héloïse, which she admires. She is indeed herself a novelist manqué, and we can sometimes hear the voice of Laclos in her letters. In her two or three letters about her affair with Prévan she adapts the narrative according to the person she is addressing. When she criticizes the style of other letter-writers – Valmont, Cécile, Danceny – she seems to be echoing Laclos in the Preface when he speaks of the ‘over-simple style riddled with mistakes of several of these letters’. Merteuil practises a morality which is objectively revolutionary, and might justifiably be called feminist, despite the fact that her solidarity with women does not go so far as to support Cécile or the Présidente in their struggle against Valmont. Quite the opposite, in fact. She refers to Cécile and Danceny as ‘our pupils’, and indeed she, quite as much as Valmont, is educating them both in the arts of sexual depravity. She writes a letter to Cécile in which she lightly teases her about her lack of worldliness; she teaches her the ways of the world, how to survive in the corrupt aristocratic society of pre-revolutionary France (though this in the end causes Cécile’s ruin). She refuses to be put down by any man (or any woman either). She is entirely clear-sighted about Valmont’s dealings with women: ‘You are never the lover or friend of a woman, but always her tyrant or slave’ (Letter 141). Her independence of thought and deed is admirable. She refuses to enter the convent as is expected of her after the death of her husband. She manipulates the opposite sex mercilessly, including her father confessor, and constantly asserts her moral right and her freedom to do exactly what she wants.

Laclos was certainly fascinated by this ‘monster’ of a modern woman that he created. The year after the publication of Dangerous Liaisons he wrote the first of three treatises in which he takes up the cause of the education and emancipation of women, observing that his novel is sufficient proof that he has greatly concerned himself with the cause of women’s rights and clarifying his views on women’s position in society:

Let me tell you that one cannot escape from slavery except by means of a great revolution…As long as your fate is ruled over by men it will be correct to assert and easy to demonstrate that there is no way that women’s education will be improved.

Wherever slavery exists there can be no education. In all societies women are enslaved…It is the role of education to develop the faculties of the mind, the role of slavery to suppress them…Where there is no freedom there is no morality and where there is no morality there is no education.6

Laclos wrote this in 1783, and it was not until 1945 that women in France were enfranchised. Many countries have been much slower to achieve even this. In many so-called democratic societies we know that women’s education is still not taken as seriously as men’s, girls are frequently sacrificed to the needs of society, their education cut short, and many an atrocity is committed against them.

This novel is almost classical in its attention to the unities of time and place. The letters are written between the months of August and January and mainly from one or other of the chateaux in which their aristocratic writers reside. It is a novel of interiors. Laclos is not interested in the external natural world, but in the analysis of manners and sentiments, and in most of the novel’s scenes there is an interplay of these within four walls. An exception to this is Valmont’s visit to a nearby village to perform his ostentatious charitable act towards the exploited peasants; but this is treated by Laclos, as it is in the film by Stephen Frears (1988), in a comic fashion, and descriptions of the natural environment play no part in it.

Valmont’s battles, apart from the last one, take place in the drawing room or the bedroom and are always planned with meticulous care. Though he is not Merteuil’s equal in intelligence or in his total grasp of the situation, he does possess an enormous amount of cunning and shows alarming forethought in his seduction techniques. The letter to Cécile in which he details how she may take possession of the key to the bedroom is typical of his forward planning in such matters (Letter 84). His character, as Laclos reminds us at various points – and rather overtly in Letter 107 when Valmont’s valet, Azolan, reports on the Présidente’s actions – is based on that of the libertine Lovelace, Richardson’s hero in Clarissa, which was translated, and adapted, into French as Clarissa Harlowe by the Abbé Prévost in 1751. Prévost refined the original, converting its relative earthiness into something more moral and intellectual, in order to avoid giving offence to his public.

