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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION: THE AESTHETICS OP FARCE

God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to
confound the wise. _ .... ,I Corinthians 1:27
Every more general principle of aesthetics founders 
on the farce. .

Kierkegaard

The Missing Standards of Farce
Before one can begin to examine the plays of Feydeau 

as farces it is necessary to discuss the nature and purpose 
of farce. Such a theoretical introduction would be unnec­
essary, if not tediously pedantic, were tragedies or comedies 
under consideration. The more respectable dramatic genres 
have already been thoroughly discussed and analyzed. There 
is disagreement among theoreticians, but the major premises 
and arguments are familiar. Farce, on the other hand, has 
rarely been subjected to theoretical analysis. The scarcity 
of farce theories alone would not make a new one necessary. 
One might even argue that this apparently unfortunate lack 
is really a boon to criticism by citing L. C. Knight's con­
tention that such theories are lazy generalizations that

■^Soren Kierkegaard, "Farce is Far More Serious," 
Yale French Studies 14 (Winter, 1954-55):3.

1
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serve only to hinder the criticism of individual plays.
But traditional farce, with its frivolous devotion to amuse­
ment and its apparent irrationality, is less susceptible 
to the tools of literary criticism than is the more respected 
genre of comedy. The criticism of individual plays may not 
require the formulas of the comic theorists, but it does de­
pend upon at least a general agreement as to the purpose of 
this form of dramatic literature and the standards by which 
it should be evaluated. Such an understanding does not 
exist with respect to farce. It is judged by the standards 
of literary comedy and, not surprisingly, is usually found 
wanting. Before farce can be judged on its own terms, there 
must be some agreement as to its particular aims and the 
means by which it achieves them.

Kierkegaard, in support of the statement quoted at 
the head of this chapter, said that farce "is totally in­
capable of producing a uniform mood in the more cultured 

2audience." Traditionally a popular entertainment, farce 
has had difficulty gaining appreciation or understanding 
from the "more cultured audience" which includes its

■^"Notes on Comedy," in Comedy; Meaning and Form, ed. 
Robert W. Corrigan (San Francisco; Chandler Publishing Co., 
1965), pp. 181-83. Samuel Johnson made a similar observation 
in The Rambler (No. 125, May 28, 1751) , reproduced in Paul 
Lauter, Theories of Comedy (Garden City, N.Y.; Doubleday & 
Co., 1964), pp. 253-58. Johnson discussed the hazards of 
defining or prescriptive criticism in two other Rambler 
essays (No. 156, September 14, 1751, and No. 158, Septem­
ber 21, 1751).

2"Farce is Far More Serious," p. 3.



3
self-appointed judges. The critics have usually seen farce 
in a negative light, describing what it lacks by comparison 
with literary comedy. Such assessments often lead, not il- 
logically, to an attack on farce as undisciplined, vulgar, 
grotesque, or irrational. The attacks are frequently accom­
panied by some expression of bewilderment that their target, 
so obviously deplorable and unpleasant, should be so popular. 
Farce's ability to please is commonly assumed to spring from 
the ignorance, folly, or viciousness of the public. Dryden's 
comparison of comedy and farce is an excellent illustration 
of the literary point of view:

Comedy presents us with the imperfections of human 
nature: Farce entertains us with what is monstrous and 
chimerical. The one causes laughter in those who 
can judge of men and manners, by the lively repre­
sentation of their folly or corruption: The other 
produces the same effect in those who can judge of 
neither, and that only by its extravagances. . . .
But, how it happens, that an impossible adventure 
should cause our mirth, I cannot so easily imagine. 
Something there may be in the oddness of it, because 
on the stage it is the common effect of things un­
expected, to surprise us into a delight: and that 
is to be ascribed to the strange appetite, as I may 
call it, of fancy.

Even many of those more sympathetic to farce see it 
as debased and undisciplined comedy. According to Lea,
"when we care for neither character nor motives, but are 
content to be amused by whatever absurdity may be trumped

John Dryden, Preface to An Evening1 s Love, in 
Bernard F. Dukore, Dramatic Theory and Criticism: Greeks 
to Grotowski (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1974) , 
p. 334.



up, it is f a r c e . L i k e  Lea, Hughes sees farce as devoted
to exciting laughter at any cost, and concludes that neither
plot nor any other form of overall, unifying structure is
important to farce:

Clearly enough, the structure of farce is readily 
divisible into two phases or levels: the framework 
and the details or, an even better figure, the thread 
and the separate beads. Of the two the former has 
little interest for us. Almost any form of intrigue 
or chain of incidents will serve to link the lazzi 
which are the real stuff of farce.

The negative, reductive approach is carried further by
Stephenson, who claims that farce has so little which really
belongs to it that it is only a "method" and cannot properly
be called a genre at all. His argument is circular, since
it starts with the assumption that early farce was "inchoate
vis comica in search of a body," and concludes that farce,
being formless and protean, "indifferently assumes the shape

3of its materials." Despite his own faulty logic, his des­
cription of farce as "inchoate vis comica" represents the 
logical result of describing farce only in terms of what it 
is not.

Farce presents difficulties beyond its indulgence 
in apparent irrationality and formlessness. There is much

■'‘Kathleen Marguerite Lea, Italian Popular Comedy,
2 vols. (New York: Russell & Russell, 1962), 1:185.

2Leo Hughes, A Century of English Farce (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1956), p. 24.

3Robert C. Stephenson, "Farce as Method," in 
Corrigan, Comedy: Meaning and Form, pp. 318, 321.



in both the subject matter and the treatment of farce that 
many find disturbing. Farce is not gentle. "One of the 
hallmarks of farce," as Albert Bermel writes, "has been its 
p i t i l e s s n e s s . A l t h o u g h  Bermel writes of farce in sympa­
thetic and positive terms, many of the qualities he describes 
have caused others to see farce as even worse than irrespon­
sible and frivolous. It is destructive; "it strives to re­
duce the pillars of society to ruins." It frequently em­
ploys physical violence: "Some or all of the characters in 
farce undergo physical damage." It is indiscriminate in its 
violence; the innocent suffer equally with the guilty. It 
does not confine itself to ridiculing correctible faults and 
vices, but invites us to laugh at "blindness, deafness, 
speech defects, goiters, and sundry other disfigurements and 
deficiencies." The characters themselves often seem less 
than human, or at least subnormal. "They are not equipped 
for reflection; they do not appear to lead self-conscious, 
independent lives nor think interesting thoughts." Bermel 
points out that it is unreasonable to object to the limited 
characterizations in farce, for if they "seemed more like
human beings, we would be less able to laugh at their mis- 

2fortunes." But this may not be justification enough for

^Albert C. Bermel, "Farce," in The Reader * s Ency­
clopedia of World Drama, ed. John Gassner and Edward Quinn 
(New York: Thomas Crowell Co., 1969), p. 263.

^Ibid., pp. 263-65.



some, particularly those who, in the tradition of Hobbes, 
assume laughter is always derisive. Shaw, who attempted to 
"humanize" both melodrama and farce, argued that.conventional 
farces produced "base laughter" by turning "human beings on 
to the stage as rats are turned into a pit, that they may be 
worried for the entertainment of the spectators." Such 
laughter, he felt, meant the "deliberate indulgence of that 
horrible, derisive joy in humiliation and suffering which 
is the beastliest element in human nature."^ Even Eric 
Bentley, who strongly defends farce, finds its basic appeal 
in the enjoyment of violence and aggression, which he just­
ifies as a harmless outlet for hostile, anti-social feel- 

2ings. But by itself this is a weak defense, for it puts 
farce in a class with pornography. It is properly an argu­
ment against censorship, but it cannot justify calling farce 
an art, however humble. One may instinctively feel that 
there is a great difference between the violence in farce 
and the dehumanized sex and sadism of pornography, but to 
understand farce and to defend it as an art, one must define 
the nature of that difference.

■^George Bernard Shaw, Our Theatres in the Nineties, 
Standard ed., 3 vols. (London: Constable and Co., 1932), 
2:118-19.

2Eric Bentley, "The Psychology of Farce," in "Let1s 
Get a Divorcei" and Other Plays, ed. Eric Bentley (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1958), p. xiii.
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Literary Bias and 
Scornful Laughter

Surely the key to the difference is in laughter.
But to discover the nature and meaning of farce laughter, 
it is necessary to dispel a long-established prejudice re­
garding the function of laughter in art. Of the numerous 
and varied theories of laughter which have been offered 
since the time of Plato, one theory, or group of theories, 
has found especial favor with literary critics: those form­
ulas that see the source of laughter in derision or a sense 
of superiority. These theories offer them something the 
others do not provide: a rational basis for comedy. Cor­
rective comedy, founded on derisive laughter, not only has 
a useful social function, it puts laughter firmly on the 
side of reason. To the advocates of superior or derisive 
mirth, the person laughing always maintains a view consis­
tent with his rational or serious perception of the thing 
laughed at. He shares the judgmental bias of the critic. 
Comedy can then be defended as fundamentally serious, with 
laughter serving to reinforce its rational content. The 
theory of scornful laughter provides comedy with an admirable 
defense against the charge of triviality, but this defense 
has certain disadvantages. It effectively limits the scope 
of comedy in two important ways. First, to the extent that 
it elicits laughter, comedy must be a representation of 
reality. Comedy must direct laughter beyond itself and



focus on the abuses of the world. If it presents objects 
or events that cannot reasonably be said to represent ab­
surdities in the real world, then comedy itself becomes the 
target of laughter, and the comedian is open to the charge 
that he is debasing himself for the derisive pleasure of the 
spectators. Moreover, such laughter would be pointless. 
Feeling superior to imaginary and impossible absurdities 
can hardly be an edifying or artistic experience. The 
spectator is in the absurd position of priding himself on 
his superiority to nothing. Second, comedy must be limited 
in the kinds of reality it represents, avoiding all objects 
unworthy of derision. The physical deformities and violent 
abuse characteristic of farce must be shunned, for the comic 
portrayal of such things invites the audience to mock that 
which they should pity. The theory of scornful laughter, by 
the same criteria with which it affirms the value of comedy, 
must condemn farce as either worthless or harmful.

Modern critics, less defensive about the value of 
comic art than those of earlier periods, are also less in­
sistent that comedy be corrective. They may even be embar­
rassed by the idea, perhaps fearing that if comedy were 
judged on its effectiveness in mending the ways of men, it 
could logically be dismissed as a waste of effort. But the 
underlying assumption of corrective comedy, that laughter 
implies censure, is still the basis of most literary dis­
cussions of comedy. If today's critics are hesitant to



affirm the moral usefulness of comedy, they still cling to 
the idea of laughter as a rational judgment of worth. It 
is a notion that greatly simplifies their task. To dis­
cover the meaning of a comedy, one need ask only who or what 
is being mocked. Nonrealistic comedies present a greater 
challenge and a wider selection of interpretations, but the 
aim of the critic is the same: discover the author's target 
and the mystery has been solved.

Even if false, the assumption that laughter is 
always derisive probably causes little serious misinterpre­
tation in the case of literary comedy. Most such plays can 
be properly regarded as portrayals of the absurdities of 
life, whether they are presented realistically, symbolically, 
or in exaggerated form. More importantly, there is much in 
literary comedy that is not directly related to provoking 
laughter. The vision of a critic biased toward scornful 
laughter may be limited by his prejudice, but it need not 
be distorted. In farce, the opportunity for misunderstand­
ing is much greater. When farce is noticed by the critics, 
it is apt to be treated, like comedy, as a critical commen­
tary on the real world. Pierre Pathelin is praised for its 
portrayal of the roguery of lawyers, Labiche admired for 
his exposure of bourgeois pompousness. Feydeau is esteemed 
for his observation of the foibles of his time or for anti­
cipating the Absurdist vision of the universe.'*' Specifically

See p. 229 below.
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farcical elements may be mentioned, often by way of apology, 
but are rarely discussed or analyzed. The assumption of 
most is that laughter, whether in comedy or farce, must be 
critical in order to be defensible.