Questions are still asked, inevitably, about the novel’s morality, although in our permissive age it may not be the sexual mores so much as other aspects of the novel which tend to shock: Valmont’s callous treatment of Cécile, for example, after her miscarriage, or the whole idea of the mariage de raison7 where women’s feelings and interests are dismissed as unimportant. But perhaps the main reason why the novel was, and might still be, thought immoral, is that it is essentially ambivalent towards the issue of good and evil. Laclos appears to be saying that virtue will not necessarily lead to happiness, nor wicked behaviour to punishment. The Présidente dies, but Merteuil, though disfigured, goes off to Holland at the end of the novel, presumably to pursue her adventures there. So are the wicked not wicked enough? Has Laclos made them too glamorous, too sympathetic? Are we supposed to excuse Merteuil’s behaviour when we know how she has reached that point in her philosophy? Do we not admire Valmont’s attitude towards Danceny after the duel, and when he dies do we not have a sense, as we do at the end of Mozart’s Don Giovanni, that life has suddenly lost its savour? The author, who surely knew that rather more of a clear moralistic viewpoint might have been expected of him, leaves us with many questions unanswered, and with a feeling of unease, a sense of danger unresolved.

This variety of possible interpretations is a part of the novel’s force. Are these characters in charge of their own actions, or are they, as Camus thought, being fatally led to their inevitable and ultimate ruin? Or we may think, when we remember the direction taken by Laclos in later life, that he believed in Madame de Rosemonde’s pronouncement on happiness in Letter 171 that ‘if we knew what our true happiness consists in, we should never seek it outside the limits prescribed by the law and religion’. But we must beware of trying to match a fiction to a biography.

Dangerous Liaisons is a truly eighteenth-century novel, very much of its age, and yet it exceeds its age. For that reason it is still convincing now. We may think it odd in our own electronic society, where letter-writing as a literary art is almost extinct, that we enjoy a novel which consists of a collection of letters. But the large number of adaptations and versions on stage and screen testifies to the book’s continuing popularity in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (see Appendix 2). Frears’s film, already mentioned, was based on Christopher Hampton’s play, produced in Stratford in 1985. An opera was performed in San Francisco in 1994; the Northern Ballet staged a production in 2004 with music by Vivaldi; a film called Cruel Intentions, in which the novel was transposed into present-day New York society, came out in 1999; and the Korean film Untold Scandal (2003) is proof, were any still needed, that Laclos has the power to cross continents and centuries.

So why do we still read and need Dangerous Liaisons? We may cite the universal and timeless appeal of the novel’s characters: manipulative risk-takers such as Merteuil and Valmont do still exist, as do their victims. The ideas and issues that concerned Laclos concern us too in the twenty-first century. Duelling may have gone out of fashion but revenge killings still occur. Questions of rape and seduction are raised almost daily in our media; we debate the emancipation of women; and the manifestations of the eternal sexual triangle never cease to occupy us, whether in television soaps, in serious literature or in our daily lives. But one of the main reasons for this novel’s lasting popularity must surely be its many-sidedness, the multiplicity of views it offers on complex issues and relations. We can ask more of a literary work than that it should confirm us in our way of thinking. The reading mind asks to be opened up, not shut down. This openness to different viewpoints is inherent in the epistolary form, which Laclos exploits to the full, creating something intriguing and disturbing in equal measure. The ‘variety of styles’, the avoidance of ‘the boredom of uniformity’ that he rightly prided himself on in his preface, make the book enjoyable; but in that variety lies also its seriousness. Its variety makes us think, it unsettles us. Such books live longest.

André Gide rightly points out (in his Preface to Dowson’s translation in the edition of 1940) that although it may be difficult to disregard the moral viewpoint when judging this book, ‘moral considerations have little or nothing to do with artistic excellence’, and he notes that ‘a book’s qualities of form are often the last to gain recognition, for they are the qualities that are most hidden; but they are at the same time the very qualities which ensure the book’s survival…What the author wanted to say…matters a good deal less than how he says it.’

Laclos was reported to have said: ‘I resolved to write a work which should stand out from the ordinary and which would still cause a stir and echo through the world after I have left it.’8 Dangerous Liaisons is undoubtedly still echoing.

NOTES

1.     Charles Baudelaire, ‘Notes sur Les Liaisons dangereuses’, Oeuvres complètes, ed. Claude Pichois, Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, 1976, vol. 2, p. 639.

2.     See Pocket Classiques, ed. Francis Marmande, 1989, pp. x and xxv.

3.     Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban (1633–1707) was a French military engineer who revolutionized the art of siege craft and defensive fortifications, and whose systems became the focus of military studies across Europe.

4.     The Jacobins were the most famous political group of the French Revolution, became identified with extreme egalitarianism and violence, and led the revolutionary government from mid 1793 to mid 1794. Danton (1759–94) and Robespierre (1758–94), who both belonged to this group, became leading figures in the new regime. Danton became Minister of Justice and Robespierre was in charge of the Revolutionary Tribunal. Both were executed.

5.     Introduction to Mademoiselle de Maupin, Théophile Gautier, trans. H. Constantine, Penguin, 2005, p. xvi.

6.     Discours sur la question proposée par l’Académie de Châlons-sur-Marne, in Des Femmes et de leur éducation (1803). Edition des Mille et Une Nuits, Librairie Arthème Fayard, 2000, p. 10.
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Translator’s Note

Les Liaisons dangereuses, published in French in 1782, was almost immediately translated into German (1783) and English (1784). To Laclos’s text in English, translated (anonymously) as Dangerous Connections, or Letters collected in a Society and published for the Instruction of other Societies, was appended an Extract from the Correspondence of what concerns the Happiness of Man and Society. The Utility of Novels: The Novel of Dangerous Connections, by the Abbé Kentzinger. There was a Russian translation in 1804 by A. I. Evand, but the novel was later banned by the Czar. It was not published in Spanish until 1822. In Italy it was read in the original French but not published in Italian until 1914. It was on the Vatican’s list of proscribed books until that list was discontinued in 1966.

Laclos’s novel has appeared in English as Dangerous Connections (1784), Dangerous Acquaintances (Ernest Dowson, 360 copies privately printed in 1898, with illustrations by Monnet, Fragonard and Gérard; also Richard Aldington, 1924), or simply with its original title: Les Liaisons Dangereuses (Douglas Parmée, 1995; P. W. K. Stone, 1961). Dangerous Liaisons, which we might think an obvious translation, given the sexual connotations of the words and the sexual nature of the many liaisons in the book, seems not to have been used until now for a book title.

One of the most interesting things about this novel is that after its enormous success in France in 1782 and the first translations it was banned in many countries as well as in France, and so was virtually unknown until the twentieth century. Sir Edmund Gosse, reviewing it in the Sunday Times on 4 January 1925, said Aldington had introduced it to a British public for the first time, which indicates how little it was known before then. The nineteenth-century Biographie Universelle had spoken of it as ‘a picture of the most odious immorality’, and a reviewer in the Weekly Westminster, writing about an edition privately printed in New York as recently as 1933, calls it ‘a profoundly immoral book’. This remained the usual view; but Gosse’s verdict indicated a shift in public opinion: ‘An age which has tolerated the brutality of La garçonne1 and the foul chaos of Ulysses must not make itself ridiculous by throwing stones at Les Liaisons dangereuses.’ In his preface to the re-issue of Dowson (by Nonesuch 1940, printed, interestingly enough, in France), André Gide says it ‘has but very recently gained the freedom of respectable bookshops’ and that its renown has remained clandestine, like the course of an underground river’. It may be a sign of the times that I am, as far as I know, the first female translator of this ‘dangerous’ novel.

I am indebted to P. W. K. Stone, who translated Laclos for Penguin in 1961; also to Richard Aldington. The text I have used for my translation is that of the Livres de Poche ‘Classiques’, edited by Michel Delon, based on Laurent Versini’s edition of Laclos’s Oeuvres complètes, Paris, Bibliothèque de la Pléiade, 1979.

I was fortunate to be able to spend some time in Paris while working on my translation and am most grateful to the Institut Français and the Centre du Livre for making this possible. I am grateful, too, to friends and relatives for their encouragement and, most of all, to my husband, David Constantine, for his generous and invaluable help and advice.

All notes with an asterisk are in Laclos’s original text. All numbered notes are the translator’s.

Helen Constantine, Oxford, February 2006

NOTE

1.     A scandalous novel by Victor Marguerite (1866–1922) about the exploits of a young woman, first published in 1922.


Dangerous Liaisons

Or a Collection of Letters from One
Social Class and Published for the
Instruction of Others

‘I have seen the mores of my times and have published these letters’

J.-J. Rousseau, Preface to Julie to La Nouvelle Héloïse1


PUBLISHER’S NOTE

We believe it is our duty to warn the public that despite the title of this work and what the editor says about it in his preface, we do not guarantee its authenticity as a collection of letters, and in fact have compelling reasons to believe it is simply a novel.