Philosophical Laughter
But it is not necessary to assume laughter is deri­

sive in order to find that it plays a significant role in 
the meaning of even acknowledged classics of literature.
The spirit of festive or carnival laughter found by Barber 
in the comedies of Shakespeare, by Segal in the plays of 
Plautus, and by Bakhtin in the works of Rabelais is not 
simply a matter of gaiety and lightness of tone.1 It is 
part of the philosophy or view of the world contained in 
those works. According to Bakhtin, Rabelais embodies a
Renaissance concept that sees laughter as "one of the es-

2sential forms of truth concerning the world as a whole."
One of the principal sources of this view was the popular 
tradition of carnival laughter, laughter that is universal 
in scope, taking the entire world as its object. It is 
ambivalent, not wholly negative. "It asserts and denies,

1C . L. Barber, Shakespeare1s Festive Comedy (Prince­
ton: Princeton University Press, 1959); Erich gegal, Roman 
Laughter: The Comedy of Plautus (Cambridge: Harvard Univer­
sity Press, 1968); Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais 'and His World, 
trans. Helene Iswolsky (Cambridge: M.I.T. Press, 1968).

2Rabelais and His World, p. 66.
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it buries and revives."^ It celebrates all that is rela­
tive, incomplete, and changing.

Modern psychological investigations have developed 
insights which are sometimes similar to the earlier, non- 
scientific views of laughter described by Bakhtin. Central
to the Renaissance concept of laughter is Aristotle's ob-

2servation that laughter is unique to human beings. To the
Renaissance, "laughter was seen as man's highest spiritual

. . . 3privilege, inaccessible to other creatures." In this cen­
tury, several psychologists have seen a relationship between
the processes involved in humor and those characteristic of

4productive thinking. They see laughter as a sign, not of 
animal aggression or hostility, but of that which distin­
guishes us as human beings: our creative imaginations. While 
eminent literary critics continue to see laughter as the 
expression of sexuality and aggression, motivational psy­
chologists— who study sex and aggression— are beginning to 
view laughter and play as aspects of those mental processes 
which have freed us from the tyranny of primitive drives and

^Ibid,, p. 12.
2 a De partibus animalium 3. 10. 673 28.
3Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, p. 68.
4See N. R. F. Maier, "A Gestalt Theory of Humor," 

British Journal of Psychology 23 (1932):69-74, and D. E. 
Berlyne, Conflict, Arousal, and Curiosity (New York: McGraw- 
Hill Book Co., 1960), pp. 253-261.
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made us the most flexible and adaptive of animals.^ Play 
and humor are manifestations of the process by which old 
patterns of behavior, thought, and feeling are broken down 
and new ones established. Bakhtin's description of the medi­
eval carnival, whose vital principle was laughter, seems 
even more appropriate in this light. It was, he says, "the
feast of becoming, change, and renewal. It was hostile to

2all that was immortalized and completed." Laughter is a 
sign of our freedom from automatic, unchanging responses to 
the world. Bergson may have been right in thinking that 
laughter is the enemy of rigidity, but it is our own in­
flexibility that is attacked when we laugh, not that of 
others.

To say that laughter is somehow related to creativ­
ity, that the mirthful delight in novelty, incongruity, and 
complexity is much like that which leads to discovery and 
invention, is to acknowledge that humor often has an impor­
tant intellectual component, that the "fancy" Dryden saw as 
a mental aberration has a positive aspect. But what of the 
emotional element in laughter? The laughter in farce often 
originates in images usually associated with strong, often

■̂ On the relationship between humor and play and the 
function of play in the adaptive and learning processes of 
higher mammals, see N. J. Ellis, Why People Play (Engle­
wood Cliffs, N, J.: Prentice-Hall, 1973), pp. 83-100.

2Rabelais and His World, p. 10.
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unpleasant, emotions. What is the relationship between 
laughter and emotion? The obvious answer, supplied by com­
mon experience, is that laughter is the enemy of emotion.
Even Freud, famous for his views on "tendency wit," acknow­
ledged that the function of some forms of laughter is to re­
duce, rather than to express, emotion.'*' It is obvious that 
hostility and feelings of aggression play a part in many 
jokes and witticisms, but such expressions of ill-will are 
of a different order than direct expressions of the same 
emotions. An insult in jest is not the same as an insult in 
earnest, although the motivation for each may be identical. 
Even when hostility is clearly present, laughter is less an 
expression of strong emotion than a release from it. There 
is at least some truth to Koestler's assertion that laughter 
represents "emotion cast off by the intellect," making it one 
of the most valuable of human possessions. "Laughter rings 
the bell of man's departure from the fails of instinct. He 
has emancipated himself from the humourless laws of the
biological urge, from the fanaticism of purposeful single- 

2mindedness." Laughter and a sense of humor have endowed 
humans with a degree of objectivity and control even over

■^Sigmund Freud, Jokes and Their Relation to the 
Unconscious, trans. James Strachey (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Co., 1960), pp. 128-33. These are the situations Freud 
classifies as "humor," as opposed to "jokes" or the "comic."

2Arthur Koestler, Insxght and Outlook (New York: 
Macmillan Co., 1949), pp. 69-70.
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their own passions, something which no other animal possesses.

One wonders why so many have attempted to associate 
laughter with the worst in human nature, why they have sought 
to find the source of all wit and humor, as did one theorist, 
in the "roar of triumph in an ancient jungle duel."'*' Rather 
than speculating about our anthropoid ancestors, they would 
do well to look at a study done at Yale University on laugh­
ter in babies. The researchers found that the most consis­
tently successful "joke" was "swinging the subject out as if
to throw him to his mother and then rapidly withdrawing him 

2 iagain." If a single, archetypal image of laughter is 
wanted, it is here in the laughter of babies, not the victory 
howl of a jungle primate.

There is no need to find excuses for the "cruelty" 
found in farce. The unpleasant aspects of farce are there 
in order to be annihilated by laughter. If there is triumph 
in farce laughter, it is the elation of victory over pain, 
disgust, anger, and humiliation. The characters in farce 
are often quite ordinary; which is to say, very like our­
selves. The pain and humiliation they endure could be ours. 
But in one way they are strangely unlike us, for they are 
seemingly impervious to suffering. Bentley has noted that

■'’Albert Rapp, The Origins of Wit and Humor (New York: 
E. P. Dutton & Co., 1951), p. 21. Italics in the original.

2Cited by Max Eastman, Enjoyment of Laughter (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1936), p. 31.



15
one of the characteristics of farce violence is its abstract­
ness.'*' The violence is robbed of its consequences, and 
therefore of its pain. Farce characters are enormously re­
silient; they are always bouncing back from situations that 
would destroy real people. They may be bruised, battered, 
kicked, and humiliated, but they always emerge whole. The 
pleasure they give the audience is not derived from the en­
joyment of the suffering of others, but in the freedom from 
pain and defiance of fear that laughter provides. It is not 
a quibble to say that this laughter is pitiless but not 
cruel. Farce may still be too strong for some, not because 
it asks them to feel aggressive or hostile emotions, but 
because of the feelings of pity and compassion it asks them 
not to feel.

Reality and Unreality
This is not to say that farce is never satirical, or 

that it never provides an outlet for aggression and hostil­
ity, or is never even deliberately cruel. At times it may be 
all of these things. But satire, aggression, and cruelty are 
not its essence. The mistaken impression that these things 
are at the heart of farce stems from a literary prejudice 
which has been conditioned by centuries of analyzing only 
comedy. Farce, as Bermel points out, deliberately seeks an

■^Jric Bentley, The Life of the Drama (New York: 
Atheneum, 1967), p. 222. Bentley, however, feels that the 
abstractness of the violence is symtomatic of farce's 
cruelty.
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"unreality of mood," while comedy "remains grounded in 
reality. "■*■ Comedy is founded on the convention that its 
characters and events have, at some level, their counterpart 
in reality. The audience is encouraged to think of the 
characters as they would of real people, and of their prob­
lems as real problems. In this sense, comedy is always 
serious. But farce dissociates itself from the real world. 
Its situations are no longer bound to real people outside 
ourselves, whom we might hate, fear, love, or pity. They 
are wrenched free of reality to become detached and somewhat 
abstract.

Farce does not avoid reality altogether or confine 
itself to fantasy alone. In order to achieve a mood of un­
reality

. . . the playwright will generally begin his farce 
in commonplace, credible circumstances and surroundings. 
Then by means of theatrical logic he will shift it 
gradually into improbability and beyond that into the 
realm of nonsense.2

It might be said that comedy both begins and ends in reality,
even if it employs nonrealistic means along the way, while
farce begins in reality and ends in unreality, Ian Maxwell
concludes his examination of medieval French farce with this
observation:

The genius of farce lies in two rival virtues. The 
one is a keen sense of fact, which includes awareness

^■"Farce," p. 265. 
^Ibid.
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of the normal background of life as well as an eye for 
its humours. The other is that light-hearted fancy 
which delights to stretch its credit with the audience, 
to touch the limits of conceivable absurdity, to crack 
the wind of a phrase and caper a yard above the highway 
of meaning.1

The best farces, he goes on to say, contain a balance of the 
two qualities. Walter Kerr, examining silent film farce, 
finds an inherent combination of fact and fantasy had much 
to do with the success of that form. The medium itself con­
tains an "interior tension" between those two "contending 
forces [which] have to be kept in balance or the form breaks 
apart.

Both reality and fantasy are necessary to farce. But 
if farce does not, like comedy, refer back to reality, then 
how is it to be understood and evaluated? Comedy can be 
judged by how well, how profoundly, or how cleverly it por­
trays the real world. In comedy, unreality may be a means, 
but in farce it is an end, a necessary part of the final re­
sult. Farce may even, as Bermel says, enter "the realm of 
nonsense." By what rules or principles is this world of 
nonsense to be judged, and what is the nature of its rela­
tion to reality?

Farce and Games
A partial answer to these questions is provided by

■ Îan Maxwell, French Farce & John Heywood (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1946) , p. 47^

2Walter Kerr, The Silent Clowns (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1975), p. 64.
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the earlier, discussion of violence in farce. Farce presents 
unpleasant or violent images of reality, then uses improba­
bility, absurdity, and nonsense to demolish them with explo­
sions of laughter. But the reality of farce is not limited 
to unpleasantness and violence, and its absurdities, however 
nonsensical, are not without form. Nonsense itself need not 
be without order or meaning, as Elizabeth Sewell has shown 
in her study of the works of Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll;
Her use of the term "Nonsense" is limited to the imaginative 
works of those two men, but her findings are relevant to 
farce. Nonsense, she says, can be understood as a game in­
volving two contending forces of the mind. One of these is 
a force toward disorder, represented by the dream and the 
nightmare, and the other is the mind's tendency to order and 
logic. Sewell emphasizes the latter, for "true Nonsense . . . 
sides with order against disorder," but both are necessary. 
"Nonsense is a game which requires opposition between the 
two forces, not the reconciliation of the two nor the com­
plete suppression of one or other."^ If farce can also be 
seen as a game, the "interior tension" between fact and 
fantasy might involve a similar opposition of contending 
forces.

The idea oF farce as a game is especially, apt for

■^Elizabeth Sewell, The Field of Nonsense (London: 
Chatto and Windus, 1952; reprint ed., Folcroft, Pa.: Fol- 
croft Library Editions, 1973) , p. 163
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the farcical tradition of the vaudeville in which Feydeau 
wrote. Successful writers of vaudevilles were often likened 
to jugglers or to chess players.'*" Sarcey wrote of the vaude­
ville as a game that grew in sophistication as the audience

2became more familiar with the rules. Bergson begins his
discussion of the comic in situations by drawing analogies
from the playthings of children, and he concludes the section
by saying that the vaudeville, like such toys, is nothing 

3but a game. Games, like farce, can be engaged in for their 
own sakes, not for their usefulness or possible relevance 
to serious endeavors. They may bear resemblance to situations 
arising in real life (as chess resembles the strategies of 
battle), but once established, they operate according to rules 
and conditions which isolate them from outside considerations. 
Like farce, they may originate in reality, but in the end re­
fer to nothing but themselves.

There are other characteristics of the game which 
should apply if it is to provide a useful comparison. Games 
imply not only an opposition of contending sides, but also

^"Feydeau, for example, spoke of controlling his 
characters as a chess player does his pieces. Adolphe 
Brisson, Portraits intimes, 5 vols. (Paris: Armand Colin, 
1894-1901), 5 (1901):15.

Francisque Sarcey, Quarante ans de theatre, 8 vols. 
(Paris: Biblioth&que des Annales, 1900-02), 4:402. See p. 75 
below.

3Henri Bergson, Le Rire (Paris: Presses. Universi- 
taires de France, 1940), pp. 53-63, 78.
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some degree of manipulation or conscious control. The clash 
of blind forces does not constitute a game. This element of 
games is the principal reason Sewell maintains that Nonsense 
takes the side of order against disorder. The orderly side 
of the mind (numbers, logic) is subject to conscious manipu­
lation. It can be played with. The disorderly side (dreams, 
nightmares) cannot, at least not directly.