Moreover, it seems to us that the author, despite his attempts at verisimilitude, has himself most clumsily destroyed every semblance of truth by setting the events he is describing in the present day. In fact, several characters he puts on his stage have such vicious habits that it is impossible to imagine they can have lived in our age, in this age of philosophy, in which the light of reason has spread everywhere and made us all, as we know, into honourable men, and modest and retiring women.

Our opinion, then, is that if the adventures related in this work have any basis in truth, they can only have happened in another time and place. And we attach much blame to the author who, apparently beguiled by the hope of attracting more interest in his story by locating it more exactly in his own age and his own country, has dared to represent in our own costume and customs a way of life which is alien to us.

To preserve, as far as possible, the over-credulous reader from being taken unawares in this respect, we shall sustain our opinion with an argument that we offer with confidence, since it seems to us incontrovertible and unassailable. It is that, though undoubtedly the same causes would not fail to produce the same effects, we never see young girls today with an income of sixty thousand livres2 taking the veil, nor any Présidente who is young and pretty dying of a broken heart.


EDITOR’S PREFACE

This work, or rather, collection of letters, which may perhaps still be thought too weighty, contains nevertheless only a very small portion of the correspondence which made up their total number. Charged with putting them in order by the people with whom they were deposited, and who, I knew, intended them to be made public, I asked nothing for my pains except permission to cut anything which in my opinion might not be to the purpose. And in fact I have tried to conserve only those letters which seemed necessary either to the understanding of the events or to the development of the characters. If one adds to this not very arduous task that of placing such letters as I have allowed to survive in the right order – and I have almost always arranged them chronologically – and finally some short and occasional notes, whose sole purpose, for the most part, is to indicate the origin of a few quotations or explain the cuts that I have taken the liberty of making, my entire contribution to this work will be known. My aims did not go beyond that.*

I had proposed more significant changes, almost all relating to the purity of the diction or style, with which one will often find fault. I should also have liked to be authorized to abridge certain letters that were too long; in several of them matters that have nothing to do with one another are discussed separately and almost without any transition between them. This idea was not approved. Of course, it probably would not have in itself sufficed to confer any merit upon the work, but it would at least have removed some of its faults.

Objections were raised that the intention was to publish the letters themselves and not a literary work based upon these letters; that it would have been as much contrary to all probability as truth if all of the eight or ten people who contributed to this correspondence had written with equal correctness. And upon my contention that that was very far from being the case, and there was not a single one who had not made serious mistakes, which would be certain to meet with criticism, I was told that all reasonable readers would surely expect to find mistakes in a collection of letters exchanged between private individuals, since in all those published up till now by various esteemed writers, and even by some members of the Academy, not one could be found that was totally without mistakes. These arguments did not convince me, and I found them, as I still do, easier to expound than to accept. But I did not have the final say, and accordingly I submitted. I have reserved the right to protest about it and declare, as I do now, that I was not of that view.

As to whether the work has any merit, perhaps it is not up to me to offer an opinion, since it neither can nor should influence anyone else’s. However, those who, before beginning to read, prefer to know more or less what to expect would do well, in my view, to read on. Others will do better to move straight on to the text itself; they know enough about it already.

What I can say first and foremost is that if, as I concede, I am convinced I should publish these letters, I am none the less far from hopeful of success. And please do not suppose this sincerity to be false modesty on my part. For I declare with the same frankness that if this collection had not seemed worthy of being offered to the public, I should not have concerned myself with it. Let us try to reconcile this apparent contradiction.

The merit of a work lies in its usefulness or in its capacity for giving pleasure, sometimes both, when it has both to offer. But its success, which is not always proof of its merit, often derives more from the choice of subject than from its execution, from the totality of the material presented rather than the manner in which it is treated. Now in this collection, which contains, as its title proclaims, the letters of a whole class of society, this makes for a diversity of interests which weakens the reader’s own. Moreover, since nearly all the feelings expressed in it are false or feigned, the only interest they excite is that of curiosity, which is always far inferior to that of sentiment and which disposes the reader to be far less indulgent and far more attentive to errors of detail, so thwarting the author in his one real objective.

These faults are perhaps to some extent redeemed by a quality inherent in the nature of the work: the variety of styles. This is a quality which an author achieves only with difficulty, but which came about quite naturally in this case and at least spares the reader the boredom of uniformity. Some might also take into account the fair number of observations, either new or not well-known, which are scattered throughout these letters. I think these too are all one may expect in the way of pleasure, even from the most sympathetic standpoint.