Dream vision is essentially fluid; nothing is reliable, 
anything may change into anything else. . . . The re­
sult is that dreams cannot be controlled and so cannot 
be played with. From this something rather alarming 
seems to follow: that dreams play with the dreamer, who 
is our self. Perhaps this holds good of all the things
in experience which we cannot break down and control
and play with. They may play with us.l

The dream element of the mind can be played with only as an
opponent, an antagonist whose moves cannot be predicted. It 
can be countered through the manipulation of logic and num­
ber, but not directly controlled. If farce is considered as 
a game, reality and fantasy differ in the same way. Reality 
corresponds to the "dream" of Nonsense, and fantasy to the 
"logic," insofar as the one cannot be controlled while the 
other can. The game of farce, like that of Nonsense, pits 
"the things in experience which we cannot break down and con­
trol and play with" against those we can.

There is another level to the game of farce that is 
even closer to that of Nonsense. In order to sustain the 
game, its fantasy side must always be under control. Fantasy

■^Sewell, The Field of Nonsense, pp. 36-7.
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is like Nonsense in that it is made up of order and disorder, 
of logic and dreams. Many of the techniques used by farce 
to defeat reality are themselves disorderly and must in turn 
be countered by logic and order.

The plots of farces generally appear to be anarchic. 
Everything gets out of the characters' control, although, 
in French farces especially, this effect can be realized 
only because the dramatist has maintained a tight con­
trol over the sequence of events.1

Feydeau, for example, is noted both for a sense of madness 
and for the geometric precision of his plots. Some forms 
of farce may emphasize the dialectic of order and disorder 
over that of fact and fantasy. The plays of N. F. Simpson 
are less firmly rooted in reality than those of Feydeau, 
and concentrate instead on the opposition of apparent chaos 
to underlying logic. Simpson is sometimes called a disciple 
of Ionesco, but logic is important to the English writer, 
while Ionesco defies it. From the point of view of farce as 
a game, the difference is crucial. The loss of clearly de­
fined order or logic (and therefore of control) provides a 
purely technical reason that a farce such as Les Chaises 
must be qualified as "tragic." For when we lose control of 
the fantastic in farce, it deserts us to side with reality, 
where it becomes an even more formidable, because less pre­
dictable, opponent than reality alone. When this happens, 
the game ceases. Until the final moments, the action of 
Les Chaises is much like that of a game. Only then is

■^Bermel, "Farce," p. 264.
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control completely lost, through the finality of death and 
the incoherence of the speaker. While a traditional farce, 
like Pathelin, might use the lack of speech to prolong the 
game, here it signals that play is no longer possible. When 
the players have died, the playthings.die also.

The obdurate world of reality, of which the inanimate 
realm of things is a part, cannot be said to play with us 
unless we can make it do so. The same is true of fantasy 
out of control. Like the playthings Bergson offers as comic 
paradigms, these forces outside ourselves cannot come alive 
and join in the game unless we are capable of playing with 
them. Their playfulness is an illusion that disappears when 
we lose control. Because they are not conscious and rational 
they cannot be thought of as playing even when they control 
and manipulate us. The analogy of the game becomes less 
relevant. For this reason it is not as useful in dealing 
with Ionesco and many other modern writers of farce. But 
when farce loses its playfulness, it is in danger of becoming 
something else. Les Chaises is labeled a tragic farce, and 
many of the plays of Pinter might be seen with equal validity 
as either farce or melodrama. There might be other ways as 
well in which farce may put the game aside and become momen­
tarily serious, but the spirit of play cannot be abandoned 
for long.

Rules of the Game
The object of this game would not be to defeat
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reality, but to play with it and perhaps force it to play 
back. To defeat reality would be either an impossible or 
trivial and shallow victory. It would be impossible in 
the case of actual physical reality: the flesh and blood of 
the actors and the physical conditions of the stage. And 
to destroy completely the reality represented on the stage 
by creating pure fantasy would be trivial.'*' Farce is capable 
of playing with both the imitated and actual reality, some­
times simultaneously. It often acknowledges both levels of 
reality through the device called "breaking the dramatic il­
lusion," although the term "illusion" is misleading to the
extent that the convention it refers to is not limited to

2realistic or representational drama. Serious drama may em­
ploy conventions such as narrators or choral addresses which 
acknowledge the presence of the audience, but it usually ex­
pects the audience to regard the performance as if it were 
real. The integrity of the presentation, however conventional 
or nonrealistic, is not violated. But the actors in farce 
speak to the audience in order to expose their own performance 
as a sham. They may break character, referring to themselves

■*"This is not to imply that fantasy is in any way in­
ferior to farce. Fantasy might also be regarded as a game, 
but its rules would be quite different.

2This is the term used by George E. Duckworth in 
The Nature of Roman Comedy (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1952), pp. 132-36. K. J. Dover refers to the same 
device as "rupture of dramatic illusion." Aristophanic 
Comedy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972), 
pp. 55-59.
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as actors, or make jokes about the artifice of the stage and 
its machinery. Yet while they call attention to the fact that 
they are "only playing,"- they do not usually step entirely 
out of character. They will continue playing their roles in 
apparent earnest, even as they admit the pretense of the 
performance. They simultaneously inhabit two worlds: a 
world of actuality and a world of imagination. The point 
is not that they may alternately occupy each realm (an actor 
in a serious drama may easily speak to the audience ex 
persona between the acts), but that they can do both at the 
same time, playing with both levels of reality by balancing 
them against each other.’1'

Not all creators of farce make use of this device. 
Those most intensely concerned with developing their form’s 
potential often deliberately avoid it. They do so not out 
of respect for realism for its own sake, but because the 
device is too easy. For the game to be meaningful it must 
not be so effortlessly won. They respect the representa­
tional reality of the performance in order to increase the 
challenge, to avoid easy victories, Buster Keaton is an 
example of those who usually maintained the division between 
the audience and performance. According to Kerr, Keaton 
regarded the camera lens as an absolute barrier between him­
self and the public and avoided the references to the

■''Like other devices of farce, the frank admission 
of theatrical pretense may be used for serious purposes, as 
it is at the end of The Beggar's Opera.
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audience other comedians employed.’1' He played the game by 
strict rules. He insisted, for example, that stunts be shot 
whenever possible in a single, uninterrupted sequence. The 
stunt would have to be performed as it would for a live aud­
ience. The camera was thought of as an objective recorder 
of actual events, and Keaton did not wish to undercut that 
reality with simple cuts. It was not the realism of the 
result that he respected, for there is much that is impossible 
in his films. He respected the conditions of reality im­
posed by the nature of film. He wanted to play the game 
honestly.

Feydeau was another who respected the barrier between 
audience and performer, but he worked in a medium which im­
posed different rules. Norman Shapiro, writing of the film 
version of Hotel Paradiso, said

Feydeau's comedy does not, I fear, translate well 
into the film medium. It thrives on the restrictions 
of a proscenium stage, where the very limitations of 
space impart a focus and an intensity that the camera 
destroys with its limitless virtuosity. . . .  A 
thousand things happen in a Feydeau play. Much of 
their comic strength lies precisely in the fact that, 
on stage, they all have to happen in the same place.2

An extreme example of this occurs in La Puce h. l'oreille, 
in which an actor must play two roles. Part of the comic 
effect results from the difficulty the actor must overcome

^Kerr, The Silent Clowns, p. 131.
2Introduction to Four Farces by Georges Feydeau, 

trans. Norman Shapiro (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1970), p. xvii.
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in appearing to be in two places at once. In film the 
difficulty disappears and the effect is lost. Each game 
must be played according to its own rules. Feydeau was 
fastidious about complying with the rules of realism, but 
when those rules permitted, he was willing to play with 
the obstacles presented by the physical nature of the stage.^ 

There are many different types of farce and conse­
quently many sets of rules. One way to begin categorizing 
types of farce would be to look at the conditions imposed 
by the medium and the conventions of the form. But there is 
another way of grouping farces, one that helps to explain 
the great diversity of style and method found in farce.

Modes of Farce:
Who Is the Farceur?

One of the things said of farce is that it turns its 
characters into puppets, helpless marionettes subject only 
to the will of their creator. It might be objected, first, 
that the playwright never has quite as much freedom as is

Although Feydeau respected the "dramatic illusion," 
he sometimes called attention to the stage and its artifice 
in more subtle ways. Twice in La Puce h l'oreille and once 
in Occupe-toi d 1Amalie, for example, characters explain their 
present situations with examples drawn from the theatre, 
indirectly reminding the audience that they are watching a 
play. In Occupe-toi d'.Amelie, an earlier play bv Feydeau is 
specifically mentioned, and in La Puce £ l'oreille, the 
example comes from a play that had been presented in the 
same theatre as La Puce & l'oreille only a few months before. 
Georges Feydeau, ThS&tre complet, 9 vols. (Paris: Editions du 
B&lier, 1948-56), vol. 1: Occupe-toi d'Amelie, act 3, 2nd 
tableau, sc. 4, p. 149; vol. 4: La Puce d l'oreille, act 1, 
sc. 4, p. 131; sc. 8, p. 140.



implied by that metaphor. Furthermore, there are many farces 
in which it is totally inappropriate. Harlequin and Pantelone 
may not be precisely like real people, but they are certainly 
not puppets in the hands of a playwright. Another general­
ization made about farce is that it is unconcerned with form 
or structure. Yet one of the chief complaints made about the 
French farces of the nineteenth century is that they are 
dominated by their structure— they are "all plot."'*' That 
these generalizations appear valid in some cases but flatly 
inappropriate in others suggests the possibility of different 
categories of farce, the nature of which can be seen by turn­
ing once again to the game. If farce can usefully be regarded 
as a game, there is one important question yet to be asked:
Who are the players? The world of reality has been described 
as in some way the antagonist, but it is a "player" only to 
the extent that it is played with by a human agent. That 
agent cannot be the audience, which participates only pas­
sively. There are only two real possibilities: the actors 
or the playwright. Which of these it is makes considerable 
difference to the nature of farce, because to be a player, 
one must have autonomy. One must be free to manipulate, and 
cannot be wholly subject to the will of another. So there 
are two possible modes of farce, depending on whether actors 
or playwrights are the principal players in the game. Which

^Cf. Bentley, The Life of the Drama, p. 247.
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of these modes is employed determines the organizing prin­
ciple of farce and the bar \s of its unity. In the one, con­
trolled by the actor, farce is organized around the special 
nature of its principal characters; while in the other, 
where the playwright prevails, farce is dominated by "plot,” 
"structure," or the ordering of the incidents, for it is by 
these that the dramatist shows his manipulating hand. In 
practice, the two methods are not mutually exclusive. Farce 
generally employs both modes, but to the extent that one 
prevails, the other becomes much less conspicuous, so that 
the more farce is dominated by "character" the more formless 
it might appear. Likewise, the more important structure be­
comes, the less important are the characters.

The first of these two modes is that which is dom­
inated by the special theatrical nature of the clown: the 
world of Harlequin, Pantelone, Gros-Guillaume, Hanswurst, 
and the Marx Brothers. Where such characters reign the text 
is diminished in importance, sometimes to the point of 
disappearing, because the clowns shape their materials to 
suit themselves. The second mode or method of farce sub­
jects its characters to the whims of a theatrical, mechanized 
universe and converts the world into a kind of plaything con­
trolled by the playwright. Here structure becomes increas­
ingly evident, but it is not an organic structure generated 
by the wills and conflicts of the characters; rather, it is 
imposed upon them by the hand of the playwright, who juggles
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them as he pleases in the theatrical world he has created. 
The aim of both modes is the same: the interplay of reality 
and fantasy and the metamorphosis of the world of existence 
into the world of theatre. Both forms can be destructive 
and love to turn the world of reality in chaos, but both 
oppose disorder with their own kind of theatrical order. In 
the first mode, order is represented by the enduring person­
ality of the clown, in the second by the ever present and 
control].ing hand of the playwright.