The usefulness of the work, which will be perhaps even more disputed, seems to me to be easier to establish. It seems to me at least that it is doing a service to society to unveil the strategies used by the immoral to corrupt the moral, and I believe these letters will make an effective contribution to this end. In them are also to be found the proof and the example of two important truths which one might suppose to be unacknowledged, seeing how little they are practised. One, that any woman who consents to receive into her circle of friends an unprincipled man ends up by becoming his victim; the other, that any mother who allows her daughter to confide in anyone but herself is at the very least lacking in prudence. Young people of both sexes might also learn from it that the friendship that immoral persons seem to grant them so easily is only ever a dangerous trap, and as fatal to their happiness as to their virtue. Morever, it seems to me that the harm which may so often follow closely upon the benefits is greatly to be feared in this case and, far from advising young people to read this book, I believe it is important to keep all such books out of their way. The age when this one may cease to be dangerous, and become useful, seems to me to have been very well understood, for her own sex, by a good mother who is not only intelligent but also sensible. ‘I should believe,’ she told me, after reading the manuscript of this correspondence, ‘I was doing my daughter a great service if I gave it to her on her wedding day.’ If all mothers thought like that, I should congratulate myself on publishing it for ever more.

But even supposing we were to accept this favourable opinion, it still seems to me that this collection must please few people. Depraved men and women will have an interest in condemning a literary work which may harm them. And as they are not lacking in cunning, perhaps they will be clever enough to win over to their side the puritans, who will be alarmed by this picture of corruption so fearlessly presented.

Those who consider themselves intellectuals will not be interested in a devout woman, whom they will regard as lacking in wit because of her devoutness; whereas the religious will be angry at the fall of a virtuous woman and will complain that religion is portrayed in a very feeble light.

From another point of view, people of fastidious taste will be disgusted by the over-simple style riddled with errors in several of these letters; whereas the majority of readers, mistakenly supposing that everything that appears in print has been laboured over, will think they detect in other letters the exertions of an author visible through the characters to whom he gives a voice.

Finally it will be said, in general perhaps, that everything is only of value in its proper place. And if ordinarily letters in society are deprived of all grace by the authors’ overly cautious style, the smallest omission becomes a real mistake and is insupportable when they are put into print.

I freely admit that all of these criticisms may be well-founded. I also believe that it would be possible to answer them, even without exceeding the length of a preface. But it has to be realized that if it were necessary to answer for everything, the book itself would be unable to answer for anything. And if I had judged that to be the case, I should have suppressed both book and preface.


PART ONE

LETTER 1
Cécile Volanges to Sophie Carnay at the Ursuline convent of…

As you see, my dear Sophie, I am as good as my word, and not spending all my time on frills and furbelows; I shall always have time for you. All the same, I have seen more finery in one single day than in the whole of the four years we spent together; and I do believe the high-and-mighty Tanville* will be more humiliated at my first visit to the convent – for I shall be sure to ask for her – than she doubtless supposed we were by all those visits she used to pay us, en grande toilette.1 Mamma asks my opinion about everything; she treats me less like a little schoolgirl than she used to. I have my own maid; I have a room and closet at my disposal, and I am writing this at the prettiest little secrétaire;2 I have a key to it and can lock away whatever I wish. Mamma has said that I should go and see her every day when she rises; that I do not need to have my hair dressed until dinner, because we shall always be alone; and that she will tell me each day what time I must join her in the afternoon. The remainder of the time is my own and I have my harp, my drawing and my books, just as I had in the convent; except Mother Perpétue is not there to scold me and if I choose to fritter my time away, that is my affair: but as my Sophie is not there to giggle and chatter with, I may as well keep busy.

It is not yet five o’clock; I am not to see Mamma until seven: there is plenty of time to write, if I only had something to tell! But they have not yet breathed a word. And were it not for all the obvious preparations and all the women who keep coming in to do things for me, I should believe no one had the least notion of marrying me, and that it was simply another piece of our dear Joséphine’s nonsense.† But Mamma has told me so often that a young lady should stay in the convent until she marries that, now she has taken me out, I think Joséphine must be right.

A carriage has just pulled up outside the door and Mamma has sent word for me to come to her rooms immediately. Could it be him? I am not dressed, my hand is shaking and my heart is thumping. I have asked my maid if she knows who is with my mother. She said: ‘It’s Monsieur C—, for certain,’ and laughed. Oh! I think it must be him! I promise to come back and tell you what happens. That is his name, anyway. I must not keep him waiting. Farewell, for a little while.