The Independent 
and Constant Clown

The oldest and perhaps most primitive of these modes 
has the figure of the masked clown at its center. He is 
more real than the clown of the modern circus, who is in 
some ways a parody of the primitive clown, yet he is always 
essentially theatrical. His mask is the badge of his the­
atricality, but it is not simply an artificial symbol or 
convention. It lies at the heart of his essence and is 
a vital part of his nature. Because it is essential and not 
superficial, it need not always be literally a mask. The 
clown's mask may take many forms, but in all of its forms it 
retains the function and the special symbolic significance 
contained in the masks worn by the actors of the Commedia 
dell'arte, whose characters are often referred to as "masks." 
The term acknowledges that what would be superficial and 
external to a real person is essential to the clown. In
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this sense the word "mask" can refer not just to a face or 
head covering, but to all those trademarks of costume, ges­
ture, or mannerism that define the clown's existence. His 
mask is that combination of external signs that give him 
identity. He cannot change them with the fashion, or to 
suit a new image of himself, as a real person might. For 
him they are vital, without them he does not exist, for 
he is a creature of the theatre.’*' The masks are symbols of 
the characters' permanence and immutability. The fixed 
nature of their characters, their imperviousness to change, 
is not simply a reflection of their comic limitations (al­
though that is partly true); it is what enables them to 
transcend normal limitations, to defy the impermanence of 
the world and the inevitable decay of all real things. Cit­
izens of a special theatrical world, they are not bound by 
the limits of an individual play, but often move from one 
to the other, taking on new roles while always maintaining 
the integrity of their innate personalities.

The world of farce is made up of contrasts and con­
tradictions. Beneath the mask, the symbol of permanence and 
freedom from the restraints of reality, is a body which 
epitomizes the eternal decay and intransigence of corporeal 
substance. Age, impotence, senility, obesity, deformity,

^For a discussion of the theatrical nature of the 
mask and its relation to farce, see Vsevelod Meyerhold, 
"Farce," trans. Nora Beeson, in Corrigan, Comedy: Meaning 
and Form, pp. 313-16.
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ugliness, incontinence, constipation, poverty, hunger, pain, 
greed, fear, gluttony, stupidity, lust, madness: these are
the realities with which the mask is fused. It is not a 
simple opposition between the reality of the body and the 
fantasy of the mask which is at the heart of the clown's 
existence. If so, the two could be separated, the mask 
removed to reveal the body in all its distressing reality.
Both mask and reality must be bonded together in every 
aspect of the clown's dress, behavior, and personality.
Without the mask of fantasy, the gross body would revert to 
what it is in fact: a heavy and oppressive weight, depressing 
and unpleasant. The fantasy, too, would lose its force, 
because it is empowered by the grotesque reality from which 
it is inseparable. It is the genius of the clown to transform 
pain into pleasure, discord into harmony, and to find order 
in chaos and gaiety in the grotesque. Contradiction is 
essential to his nature, for it is the means by which he plays 
with reality and transforms it into his own theatrical substance.

There are many kinds of clowns: cowards, old men,
pompous professionals, knaves, beggars, and slaves. But the 
quintessential clown is the motley-clad fool, and all clowns 
(perhaps even all comic characters) share in the ambiguous 
character of the fool, described by Enid Welsford in her book 
The Fool:

Fundamentally the clown depends . . . upon a certain 
inner contradiction in the soul of every man. In the 
first place we are creatures of the earth, propagating 
our species like other animals, in need of food, clothing 
and shelter and of the money that procures them. Yet
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if we need money, are we so wholly creatures of the 
earth? If we need to cover our nakedness by material 
clothes or spiritual ideals, are we so like the other 
animals? This incongruity is exploited by the Fool,
The Fool is an unabashed glutton and coward and knave, 
he is— as we say— a natural; we laugh at him and enjoy 
a pleasant sense of superiority; he looks at us oddly 
and we suspect that he is our alter ego; he winks at 
us and we are delighted at the discovery that we also 
are gluttons and cowards and knaves. The rogue has 
freed us from shame. More than that, he has persuaded 
us that wasted affection, thwarted ambition,, latent 
guilt are mere delusions to be laughed away. For how 
can we feel spiritual pain, if we are only animals?
But even the primitive joke about the human body has 
its complexity. We laugh to find that we are as 
natural as the fool, but we laugh also because we are 
normal enough to know how very unnatural it is to be 
as natural as all that,-1-

The Fool exploits as well, as Welsford goes on to say, our
ambivalence toward the things of our own creation by which
we distinguish ourselves from our fellow animals: our laws,
machines, and social systems. When the clown defies and
defeats these restraints of our own manufacture we feel "a
sudden sense of pressure relieved, . . .  a birth of new joy 

2and freedom."
The fool is, as it were, a natural clown. But the 

fool also has his limitations, and these the professional 
clown can transcend. There are forms of human folly of 
which the real fool is incapable, but the clown can transform 
even villainy into folly and endow it with the same ambiva­
lence the fool brings to his more simple and universal forms

iEnid Welsford, The Fool (London; Faber and Faber, 
1968), p. 318.

2Ibid., p. 319.
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of folly. The traits of a clown, including his vices, are 
fixed and permanent. He cannot renounce them because they 
are at the core of his existence. They define him and give 
him his life. His characteristics have the abstract and es­
sential quality which Lionel Abel refers to in saying of 
Tartuffe that "he is hypocritical in order to be himself: 
when he is most hypocritical, then he is most Tartuffe,"’*'
The world of the clown, existing between reality and fantasy, 
does not obey the same laws as our own. The qualities which, 
when seen from our own realistic point of view, would seem 
to deprive him of life and make of him a mere puppet, are 
the very characteristics which ensure his theatrical life 
and give him freedom from the restraints and responsibilities 
of reality. The clown, like the fool, can transform his 
liabilities into advantages. His limitations provide him 
with a life that is in some ways more free and permanent 
than our own. And like the fool, he is often blissfully un­
aware of his moral defects. His amorality is not accidental. 
To judge himself by the standards of the real world would be 
to risk slipping back into it, and that would mean the end 
of the game. To maintain control he must be able to make 
playthings of everything he encounters, including the real 
world's criteria of morality and decency.

■^Lionel Abel, Metatheatre (N ew  York: Hill and Wang, 
1963), p, 61.
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Players and Playthings

The need to make a toy of the world determines the 
special nature of everything within the clown's sphere. Some 
thing curious can happen when one plays with things. They 
may appear to play back. Inanimate objects seem suddenly en­
dowed with life. Play is limited with things that do not 
respond to being played with, which is why so many children's 
toys, be they simple as a rubber ball, have properties that 
let them come alive in the child's hand. In demonstrating 
his ability to play with the world, the clown acquires the 
magic capability of bringing dead things to life. Precisely 
the opposite occurs when the objects of play are other living 
beings. The clown does not always play with others as 
equals. He prefers, if he can, to treat them as toys. He 
delights in making others behave like mechanical dolls.^ As 
playthings, the animate and the inanimate meet on common 
ground in the clown's world.

The clown's preference for treating others as play­
things rather than playmates does not stem from arrogance.
He is not quite like the child, who can play with friends on 
equal footing. Endeavoring to make a toy of the entire 
world, the clown begins with himself. He is himself a kind 
of living marionette, who is paradoxically both puppet and 
puppeteer. His is a toy world) and all in it, himself

■^Recall Harpo Marx's trick of extending his knee in 
such a way that another person would grab it in an automatic, 
unthinking gesture.
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included, must be given the status of toys. The most impor­
tant reality in one's existence is one's own body, and the 
clown continually demonstrates that he can make a plaything 
o f  his own substance. The fat clown dances with incredible 
grace; the skinny one performs amazing feats of skill and 
strength. The bond between the exterior mask and the real 
body results from his need to make a toy of himself, which 
in turn gives more reality and permanence to the mask than 
to the corporeal substance. "We cannot see Chaplin," writes 
Kerr, . without the trademarks [eyebrows and mustache].
They are birthmarks." When temporarily deprived of them in 
a Sennett film, "the comedian's face simply vanishes."’*' In 
order to escape the weight and decay of flesh, the clown's 
soul takes residence in his mask, transforming itself into 
the soul of a toy, To become more than human, the clown must 
first become less.

Although farce may play with either actual physical 
reality or the reality imitated on stage, the nature of the 
clown inclines him to the former. As a creator of farce, 
he begins with his own physical being, which he opposes with 
a fantastic mask, as if to expose his own reality as a sham. 
His lazzi, his conjuring and acrobatic tricks, serve to dem­
onstrate his power over both things and events. His magic 
touch converts falls into somersaults and iron into rubber,

^The Silent Clowns, p, 72,
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The hard intransigence of reality is an illusion, he seems 
to be saying; it is nothing but an infinitely pliable toy. 
Represented reality may be too fragile for such techniques, 
for it is obviously unreal in the first place. To expose it 
is again a case of victory too easily won. But in order to 
maintain his own theatrical life, the clown is apt to demolish 
any form of reality imposed on him from outside. Clowns pre­
fer to destroy and re-create in their own image. The improvi­
sation of the Commedia dell'arte was not simply a device by 
which the performers could demonstrate their skill. It 
helped to maintain and to illustrate the independent exis­
tence of the masks. The clown does not depend on the text 
for his life. His special theatrical existence is rooted in 
his own nature. It is he who gives form to his materials, 
not the other way around.

The special nature of the clown may be used in dif­
ferent ways; it need not always destroy the conventions on 
which represented reality depends. The cinema provides many 
examples of the clown's versatility. Much of the quality 
which sets Chaplin's films apart results from his calling 
attention to the separateness of the clown. His inability 
to join or fully participate in the real world has a positive 
as well as negative side, for it is the source of the clown's 
endurance. The "little man," whom Chaplin's Tramp symbolizes, 
will go on in spite of the myriad disasters and humiliations 
he experiences. But Chaplin also derives pathos by having
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his clown envy the real world of which he can never be a 
part. He is excluded from the cycle of renewal which includes 
birth,- reproduction, and death by virtue of the very qualities 
that give him his resiliency and permanence. He cannot "get 
the girl" because he is a clown, yet because he is a clown he 
can ride over whatever troubles he encounters.

Keaton, on the other hand, achieves a high degree of
integration with the world in which he exists., Walter Kerr 
calls him the "most silent, as well as the most cinematic, of 
silent screen comedians" because he most fully exploits the 
inherent contrast of fact and fantasy that stems from the 
documentary objectivity of the camera and its unreal silence.1 
This characteristic of Keaton's begins with the simple "mask" 
he has chosen: his deadpan face, The mask has the reality 
of a photograph; it is the face that stares out from a thou­
sand family portraits. Yet it is strangely "silent" and
unreal, refusing to reflect the infinite variations of emo­
tional life, treating joy and sorrow, disaster and good for<-> 
tune alike. The subtlety of Keaton's mask harmonizes with 
the world he has created, a world which combines reality and 
fantasy in the precise measure established by the clown.

Less subtle than Chaplin and Keaton, the Marx Brothers 
use the destructive qualities of the clown, his tendency to 
subvert all he encounters to his own purposes, as a kind of

1Ibid., p. 117.



principle of farce construction. Like parasites, the Marx 
Brothers invade the body of a conventional comedy, graft them­
selves onto a stereotypical comic plot, and systematically 
convert it into an elaborate plaything. They remain apart 
from the characters who surround them. Like creatures from 
a strange planet, they are aliens beside the more realisti­
cally conceived characters with whom they share the plot,

t

The contrast is deliberate and pointed because it reveals 
that the others are really the aliens. This is not the real 
world, it is the theatrical and fantastic world of film 
farce, the world which gives clowns their breath and being, 
and in this world all but clowns become cardboard stereo­
types. Genuinely realistic and honestly observed characters 
could not exist in a Marx Brothers film because such charac­
ters depend on the convention that the theatrical world is 
a reflection of the real world and is in this way controlled 
by reality. It is the business of the clowns to destroy that 
pretense and expose it as a sham, The ease with which Groucho, 
Chico, and Harpo dismantle the affluent, upper-class worlds 
they invade is based on the fact that they are in their own 
theatrical element. The outcome of the battle is foreseeable 
as soon as the clowns walk in, the moment the roles they are 
playing are accepted at face value. By accepting Groucho as 
a genuine doctor or impressario, his rich and pompous adver­
saries expose as a fraud their own claim to reality and 
seriousness.



39
The technique of the Marx Brothers is very similar

to that of the Commedia dell'arte and helps to explain why
the Commedia, although it did not exclude any genre— even
tragedy— from its province, is associated so closely with
farce. Lea comments on the Commedia * s affinity to farce:

Farce was its element, farce kept fresh only by the 
continual absorption of alien dramatic material. The 
action of the farcical spirit upon these acquisitions 
constitutes the history of improvised comedy. The 
new wine bursts the old skins. The Commedia dell'arte 
begins with Zanni and virtually it ends with Pulcinella. 
Farce it is and to farce it must return.1

When the clowns take over another dramatic genre, they con­
vert it, like all else they encounter, into a toy, and cause 
it to lose its own life and autonomy. Once organic forms 
lose their original function they become lifeless structures 
which the clowns can transform into temporary dwellings, 
much as a hermit crab inhabits the dead shell of another 
creature.