Oh, how you’ll laugh at your poor Cécile! I was so embarrassed! But you would have fallen into the same trap. When I went in to Mamma’s room I saw a gentleman in black standing beside her. I curtsied to him as prettily as I could, and stood there, unable to move. You can imagine how I studied him! ‘Madame,’ he said to my mother, and with a bow in my direction, ‘she is a charming young lady, and I am more than ever sensible of the honour you have done me.’ I was overcome by such a fit of the shakes at this boldness, my knees gave way; I found an armchair and sat down, flushed and taken aback. No sooner had I sat down than suddenly the man was kneeling in front of me. At that point your poor friend Cécile lost her head; as Mamma said, I was absolutely panic-stricken. I got up and gave a loud shriek…just like that day when there was the thunderstorm. Mamma burst out laughing, saying: ‘Whatever is the matter with you? Sit down and give Monsieur your foot.’ My dear, the gentleman was actually a shoemaker. I cannot tell you how embarrassed I was! Luckily there was no one there except Mamma. I think when I am married I shall not employ that shoemaker any more.

We are very worldly-wise now, don’t you think? Goodbye! It’s nearly six and my maid says I have to dress. Goodbye, dear Sophie; I love you just as much as if we were still in the convent.

P.S. I don’t know by whom to send this letter so I shall wait for Joséphine to arrive.

Paris, 3 August 17**

LETTER 2
The Marquise de Merteuil to the Vicomte de Valmont at the Chateau de —

Come back, my dear Vicomte, come back! What are you doing, what can you possibly be doing at the house of an old aunt who has already left her whole estate to you? Leave immediately; I need you. I have had a wonderful idea, and I want to entrust you with carrying it out. These few words should be enough; you ought to be more than honoured by my decision and hasten here to receive my orders on your knees. You abuse my kindness, even though you have no further use for it. And when faced with the alternatives of eternal hatred or excessive indulgence, your happiness requires my goodness to prevail. I want to acquaint you closely with my plans: but swear to me as my faithful chevalier you will not engage in any other affair until you have brought this one to a conclusion. It is worthy of a hero: you will serve both love and revenge; and, finally, it will be one more rouerie*4 to put in your Memoirs: yes, in your Memoirs, for I want them to be published one day, and I shall take it upon myself to write them. But let us leave that aside and come back to what I have in mind.

Madame de Volanges is marrying her daughter. It is still a secret, but she told me yesterday. And whom do you think she has decided upon for a son-in-law? The Comte de Gercourt! Who would ever have thought I should become Gercourt’s cousin?5 I am in such a rage…Well, have you not yet guessed? You slowcoach! Do you mean to say you have forgiven him for his affair with the Intendante? And I, do I not have still more to complain about on his account than you do, you monster?† But I am calming down and my soul is quiet once more, in the expectation of exacting my revenge.

You have been irritated as many times as I have, by the importance Gercourt attaches to what kind of wife he will have, and the stupid presumption which convinces him that he will escape his inevitable fate. You know his ridiculous predilection for girls educated at convents and his even more ridiculous penchant for blondes. As a matter of fact, I wager that in spite of the sixty thousand livres the little Volanges girl will bring him, he would never have thought of marriage if her hair was dark or if she had not been to the convent. So let us make a fool of him: he certainly will be one day; I have not the slightest doubt about that. But what would be amusing would be that he should be a fool right from the start. What fun we should have next day hearing him brag about it! For brag he will; and then once you have succeeded in educating the girl, we shall be extremely unlucky if Gercourt, like any other man, does not become the laughing-stock of Paris.

Besides, the heroine of this new romance6 deserves all your attentions: she is really pretty; only fifteen, a rosebud; truly, impossibly gauche, and lacking in style: but you men are not worried about such things; moreover, she has a certain look of languor that I must admit is rather fetching. Added to that, she comes to you on my recommendation; all you have to do is thank me and do as I bid you.

You will receive this letter tomorrow morning. I insist that you be here tomorrow evening at seven. I shall receive no one until eight, not even the reigning Chevalier: he does not have the head for so large an undertaking. As you can see I have not been blinded by love. At eight o’clock I shall give you back your freedom, and at ten you shall return and have supper with the beautiful creature; for both mother and daughter will sup with me. Adieu, it is midday gone. Soon my thoughts will no longer be of you.