Form and Pattern
But it is not true that farce has no structure of 

its own. While it sometimes acts as a parasite, wearing the 
shell of another dramatic form while it feeds on the con­
tents, it may as easily develop its own characteristic forms. 
Where the importance of the clown is diminished in farce, 
a special kind of structure becomes correspondingly prominent. 
It preserves the playful farce aesthetic of the clown, but

■ L̂ea, Italian Popular Comedy, 1:196
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wrests control of the dramatic situation from him and re­
turns it to the playwright. There is evidence of this 
particular sense of form in the popular drama of medieval 
France which gave farce its name. The attempts of medieval 
farce to develop its own form were tentative and not always 
successful, and they did not mean that the influence of 
the clown was absent. The farce developed side by side with 
the sottie, which was essentially a comedy played by "fools" 
in their traditional costumes.'*' Sometimes the characters 
were simply listed as "le premier sot," "le second," etc., 
or sometimes they were given fantastic names, but as Maxwell 
says, "they never become real men in a real story." The 
exact boundary between farce and sottie is hazy, partly be­
cause the sotties gradually acquired many of the character­
istics of farce, and partly because the companies of fools 
who specialized in the sottie did not restrict themselves
to a particular repertory. They might transform even the

3most pretentious farces to suit their style. In spite of 
this area where the two forms overlap, there were definite 
characteristics which served to distinguish the two. Besides 
the prominence of the uniformed fool in the sottie, there

^Grace Frank, The Medieval French Drama (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1954)", p. 244.

2French Farce & John Heywood, p. 19.•
3Frank, The Medieval French Drama, pp. 244; Maxwell, 

French Farce & John Heywood, pp. 18-19.
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was a unity of structure which was strong in the farce, but 
was lacking in the sottie.^

The importance of form in French farce has been 
thoroughly discussed by Ian Maxwell. In spite of consider­
able variety in the plays, he finds that there are two com­
mon traits: a tendency toward symmetry and structural bal­
ance, and a strong "sense of point" which seeks unity by
weaving the action around a single object, theme, or re- 

2peated phrase. There is often a marked symmetry in the 
major phases of action, and a similar sense of balance in 
the pairing of characters, in dialogue, and in the arrange­
ment of the incidents. The "point" around which the farce
is organized may be a commonsense moral, but it may as often

3be simply an object. The use of verse also displays this 
feeling for form. A rhythmic pattern of dialogue, maintained

^"Maxwell, French Farce & John Heywood, p. 19.
2Ibid., p. 38. Le Cuvier, one of the better known 

farces, provides a good example of these characteristics.
The "point" about which the action revolves is the rollet, 
or list of household chores, dictated to the husband by the 
domineering wife in the first phase of the action. The 
second begins when the wife falls into the washtub and is 
in danger of drowning. The husband answers her frantic 
pleas for help by reading the list aloud and interjecting 
variations of the phrase, "Cela n'est point S mon rollet." 
Part of the sense of balance comes from the fact that only 
material circumstances have altered their relationship in 
the second half. Until the closing lines, the wife is 
aggressive even in her distress, and the husband is passive 
in victory.

3"It is in the nature of farce to weave itself round 
some concrete thing" (Ibid., p. 38).



by short speeches and an inventive use of variety in meter 
and rhyme, often exhibits a marked "sense of rhythm and

often overlooked. It is a common assumption that verse is 
appropriate only to the more serious forms of drama, and 
that when verse is used in farce, as it is in medieval 
farce, it is of little consequence— merely an unnecessary 
convention. But in truth, much of the vigor and life of 
these plays is a result of their lively use of verse.

devices used by farce writers; "sequences . . .  of single­
word speeches or split lines in which the close answers or 
completes the opening, comic litanies, monosyllabic answers 
falling on the rhyme word, and the like" (pp. 43-44).
Another favorite device was the triolet. Maxwell gives an 
example from the Farce de arquemination in which the rigidity 
and artifice of the verse form serve as counterpoint to the 
frantic sense of disorder. In an experiment, the three 
characters in the scene blow up a furnace under a mess of 
dairy produce;

"FIRST PAGE; Fais comme moy.
SECOND PAGE: Souffle!
BADIN: Tout beau!

arrangement."’*' The importance of verse in these plays is

1Ibid., p. 46. Maxwell lists some of the artificial

FIRST PAGE; 
BADIN;

[La{] Le feu me brusle le nez. 
A coup!

FIRST PAGE: 
BADIN:

SECOND PAGE; 
FIRST PAGE; 
SECOND PAGE; 
BADIN:

SECOND PAGE: 
FIRST PAGE: 
BADIN:

SECOND PAGE: 
FIRST PAGE: 
SECOND PAGE: 
BADIN:
FIRST PAGE: 
BADIN:

Faictz comme moy
Tout beau

Argent nouveau

II boult, tenez
Faictz comme moy

Tout beau, 
nez" (Ibid

pp. 44-43).
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Verse is not intrinsically more "elevated" than 

prose. It is simply more artificial, patterned, and ab­
stract. These are qualities which can be as important to 
farce as they are to the tragedies of Racine. Stark Young 
saw just such a bond between farce and poetic tragedy:

In a sense, all drama moves toward a condition of., 
farce. This is because the theatre's very essence 
consists in the heightening of its material.
Heightening that, is free, fluent, almost abstract, 
unless.it has the restrictions of character and 
rational measure, floats off into farce; which is 
closer to poetic drama and serious tragedy than 
to plain everyday prose realism.1

The subject matter of farce is often drab and unpleasant, 
material which might as easily serve the needs of the stark­
est naturalism; its farcical character is derived from the 
treatment of these materials. It is not enough to say that 
farce is unrealistic; any distortion of reality must obey 
some set of rules, have some meaning or rationale, or it 
would be merely chaotic and pointless. It must, in short, 
have form, and farce sustains its flights into unreality 
with a positive affirmation of form and pattern. Far from 
being formless, many farces are dominated by their structure. 
Rather than being dictated by meaning or character motiva­
tion, development in farce often acquires a logic which is 
pursued for its own sake and to which character and meaning 
are forced to submit. Organic structure is replaced by 
mere pattern, and the logic of reality gives way to a more

■^Stark Young, Immortal Shadows (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1959), p. 177.
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abstract logic which controls events and destroys reality. 
The formal structure of tragedy, no matter how rigid, must 
express in some way the inner life of the play in. order to 
remain valid. In Racine, for example, the strict and un­
yielding form echoes and reinforces the rigidity of the 
society in which the characters are trapped and thus helps 
to focus on their humanity and their attempts to resist 
their fate. But the pattern of action in a farce, although 
it may originally be derived from reality, soon achieves a 
life of its own; and the characters, unable or unwilling to 
resist, abandon themselves to the logic of events and seem 
in the process little more than puppets.

The reduction of characters to puppets in farce goes 
hand in hand with its fondness for rhythmic but often arti­
ficial patterns. This is reflected even in the titles of 
the farces of J. M. Morton. Titles such as Box and Cox, 
Grimshaw, Bagshaw, and Bradshaw, and Slasher and Crasher 
announce the fact that their principal characters are nearly 
interchangeable marionettes before they ever appear on the 
stage. There is often logic in farce, but it may be a logic 
of theatrical convention which operates free from the res­
traints of reality and which overwhelms the characters who 
are subjected to it. Charlton finds that The Comedy of 
Errors is successful as a farce because it demonstrates 
almost mathematically the logical possibilities inherent in
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the confusion of two sets of twins.^ But this is logic pur­
sued abstractly, for its own sake. It has nothing to do 
with the demands of reality or the wills of the characters.
Or rather, it is like a game in which reality— including 
human will— is manipulated into a logical but abstract 
pattern. The demands of reality are relevant, but only as 
the initial conditions of the game, the rules by which it 
must be played.

The imposition of artificial patterns— whether 
with verse forms, interchangeable names, or an exercise in 
mathematics and logic— has the effect of making a toy of 
the world and marionettes of its living inhabitants. The 
reduction of human beings to the status of puppets by sub­
ordinating them to the logic of situation and form has never 
been carried further than by the French farce writers of the
nineteenth century. Before them farces tended to be short,

2centering m  a single situation. The dominance of situation 
over character had undoubtedly limited the length of farces.
The usual basis of- full-length plays— the attempt of characters 
to overcome obstacles and attain certain ends— calls atten­
tion to the characters as human beings endowed with free 
will and the capacity to influence their own fates. The

^H. B. Charlton, Shakespearian Comedy (New York:
Barnes and Noble, 1938), p. 66.

2Maxwell describes medieval farce as concerned 
"rather with the accidents of a moment than with permanent 
relations and matters of weight" (French Farce & John Hey- 
wood, p. 17).
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formula of the well-made play gave farce the means to expand 
into the longer form.

The Manipulating Playwright
Gerould has shown that the qualities of the well- 

made play that make it so ill-suited to serious drama (in­
cluding serious comedy) are distinctly appropriate to farce:

The farce writers adopted from the well-made formula 
the drama of things in which objects dominate and be­
come the organizing principle of life. . . . Already 
in the well-made play, a human being qua human being 
is nothing, is in fact nonr-existent; It is only his 
class, his clothes, his money, his social world that 
count and make a person what he is. . . .

In Labiche's play [Le Chapeau de paille d'ltalie] 
this process of exteriorization through clothes is 
carried one step further; the straw-hat becomes the 
center of attention, the principal character, and 
the source of all motion. The disorder to respect­
ability threatened by the loss of the hat is almost 
forgotten in the pursuit of an object which has taken 
on an absolute meaning and importance of its own.
Labiche develops the pursuit of the•hat for its own 
sake, almost abstractly . . .

Like medieval farce, the well-made farce assigned great im­
portance to physical objects. Even more than the older farce, 
it subordinated human beings to a theatrical logic of things 
and circumstances developed into abstract patterns and rhythms 
which virtually become their own justification. The well-made 
play offered to farce a means of organization which was not 
dependent on human will artd gave the playwright an essentially

Daniel C. Gerould, "The Well-Made Play and Its 
Heritage" (Manuscript in the possession of the author), 
pp. 43-44.
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external and mechanical method of linking situations.'*' The
playwright becomes a manipulator of circumstances and the
play is seen as a.kind of game in which the object is to

2overcome material difficulties. Like the chess problems 
in which one side is expected to win in a designated number 
of moves, the play is valued for the ingenuity of its solu­
tion and for the clever way in which all of the pieces on 
the board are made to play a role— preferably several roles—  

in. the problem.
The serious "well-made" playwrights insisted on 

pretending that their elaborate constructions were actually 
a reflection of reality, and criticized the writers of farce
for their frivolity even though they admired their "tech- 

3nique." The writers of farce were simply being honest m  

treating the theatre as a game and the playwright as a 
manipulator of events. In the hands of the farce writers

4this manipulation was enjoyed openly for its own sake. As 
a juggler of events the playwright assumes a function anal­
ogous to that of the acrobatic clown, for he is endowed 
with the ability to transform reality into a game or demon­
stration of skill. Just as the clown is capable of trans­
forming the awkwardness and humiliation of a fall into a

1Ibid., p. 55. 2Ibid., p. 57.
3See William Archer, Play-Making: A Manual of Crafts­

manship (New York: Dover Publications, 1960): p. 119.
4GerOuld, "The Well-Made Play and Its Heritage," 

pp. 53-54.
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complex and strangely graceful acrobatic stunt, the well- 
made farce turns the world into a complex toy, full of sur­
prises, but always under the control of the master juggler.