Paris, 4 August 17**

LETTER 3
Cécile Volanges to Sophie Carnay

My dear friend, I am still completely in the dark. Yesterday Mamma had a great many people to supper. I was very bored, in spite of it being in my interest to study the men especially. Both the men and the women all looked at me a great deal, and they were whispering; I could tell they were talking about me: it made me blush, I could not help it. I wished I could have prevented it, for I noticed that when the other women were looked at, they did not blush. Or else it is the rouge they wear, which means you cannot see their colour when they are embarrassed. It must be very difficult not to blush when a man stares at you.

What bothered me most was not knowing their opinion of me. I did think I heard the word pretty two or three times: but I heard the word gauche very plainly; and that must be what they think, for the woman who said it is a relative and a friend of my mother and even appears to have taken an immediate liking to me. She was the only person who spoke a few words to me in the course of the evening. We shall sup tomorrow at her house.

I also heard a man, who I am certain was talking about me, say to somebody after supper: ‘We must let her ripen; next winter we shall see.’ Perhaps he is the one who is to marry me; but then it would be within the next four months! I should dearly love to know what is going on.

Here comes Joséphine and she says she is in a hurry. But I want to tell you about yet another of my faux pas. Oh, I do believe that friend of my mother’s is right!

After supper they started playing cards. I went and sat next to Mamma. I don’t know how it came about but I fell asleep almost immediately. I was woken by a great guffaw of laughter. I could not tell if they were laughing at me but I think they must have been. I was extremely relieved when Mamma gave me permission to go to bed. It was after eleven, can you believe! Goodbye, my dear Sophie; be true to your friend Cécile. The world is not so amusing as we once imagined, I can tell you.

Paris, 4 August 17**

LETTER 4
The Vicomte de Valmont to the Marquise de Merteuil in Paris

Your orders are charming; and your manner of issuing them even more delightful. You make despotism itself seem something to be cherished. Not for the first time, as you know, do I regret I am no longer your slave. And monster though I may be, I can never recall without a pleasurable feeling the days when you bestowed sweeter names upon me. Indeed, I often long to merit them anew and, with you, hold up to the world an example of perfect constancy. But larger matters beckon. It is our destiny to make conquests; we have to follow it. Perhaps we shall meet again at the end of the course; for I have to say, my most beautiful Marquise, without wishing to anger you, that at the very least you follow hard at my heels. Since we separated for the good of society and we both preach the gospel in our different ways, it seems to me that in this mission of love you have made more converts than I have. I know your zeal, your ardent fervour. And if God were to judge us by our works, you would be the patron of a great city some day, whereas your friend would be at most a village saint. This parlance surprises you, does it not? But for the last week I have understood and spoken none other; and it is in order to improve in this respect that I see I am obliged to disobey you.

Do not be angry. Listen to me. I shall confide to you, keeper of all my heart’s secrets, the most ambitious plan I have ever conceived. What are you proposing? That I seduce a young girl who has seen nothing, knows nothing; who would be delivered up to me defenceless, so to speak; who would be certain to be bowled over at my first compliment and who would be swayed perhaps more rapidly by curiosity than by love. Twenty other men would have as much success as I. Not so with the business which occupies my thoughts. Its successful outcome assures me of glory as much as pleasure. The god of love himself, preparing my crown, cannot decide between the myrtle and the laurel, or rather he will weave them together to honour my triumph.7 You yourself, my love, will be struck with holy awe, and will say with enthusiasm: ‘There goes a man after my own heart.’

You know the Présidente de Tourvel: her devotion, her love for her husband, her strict principles? She is the object of my attack. She is the enemy worthy of me. She is the goal I am aiming to reach;

And though I fail to carry off the prize
Still there is honour in the enterprise.*

One may quote bad verse when it written by a great poet.8

You will know that the Président is in Burgundy as a result of an important trial: I hope to make him lose a more important one. His inconsolable better half has to spend the whole of her time during this distressing grass-widowhood here. Mass each day, a few visits to the poor in the canton, prayers morning and evening, solitary walks, pious conversations with my old aunt, and the occasional dreary game of whist. These were to be her only pleasures. I am preparing some more effective ones for her. My guardian angel has led me here for her happiness and for mine. What a fool I was, regretting the twenty-four hours that I was sacrificing out of respect for the conventions. I should be well and truly punished now if I were obliged to return to Paris! Happily four people are needed to play whist; and since there is no one here beside the local curate, my immortal aunt has been very pressing that I should give up a few days to her. I said I would, as you can guess. You cannot imagine how nice she has been to me ever since, and especially how edified she is at seeing me regularly at prayers and Mass. She does not suspect what divinity it is I adore.