In both cases some spring or initial impetus is 
required to set the game in motion. Usually it is a threaten­
ing image or symbol of disorder in the normal pattern of 
events. The clown often takes off from a springboard of 
physical buffoonery and violence, but the "well-made" play­
wrights preferred images of sexual impropriety and threats 
to the stability of bourgeois decorum. Like the straw hat 
in Labiche's play, such symbols were often concrete things 
which once let loose in the world seem to acquire a life of 
their own and spread disorder about them in widening circles. 
The increase in disorder is accompanied by a concomitant 
movement from the world of reality into the fantastic world 
of theatrical logic where the increasingly obvious hand of 
the playwright manipulates all. The spreading disorder goes 
hand in hand with a special kind of theatrical order which 
transforms the original threat into a plaything. This is 
not to say that the threat disappears, for then the game 
would lose its excitement and the source of its appeal.
The images of disorder and violence are kept alive by means 
of new complications and surprising twists which provide the 
game's source of energy and verve. The well-made farces—  

particularly those of Feydeau— are often likened to complex 
and ingenious machines. The continual addition of fresh im­
ages of sex and violence helps to keep the machine running.
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Clowns and the Mechanized World
Farce may have begun with the masked clown, alone 

on a stage, demonstrating in his fantastic way that every­
thing solid and oppressive can be made to dissolve, that 
everything enduring and unalterable can be twisted, changed, 
and played with. When the playwright takes over, the tech­
niques change and the rules are altered. But the spirit of 
the clown cannot long be excluded from the world of farce.
It is possible for farce to create a mechanized universe—  

the films of Mack Sennett are examples— in which the char­
acters are soulless objects, so many bowling pins to be 
knocked down at the will of their creator. But such farce 
has a limited range, rarely moving beyond the most obvious 
images of speed and violence. It is a world of things which 
finally excludes people entirely. Only the clown has the 
power to transform our lives as well as the universe in 
which we live. Yet when the clown is in command, he may 
leave our world behind and enter his own realm of theatrical 
fantasy. In either case, farce moves further from the 
reality which initiates its flight into fantasy and supplies 
the energy for its theatrical games. Thus most farce—  

probably its best examples— seeks not only to combine fact 
and fancy, but to blend the two farcical modes— that of the 
irrepressible clown and that of the mechanized, toy-like 
universe. At its best, the world of farce, no matter how 
fantastic and mad, is always recognizably our own, and in
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its fools we can always see ourselves. Its dedication to 
laughter and its insistence on making a game of life do not 
mean that it is unobservant, Feydeau is in the best tradi­
tion of farce because he derives his fantasy.from shrewd 
observation of life. He creates characters that have many 
of the fantastic qualities of the masked clown, yet are 
drawn from the society in which he lived. His frivolity 
could at times be more trenchant and honest than the obser­
vations of his more serious contemporaries. He excelled in 
making a game of reality by first demanding that it be as 
real as possible.

Games may be frivolous, but they need not be trivial, 
This is true also of farce, a game of laughter which, like 
that of the medieval carnival, is directed at the entire 
world. Such laughter is neither liberal nor conservative, 
for it is directed as much at serious proposals for change 
as at that which is established, To act in the world, or 
to change it, one must be serious. But by calling all into 
question, including prejudice, hate, anger, and fear, 
laughter opens a door to renewal and understanding, To 
laugh at the world as at a game may even allow a clearer 
view of it than our serious vision could permit,



CHAPTER II

PLOT AND ACTION: THE MECHANICS
OF MISUNDERSTANDING

Consistency and Conventionality
Not all of the thirty-nine plays included in the 

nine volumes which comprise Feydeau's Theatre complet can 
properly be called farces, but the exceptions are few, and 
most of these contain farcical elements. The great majority 
of the plays are remarkably consistent in the tone, subject 
matter, and methods which have caused Feydeau's name to be 
linked so firmly to the expression "French farce." His 
consistency and rarely faltering devotion to le fou rire pro­
vide an excellent opportunity to study the nature and methods 
of one particular variety of farce in its pure form.

Feydeau was neither an experimenter nor an innovator; 
his talent lay not in originality— whether in subject matter, 
dramaturgy, or psychological insight— but in his ability to 
exploit fully the farcical possibilities inherent in the 
dramatic conventions which he adopted. He took standard 
themes, methods, and situations, and pushed them to their 
comic extremes. His originality lay in the wealth of his 
comic invention and in the comic tricks and devices with 
which his plays abound, but this is precisely the area in

51
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which a vaudeville was expected to be original. When Feydeau 
complained of plagiarism by others he was thinking of such 
trues and devices. Accused of using a standard device to de­
ceive his wife, one of Feydeau's erring husbands declares 
indignantly, "Je ne suis pas vaudevilliste, moi! Je n'ai pas 
besoin des id£es des autres pour faire des pieces nouvelles! 
Even if this represents Feydeau's own indignation, many of 
his ideas were simply new twists given to previously employed 
comic devices. For example, the method used by the gentleman 
above to deceive his wife— hypnotism— may have been an orig­
inal way to be unfaithful, but it had been used as the central

?device of at least one other vaudeville four years earlier.“ 
Feydeau himself was to use the same trick, with yet another 
twist, several years later in Dormez, je le veuxl

The course of Feydeau's career and the evolution of 
his style reflect his inclination (and that of his audience) 
toward the familiar. The same situations, character types, 
and problems recur again and again in different combinations 
and in different variations. His plays were often constructed

‘̂ThgStre complet, vol. 2: Le Systdme Ribadier, act 1, 
sc. 4, p. 72. Subsequent references to the plays contained 
in the Theatre complet will give only the volume number 
followed by the name of the play and act, scene, and page 
numbers.

2Hypnotise, by Emile de Na^ac and Albert Milland. A 
hypnotist is hypnotised by the husband of the woman he was 
pursuing and is given a desire to be deceived by his own 
wife. Described in Edouard Noel and Edmond Stoullig, eds.,
Les Annales du thgdtre et de la musique, 41 vols. (Paris: 
Charpentier et Cie, 1875-1916), ann^e 14, 1888, pp. 245-46.
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according to standard plot formulas or patterns which allow 
them to be grouped into simple and logical categories. The 
largest and most important of these groups consists of eleven 
three-act plays which involve some form of deception prac­
ticed upon a husband, wife, lover, or mistress. In many ways 
these plays form the core of Feydeau's work. They include 
nearly all of his most successful and enduring full-length 
plays, while those plays which stray furthest from this pat­
tern are usually those least successful originally and those 
least often revived.

The Deception Formula
Because of its importance to Feydeau's work, a brief 

outline of the basic plot formula should be useful. In the 
first act one or more deceptions are planned, started, or re­
vealed. Events are then arranged by the playwright so as to 
bring all the characters together in the second act in a 
manner designed to produce the most embarrassing situations 
and the maximum threat of exposure. The threat of exposure 
throughout the second act results in a desperate series of 
lies, evasions, and frantic attempts to hide or escape. A 
bewildering profusion of quiproquos develops, producing such 
confusion and misunderstanding among the characters that 
the misunderstandings continue even after the real or ap­
parent exposure which typically ends the act. A variety of 
means might be used to continue the complications into the 
third act until the problems are more or less settled.
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Occasionally an erring husband is forced to admit guilt and 
is forgiven (as in Le Dindon). More often the lies and de­
ceptions continue, new excuses are contrived which, although 
usually more or less improbable, are accepted; and the play 
ends with continued ignorance of the true situation on the 
part of at least some of the characters. The situation is 
not so much unraveled as it is stabilized, the threat of ex­
posure is eliminated and there is an apparent return to 
stasis.^

The eleven plays in this group are: Tailleur pour 
dames, L'Affaire Edouard, Monsieur chassel, Champignol malgre 
lui, Le SystSme Ribadier, Un Fil a la patte, L'Hdtel du 
Libre-Echange, Le Dindon, La Dame de chez Maxim, La Puce a 
1 'oreille, and Occupe-toi d'Amelie. These are not the only 
plays in which deception is used (in nearly all some form of 
deception plays a role), but because of the particularly large 
role it plays in these plays I shall refer to them as "decep­
tion formula plays."

The second major classification is the group of five 
"late one-act plays" which represent a major break in style 
and method from both his earlier one-acts and his full-length 
plays (Feu la mdre de Madame, On Purge B6b§ 1, "Mais n'te 
promene done pas toute nuel," Lionie est en avance, and

^"Martin Meisel describes the English farcical comedy—  
mostly adaptations of French originals— as following this 
basic pattern in Shaw and the Nineteenth-Century Theater 
(Princeton: Princeton Universxty Press, 1963), pp. 256-57.
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Hortense a dit: "Je m'en fousl"). All of the plays in these 
two groups involve difficulties between husband and wife, or 
between lover and mistress. Feydeau also wrote a few plays 
based on another ancient theme: that of young people who want 
to marry in the face of parental objections. This group of 
"ingenue plays" contains only three examples: La Lyceenne, Le 
Ruban, and Le Mariage de Barillon. It is interesting because 
it illustrates Feydeau's treatment of one of the oldest 
themes in comedy and perhaps sheds some light on its relation 
to farce. These three groups contain all of the best known 
plays with the exception of La Main passe!, which is similar 
to the deception formula plays but is significantly different 
in structure and treatment.

In addition to these, Feydeau wrote two full-length 
plays early in his career which are based on mistaken identity 
(Chat en poche and Les Fiances de Loches) and ten early one- 
act plays (from Par la fengtre to Dormez, je le veuxl) which 
are largely built on individual situations involving decep­
tion or mistaken identity. Two of these one-acts (Fiances 
en herbe and Notre futur) are not really farces, but share 
some characteristics of the other plays. In the later part 
of his career he began two full-length plays which show a 
marked departure from his earlier methods and were left un­
finished; he collaborated on two plays to which his contri­
bution seems to have been relatively small; and he wrote a 
farcical fantasy (L'Age d'or) and his most pretentious and
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serious comedy, Le Bourgeon. Even this play, the least 
farcical of his full-length plays, contains elements of 
farce and is interesting because it deals seriously with 
themes which were treated quite differently in his farces.

Evolution of His Style
The plays cannot be neatly divided into precise 

chronological periods, but it is possible to detect gradual 
changes in his work over the thirty-six-year span of his 
career. It is difficult to know how much such changes were 
due to the evolution of the author1s attitudes or to changes 
in society and theatrical tastes; they are probably a reflec­
tion of both. There are two major trends. The first is a 
movement toward greater verisimilitude in certain aspects 
of the plays, particularly in the initial premises, dialogue, 
and characters. Standard theatrical conventions which had 
been staples of the vaudeville form, such as the opening 
expository monologue, were gradually eliminated. The the­
atrical buffoons and improbable fools who inhabit the earlier 
plays were gradually replaced by characters much closer to 
reality. The language became more realistic, taking comic 
advantage of the idiosyncrasies of speech to be heard among 
the various inhabitants of Paris. Feydeau, always attentive 
to detail, even included lengthy foot-notes admonishing his 
actors to use a more realistic style of acting.^ The second

■^E.g., vol. 3, La Main passe 1, act 2, sc. 2, p. 73; 
and vol. 7, La Dame de chez Maxim, act 2, sc. 8, p. 175.
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trend was toward a more intense and almost savage comic vision. 
Both in treatment and in his choice of targets for laughter, 
the comedy of his later plays often borders on— but never 
crosses into— bitterness and cruelty. One of the last of the 
many monologues he wrote, Un Monsieur qui est condamne a mort, 
ends, as the title suggests, with the innocent and completely 
bewildered narrator condemned' to the guillotine.’*' Suffering 
has always been a favorite subject of farce, but in his later 
plays Feydeau often goes well beyond the conventional cuck­
olds, pratfalls, and blows to focus on pains that are both

2more real and more extreme.
These tendencies contributed to the value of his 

work, not by elevating it above the level of farce, but by 
intensifying its farcical quality. A sense of the reality 
of life as it is lived--or better, as it is felt— is a vital 
element of farce. This is particularly true of the more un­
pleasant realities. Feydeau's inclination toward the famil­
iar is not irrelevant here. The reality of farce does not 
consist of discoveries or truths to which the audience must 
be educated; it is the reality of the familiar and the common­
place, of those things which are already known or believed

^Un Monsieur qui est condamne ei mort (Paris: Ollen­
dorff, 1899J7

2For a thorough treatment of this aspect of Feydeau's 
work, see Norman Richard Shapiro, "Suffering and Punishment 
in the Theatre of Georges Feydeau," Tulane Drama Review 5 
(September 1960):117-26.
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The Comedy of Misapprehension
Counterbalancing the unpleasant realities and the 

familiar pains is a sense of fantastic madness which is 
present in all of Feydeau's plays. In the majority of his 
plays the madness is achieved by subjecting his characters 
to a world which has all the characteristics of a fun-house 
in which well-oiled machinery propels its victims through a 
series of mirrored mazes, expected surprises, and absurdly 
frightening experiences. It ushers them past distorting 
mirrors and threatening apparitions, but it never abandons 
them and usually delivers them safely out on the other side.