So here am I, for the last four days victim of a powerful passion. You know how keen my desire is, how I thrive on obstacles; but what you do not know is how greatly solitude adds to the ardour of desire. I have now but one thought. I think about it by day; I dream of it by night. I really need to have this woman, to save me from the stupidity of being in love with her. For where does frustrated desire lead a man? O delicious pleasure! Come to me, I implore you, make me a happy man and above all bring me peace. How fortunate we are that women defend themselves so badly, or we should be nothing but their timid slaves. At this moment I have feelings of gratitude towards women of easy virtue, which brings me naturally to your feet. I prostrate myself before them to obtain my pardon, and there conclude this too lengthy epistle.

Adieu, my darling: no hard feelings.

From the Chateau de —, 5 August 17**

LETTER 5
The Marquise de Merteuil to the Vicomte de Valmont

Do you know, Vicomte, your letter is uncommonly rude, and I might very well be angered by it. But it is a clear proof to me that you have taken leave of your senses, and that alone has saved you from my indignation. As your generous, sensitive friend, I shall forget the wrong you are doing to me so that I can think about the danger you are in; and however tedious it might be to reason with you, I concede your need of this at present.

You, have the Présidente de Tourvel! What a stupid fantasy! I recognize here your characteristic perverseness in wanting only what you believe to be unobtainable. What does this woman have to recommend her, then? Regular features, I suppose, but quite without expression; a fairly good figure, but she does not move well. And always dressed up in that silly fashion! With all those kerchiefs tied around her bosom and her bodice buttoned right up to her chin! I am telling you this as a friend: two women like that and you would lose all the reputation you have. Just remember that day when she was collecting alms at Saint-Roch, and you thanked me so profusely for affording you that spectacle? I can see her now, about to sink down at every step, her hand held out to that long-haired beanpole of a man, blushing at every bow and always overwhelming someone with her yards of skirt. Who would have thought then that you would one day desire this woman? Really, Vicomte, you should blush yourself and come to your senses. I shall keep your secret.

And besides
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LETTER 7
Cécile Volanges to Sophie Carnay*
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The Présidente de Tourvel to Madame de Volanges
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Madame de Volanges to the Présidente de Tourvel
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The Marquise de Merteuil to the Vicomte de Valmont
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The Présidente de Tourvel to Madame de Volanges
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Cécile Volanges to the Marquise de Merteuil
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Cécile Volanges to Sophie Carnay
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The Chevalier Danceny to Cécile Volanges
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Cécile Volanges to Sophie Carnay
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Cécile Volanges to the Chevalier Danceny
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The Marquise de Merteuil to the Vicomte de Valmont
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Marquise de Merteuil
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The Présidente de Tourvel to Madame de Volanges
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Marquise de Merteuil
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Présidente de Tourvel
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The Présidente de Tourvel to the Vicomte de Valmont
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Cécile Volanges to the Chevalier Danceny
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Madame de Volanges to the Présidente de Tourvel
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The Marquise de Merteuil to the Vicomte de Valmont
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Marquise de Merteuil
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Présidente de Tourvel
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Présidente de Tourvel
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The Présidente de Tourvel to Madame de Volanges
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The Marquise de Merteuil to the Vicomte de Valmont
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Marquise de Merteuil
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The Présidente de Tourvel to the Vicomte de Valmont
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Présidente de Tourvel










LETTER 40 (CONTINUED)
The Vicomte de Valmont to the Marquise de Merteuil
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The Présidente de Tourvel to the Vicomte de Valmont
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Marquise de Merteuil
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The Présidente de Tourvel to Madame de Volanges
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The Chevalier Danceny to Cécile Volanges
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Marquise de Merteuil
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The Vicomte de Valmont to the Présidente de Tourvel
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Cécile Volanges to the Chevalier Danceny





LETTER 50
The Présidente de Tourvel to the Vicomte de Valmont
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