To achieve this effect, Feydeau refined and developed 
the techniques already characteristic of the nineteenth-cen­
tury French vaudeville. This form, which has nothing in 
common with the American vaudeville, was a mixed genre that 
could range from sentimental to savagely farcical. The term 
dates to the fifteenth century, when it referred to satirical 
songs that originated in the Vire valley of France (val or 
vau de Vire). As the popularity of the songs spread, the 
term was corrupted to vaudeville. Toward the end of the 
seventeenth and into the eighteenth century, it became asso­
ciated with the theatre as vaudevilles were incorporated 
into the plays of the fairs. These "comedies a vaudevilles" 
or 'bomedies melees de chants" eventually gave rise to two 
different forms: the opera-comique, emphasizing original
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music and subordinating prose, and the comedie-vaudeville, 
with developed plots and songs adapted to known airs. By 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, the comedie-vaudeville 
was established on the Boulevard, where it was noted for ex­
tensive use of the quiproquo, broad physical humor, and a 
fondness for satirical and often risqu6 themes. Like the 
early farce, it combined a sense of actualite with extrava­
gant buffoonery. This was the genre that Scribe "reformed" 
by creating the well-made play.'*'

Under the influence of Scribe and his successors, 
the songs diminished in importance and were often dropped 
altogether. In their place, Scribe gave the vaudeville 
greater verisimilitude and more logically constructed plots. 
This regularized vaudeville shared in broad outline many of 
the general methods and aims of the New Comedy of Plautus and 
Terence from which it was descended. Despite important dif­
ferences between the two forms, they share a common method 
of comic dramaturgy: a technique of creating plots and comic 
action which is largely dependent on misapprehension or mis­
understanding. Duckworth finds that the single feature all 
the plays of Terence and Plautus have in common is "mental 
error, or misapprehension." He concludes that "a general

■*"Neil Cole Arvin describes the historical development 
of the vaudeville in Eugene Scribe and the French Theatre, 
1815-1860 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1924; reprint 
ed,, New York: Benjamin Blom, 1967), pp. 33-37.
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atmosphere of misapprehension seems by far the most essential 
factor in developing the action and producing the complica­
tions in comedy."^ Misapprehension has two principal values 
to the creator of comic plays. It can provide a rich source 
of comic effects and can form the basis of a versatile yet 
simple method of creating comic plots. It is useful in the , 
construction of plots because it offers a method of creating 
complications which, when the playwright chooses, can easily 
be dismantled or unraveled. In the simplest use of this 
technique, best exemplified by the formulas of New Comedy, 
the denouement is provided in the standard final recognition 
scene. The dilemma in which the characters find themselves 
has often been resolved when the play opens. It is necessary 
only to inform them of the true situation in order to end the 
play. The audience is usually aware of the probable outcome 
shortly after the first scene. Only the characters remain 
ignorant until the denouement.

In this kind of play the plot complications are more 
apparent than real because they result from mistakes or 
igorance. Because the course of events is determined largely 
by misunderstandings or lack of knowledge, which in turn can 
be controlled by external circumstances, the most significant 
aspect of this form of dramaturgy is its manipulation by the 
playwright. In New Comedy, the prototypical comedy of

^The Nature of Roman Comedy, pp. 140-41.



misapprehension, the various schemes and counter-schemes 
often have no real effect on the final outcome. The play 
ends when the playwright chooses to reveal the facts. If the 
sole aim of the author is to amuse his audience, this method 
has a certain harmony of form and content. Both the substance 
of the play— a series of amusing incidents— and the structure 
of the plot are created out of mistakes and misunderstandings. 
Such plays may not fulfill the loftiest aspirations of the 
drama, but their means are consistent with their ends, and 
the recognition scene, which in New Comedy makes it all pos­
sible, has the virtue of being a simple and straightforward 
convention.

The convenience and adaptability of this method of 
dramaturgy may account for the continuing popularity of the 
many descendants of Roman Comedy. Shakespeare and Molidre, 
among others, were able to use the methods and conventions 
of the comedy of misapprehension to create plays that go well 
beyond the simple popular entertainments which were their 
ultimate source. But the comedy of misapprehension has re­
mained a staple of popular comic entertainment, not only be­
cause of the advantages which it offers the playwright, but 
also because it ultimately avoids the logical outcome of the 
situations with which it appears to be dealing. The play­
wright, always in control, can avoid unpleasant consequences 
which the behavior of his characters might produce were they 
left to their own devices. It permits, if not a return to
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the status quo, at least an outcome which is acceptable and 
not disturbing to the audience— a conventional happy ending.

The same factors which account for the popularity 
of the form are also largely responsible for its most in­
sidious effect on Western dramaturgy: an emphasis on manipu­
lation by the dramatist rather than the "natural" development 
of the action through the characters. This emphasis became 
explicit, both in theory and practice, only in the nineteenth 
century, but it was inherent in comedies of intrigue which 
flourished from the Renaissance through the eighteenth cen­
tury. The well-made plays of Scribe and his followers are 
direct descendants of Roman New Comedy, not simply because 
they use the same devices employed in the classical plays, 
but because they share the dramaturgy of which those tricks 
are an integral part. But what was a set of simple con­
ventions for the Roman playwrights became for the well-made 
playwrights a complex game of skill.^ The simple recognition 
scene of New Comedy was unacceptable, not because it was 
false, but because it was too easy. Where Plautus simply 
lays his resolution baldly before the audience, the new rules 
demanded that the writer proceed by hints and suggestion.
H. A. Smith wrote of Scribe that

he hinges the most important developments on pure 
accident, but we have been so carefully prepared 
to expect this accident, or our eyes have been so

1See Gerould, "The Well-Made Play and Its Heritage,"
p. 31.
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persistently attracted to the spot where something 
should occur, that, when it comes, it seems only a 
part of the natural train of life.l

Although the vaudeville benefited from the techniques 
of the well-made play by giving the vaudevillistes greater 
opportunities for juggling their characters into amusing 
situations, it always remained theatrical and frankly con­
ventional. Unlike Scribe and the serious practitioners of 
well-made playwriting, most vaudevillistes practised their 
craft openly. They did not try to carefully conceal their 
tricks in order to give an illusion of reality. One of the 
reasons the serious bourgeois drama of the nineteenth cen­
tury seems so wooden and cumbersome is the amount of time 
needed to make the plot manipulation seem "natural." Be­
cause their plots are so often based on secrets which must 
be kept from other characters but revealed to the audience, 
enormous amounts of time are spent in trivial dialogue, the
sole purpose of which is to motivate exits or entrances and

2to provide exposition. The unpretentious writers of vaude­
villes, less concerned with such questions of apparent 
naturalness, were free to spend more time on the real sub- 
stance of their plays, however trivial that substance might

Hugh Allison Smith, Main Currents of Modern French 
Drama (New York: H. Holt and Co., 1925; reprint ed., Freeport, 
N. Y.: Books for Libraries Press, 1968), p. 117.

2William Archer devotes two pages to defending the 
plausibility of just one such exit in Playmaking (pp. 78-79). 
See also Gerould, "The Well-Made Play and Its Heritage," p. 37.



have been.
That is not the only advantage which the vaudevil­

listes had over their more serious colleagues. The well-made 
play evolved from the comedy of misapprehension, and the 
techniques which it developed continued to be more appropri­
ate to the traditional comedy of intrigue and deception than 
to serious drama.^ The plots based on secrets, the demand 
for an artificial order and "logic," the manipulation of 
events for the sake of theatrical effects, the emphasis on 
physical objects as determinants of human events— all these 
were ideally suited to the creation of farce based on mis­
understanding. Even the subject matter of much of nineteenth- 
century drama would seem tailor-made for farce. The theme 
of sexual impropriety so dear to the nineteenth century had 
been a staple of farce since the Middle Ages. When Feydeau 
began writing he was able to build on a system of dramaturgy 
which was as perfectly suited to his style as if it had 
been designed for him specifically. The machine-like con­
structions of the well-made play were ideal containers for 
his natural sense of madness and fantasy. They imposed an 
almost abstract discipline of form which served both to con­
tain and to heighten the lunacy.

^See Stephan S. Stanton, ed., "Camille" and Other 
Plays (New York: Hill and Wang, 1957), p. xxviii.
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The Logic of Vaudeville
His first three one-act plays give little hint of the 

elaborate constructions which he was to create later. His 
first play, Par la fen£tre (1882), is a simple confrontation 
between two people. The comedy is based on their interaction, 
and the surprise twist of plot is simply a device to end the 
play. Both Amour et piano (1883) and Gibier de potence (1883) 
are relatively simple situations fabricated from cases of 
mistaken identity. Amour et piano, however, displays Feydeau's 
skill at cleverly prolonging a quiproquo and exploiting its 
full comic potential. The juggling of various misunderstand­
ings was to become one of the principal features of his plays, 
and it plays a large role in his first full-length farce, 
Tailleur pour dames (1886). This was the first of the decep­
tion formula plays, and its warm reception may have been the 
reason he was so fond of the formula which was to provide him 
with many more successes. But his plays were not always so 
well received. The five major plays which followed Tailleur 
pour dames were greeted with only a lukewarm response from 
both audiences and critics.'*" Interestingly, only one of these 
five utilized the deception pattern, while the string of 
successes which followed Monsieur chasse! (1892) until 1900 
were (with one exception) all of the deception type. The

1Jacques Lorcey, Georges Feydeau (Paris: La Table 
Ronde, 1972), pp. 92-94, 96-98, 100-101, 105-6.
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principal objection to those five unsuccessful plays seems 
to have been that they were too wild and extravagant, that 
both characters and situations were improbable and illogical. 
Auguste Vitu of the Figaro, in appraising the original pro­
duction of La Lyceenne (1887), suggested that the young 
author take the trouble to link his absurd situations to­
gether with some sort of logic, even if only apparent logic.^ 
Edmond Stoullig complained of Chat en poche (1888) that "ce 
jeune auteur se moquait decid^ment du public et celui-ci lui 
fit comprendre gu'il existait des bornes qu'il ne fallait 
pas depasser." His reaction to Les Fiances de Loches (1888, 
with Maurice Desvallieres) was similar:

Ces deux jeunes gens voulaient, a la verite, nous la 
bailler belle et ils s'etaient trop facilement lances 
dans le domaine d'une fantaisie inadmissible. . . . 
le quiproquo . . . donne lieu aux scenes les plus 
invraisemblables et aux mots les plus risques. Les 
auteurs ont abuse de la permission. Ils sont alles 
trop loin.2

Looking back on these plays from a distance of nearly 
a century, it is difficult to understand why the same audiences 
which so easily swallowed the absurdities of Tailleur pour 
dames objected to these other plays on the grounds of implaus- 
ibility. To understand the kind of logic that was being de­
manded of Feydeau, one should look at some of the enormously

•̂Figaro, 24 December 1887, p. 3.
2No&l and Stoullig, eds., Les Annales du th§§tre 

et de la musique, ann£e 14, 1888, pp. 300-301, 363.

»
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successful plays he wrote later. Such a play was L'HQtel du 
Libre-Echange (1894), built on essentially the same plan as 
Tailleur pour dames and several other plays in between. In 
writing of that play, Francisque Sarcey, one of the most in­
fluential and conservative critics of the time, provides in­
sights into the nature of vaudeville logic:

Autrefois M. Georges Feydeau, quand il 6tait a ses 
debuts, se laissait emporter a cette folle du logis, 
il s 'abandonnait a sa verve, perdait son sujet de vue 
et s'Sgarait dans des fantaisies qui finissaient par 
fatiguer. II avait l'air de jouer au propos interrompus. 
Soit qu'il ait appris son metier, . . . il a aujourd'hui 
une surete de main et une certitude d'effets vraiment 
incroyables.

Toutes ces fantaisies dont la piece abonde, et 
qui semblent jaillir a l'improviste d'un a-coup d'imagina­
tion, sont pripar£es et amenees de loin; elles surprennent, 
mais elles n'affolent point, car on aurait pu les prevoir; 
on les attendait presque. Elles sont reglees par un 
infaillible geom&tre, . . .

II n'y a pas dans la pi£ce un detail, si indifferent 
qu'il paraisse, qui n'ait sa raison d'Stre, qui, h. un 
moment donne, ne serve a la situation. . . .
Sachez-le: dans une pi&ce de Feydeau, on ne pose pas, en 
entrant, son chapeau sur une chaise, que je ne me dise:
Bon! ce chapeau n'est pas mis Ih. pour des prunes.

. . . Chacun de ces details entre, sans que vous 
sachiez comment, dans votre memoire, s'y enfouit et en 
remonte juste au moment precis ou la situation exige 
que vous vous en souveniez.

5a, c'est le don du vaudeville. Tel ecrivain r^pete 
trois fois, quatre fois un detail qu'il veut enfoncer 
dans votre souvenir. Vous n'y prenez pas garde.
Feydeau l'indique d'un trait, d'une main rapide et sans 
avoir l'air d'y toucher, c'est fait; vous ne l'oublierez 
plus . . . 1

He continues in the same vein throughout the entire 
review. The mathematical logic justifying every event, which

■^Francisque Sarcey, Quarante ans de th^Stre, 8 vols. 
(Paris: Bibliotheque de Annales, 1900-1902), 8 (1902):180-83.
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Sarcey admires so, is essentially the "logic" of suggestion 
mentioned earlier in connection with Scribe, but here it has 
acquired the nature of a theatrical convention. It ,is an 
almost abstract game played by the author and audience, with 
precise rules understood by both. It is "chess problem logic" 
demanding economy in the use of all the pieces on the board.'*' 
The theatrical game is not so rigorous as that of chess, for 
the rules are rather simple. The first rule, as Sarcey sug­
gests, is that everything which is introduced or mentioned 
must play a role in the action. In addition all such deter­
minants of the action should be introduced as early as pos­
sible, preferably in the first act, so that they do not appear 
to have been invented for the occasion. They are among the 
original "givens" of the problem. Although Sarcey implies 
that tremendous skill is demanded of a playwright by this 
game, in some ways it makes his job simpler. Because the 
audience expects everything to be used, all the author need 
do to justify an event is to introduce its "cause" earlier in
the game. The improbable becomes probable solely by virtue

2of theatrical convention.
This game of chess problem logic is the fundamental 

means by which Feydeau manipulates his puppets both into and 
out of their many difficulties, particularly in the deception

See pp. 46-47 above.
2See Gerould, "The Well-Made Play and Its Heritage," 

pp. 65-67.
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plays. He simply places his pieces in position in the first 
act, then propels them through a series of successive moves 
until the final curtain. As with the chess problem, economy 
in the use of the pieces is valued. In L'Hdtel du Libre- 
Echange many characters and objects have more than one func­
tion. Pinglet's sooty face prevents him from being recognized 
in the second act and helps to provide the denouement in the 
third. And it does so because a towel which Pinglet uses to 
wipe his face is later used by Maxime, dirtying his face and 
causing him to be taken for Pinglet. Pinglet's illness at the 
hotel motivates a necessary exit, but it also gets rid of 
Marcelle's hat, forcing her to wear the veil which is vital 
to the outcome. Paillardin's dismissing of his servants pro­
vides a reason for Maxime and Victoire to be together at the 
hotel, and it also prevents Paillardin learning of his wife's 
absence. This economy of means is part of the "logic" by 
which the plays operate. It provides an almost abstract and 
purely external means for drawing the various elements more 
closely together.

Tools of Manipulation:
Objects and Appearances

These causal links between events are likely to be 
physical objects rather than human beings. For the playwright 
who juggles events, things are preferable to people as causal 
agents because they are much more easily manipulated. They 
can be lost or mislaid (like the keys in Un Fil d la patte);
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manufactured in identical copies (the trousers in Monsieur 
chassel); or transferred from one person to another (like 
Marcelle's dress and the soot on Pinglet's face). Most 
versatile are the letters and other bits of paper which can 
be forged, misdirected, mislaid, and reproduced. If unad­
dressed, they can even find their way to more than one recip­
ient, as in Chat en poche.̂  But even in farce objects have 
obvious limitations as agents of human events. The battle 
of people against things is properly the special province of 
farce, but the demand for logic and a degree of verisimili­
tude, however superficial, inhibited the fanciful tendency 
of farce to give objects special powers, to make them seem 
almost alive and capable of taking the offensive against 
their human adversaries. Yet there was one area in which, 
by social and theatrical convention, things were assumed to 
have extraordinary power over the lives of people: the bus­
iness of deception and adultery.

Deception is standard fare in plays of intrigue and 
in the comedy or farce of misapprehension, but in the nine­
teenth century, deception in sexual matters was a major topic

2of serious as well as farcical plays. By basing the majority

The best known use of this device is in Pailleron's 
Le Monde oft l 1on s 1ennui. The plot hinges on the numerous 
interpretations given to an unaddressed, unsigned note.

2No one exploited this theme m  a serious vein more 
than Porto-Riche. Frank Chandler observed that "deception. . . 
is the normal expectancy of every man or woman in the plays 
of Porto-Riche." Modern Continental Playwrights (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1931), p. 171.
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of his plays on infidelity, Feydeau had chosen a subject 
which was not only distinctly appropriate for farce, but was 
regarded as acceptable in more serious (and presumably more 
logical) plays. Critics who objected to the implausibility 
of the unashamed fools in Feydeau's early plays apparently 
had no difficulty believing that anyone faced with the threat 
of scandal would be terrorized into behaving like a perfect 
madman. This became the principle by which Feydeau could 
convert his bourgeois characters into lunatics. The dread 
of scandal, rather than concern with moral values as such, 
is at the heart of even the serious plays written on this 
theme. Scandal, even more than adultery, is suited more to 
farce than to serious drama, not only because scandal is in 
itself a trivial concern, but because it hinges on appear­
ances rather than realities.'*' In a world dominated by a con­
cern for bourgeois decorum, appearances become more important 
than facts. They are that world's most important reality.
But appearances are easily manipulated and managed, and farce, 
ever fond of transforming and playing with reality., is 
totally at home in a world with “such an insubstantial notion 
of what is real.

Thus the fear of scandal not only provides Feydeau 
with a motive which transforms his characters into fools, 
it gives him a tool for turning their world into a madhouse.

■*"See Gerould, "The Well-Made Play and Its Heritage," 
pp. 40-41.
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His characters are so preoccupied with appearances that they 
continually attempt to manipulate and control them. All 
that is necessary is to point them in the right direction 
and see to it that they always work at cross-purposes with 
each other. Once he has set them in motion he simply pro­
vides them with a setting that both encourages their intrigues 
and increases the danger of being caught. Most of the ludi­
crous and embarrassing situations in which Feydeau's charac­
ters find themselves would not be possible without their own 
constant efforts at manipulating and deceiving.

The reason that things can acquire such incredible 
importance in Feydeau's world is that objects can constitute 
material evidence. Where appearances count for so much, ob­
jects which would otherwise be harmless become threatening 
simply because they have the power to incriminate. Although 
Feydeau never wrote an entire play around a single such 
material symbol of scandal as did Labiche in Un Chapeau de 
paille d'ltalie or Sardou in Les Pattes de mouche, most of 
the objects in his plays which seem so to dominate the char­
acters derive their power from an ability to create or avoid 
scandal. Sometimes such things both threaten scandal and 
provide the means to avoid it. Examples are Marcelle's dress 
and the incriminating trousers in Monsieur chassel Some­
times, like the torn clothing in Le Systime Ribadier, they 
simply provide the denouement, although incriminating objects—  

such as the Figaro of Un Fil ct la patte— might appear at
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anytime to harass and bewilder their victims. Obviously, 
articles of clothing (or their lack) are especially impor­
tant. There are few plays in which clothing does not play 
some role, either by its presence or absence. Clothing is 
a vital issue in a world which demands the appearance of 
respectability, and disputes over it can lead to desperate 
measures. In three of the plays (Un Fil a la patte, La 
Main passe, and Occupe-toi d'Amelie) questions of clothing 
drive Feydeau's normally non-violent heroes to the point of 
brandishing revolvers.

The characters are often harassed by objects which 
threaten to expose them, but they can also be led astray by 
their preference for the evidence of physical objects over 
the testimony of their fellow creatures. Their lack of 
trust in each other is understandable in view of the tendency 
they all have to lie, but objects too can be unreliable wit­
nesses. They can be misinterpreted in many different ways, 
forged, altered, destroyed, and planted on others. They are 
dumb and cannot correct the interpretations put on them, nor 
can they stand for cross-examination.

Not all the objects which control the action do so 
through the threat of scandal. The concern with appearances 
creates an atmosphere in which things seem to be intrinsically 
more important than human beings. It is virtually a conven­
tion of the well-made form that objects have greater power 
than people to influence events. Camille's silver palate
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(La Puce a l'oreille) is an example of the natural dependence 
of people on things. Its absence not only inhibits him as a 
person, but influences the action when he is unable to convey 
an important piece of information.'*' But at times Feydeau 
seems to prefer objects when human beings would do just as 
well. Homenides' mistaken belief that his wife is unfaith­
ful could easily be corrected by a simple explanation (as it 
ultimately is), yet Homenides must first find physical evi­
dence in the form of a letter which had been carefully pre-

2pared xn the first act. Anything written down is regarded
as more reliable than human conversation. In L'H&tel du
Libre-Echange, Feydeau finds it necessary to prepare for Mme
Pinglet's wild story about her nightlong adventure with a
telegram which arrives only minutes before Mme Pinglet her- 

3self. When Ferraillon is told, m  the second act of La Puce 
& l'oreille, that he might get life insurance at Chandebise's 
place, Ferraillon notes the address on his cuff, and the 
audience knows where to expect him in the next act. He does 
arrive, but his appearance has nothing to do with insurance 
or the address on his cuff. He is there only to return 
Camille's palate, which had also been inscribed with the

■*"Vol. 4, act 1, sc. 8, p. 155.
2Ibid., act 3, sc. 14, p. 226.
3Vol. 4, L'Hdtel du Libre-Echange, act 3, sc. 5,

p. 103.
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address.^-

The Inverted Pyramid
Such examples of wasted motion are infrequentf but

they suggest how important the conventions of his "craft”
are in Feydeau's work. As Sarcey said, he does not usually
waste time giving elaborate hints to the audience about what
is going to happen. He relied on the probabilities estab^
lished by the convention itself. Because he worked within

2the conventions, the audience knew what to expect. Unlrke 
Scribe, who often spent the entire first act on elaborate 
exposition and ordered a complex array of facts and circum­
stances before setting them in motion, Feydeau starts his 
plays rather simply and creates the complications later,. He 
once said of his method;

Si vous comparez la construction d'une piece de th&atre 
a une pyramide, on ne doit pas partir de la base pour 
aboutir au sommet, comme on a fait jusqu'ici, Moi, je 
retourne la pyramide: je pars de la point et j'^largis 
le d6bat!3

The disadvantage of Scribe's method of building an enormous 
base to support a tiny pinnacle is that all the complicationsf

■̂ Vol. 4, act 2, sc. 4, p. 166; act 3, sc. 12, p. 221,
2Sarcey felt that it was a great advantage to. the 

modern writers of comedies to have established "entre les 
vaudevillistes et le public une strat^gie convenue de 
mouvements et d'effets. . . . Nous devinons tous £ demi-mot; 
car nous savons le jeu.” Quarante ans de theatre, 4;402,

OQuoted in Michel Georges-Michel, Un Demi-siecle de 
gloires th^Htrales (Paris: Editions Andr§ Bonne, 1950) , 
p. 124.



which form the bulk of the play, are designed to make possi 
ble the scene & faire.~*~ In Feydeau's method the complica­
tions exist for their own sake, or rather for the madness 
and frenzy they produce. He was able to accomplish this be 
cause, rather than directing all his efforts toward a pre­
determined conclusion, he merely returned to his place of

2departure, to the point of his inverted pyramid. But a 
pyramid that can be made to stand on its head may not be 
weighty, and Feydeau's is constructed of little more than 
air. The problems in the deception plays are never very 
real, they are built on appearances. The planned adultery 
rarely takes place, and from a situation of apparent crisis 
and scandal his heroes are returned to an equally apparent 
situation of stability. The threat is easily removed be­
cause it was largely illusory in the first place.

The major obstacle Feydeau faced in using the decep 
tion formula was not in finding a logical way to get his 
characters out of their predicaments, but in preventing the 
apparent crisis from developing into a real one. For Fey­
deau's people, that means only avoiding a situation that 
precipitates an actual scandal. Their overriding concern

■^Gerould compares the construction of a well-made 
play to "building an entire house for the sake of the roof. 
"The Well-Made Play and Its Heritage," p. 35.

2Feydeau was not original even m  this inversion 
of popular dramatic theory. Labiche had used the same 
technique in Un Chapeau de paille d'ltalie.
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with scandal makes the deception formula a particularly ap­
propriate use of the comedy of misapprehension and the tech­
niques of the well-made play. Despite the impression one 
may receive from watching or reading the plays, Feydeau's 
characters are largely the architects of their own destinies. 
The recognition scene of New Comedy provided an arbitrary 
denouement which was imposed upon the characters, and the 
well-made play technique of preparing for the outcome with 
hints and suggestions did not make it any less arbitrary.
But Feydeau's heroes are usually responsible for both com­
plications and denouement. They create the crisis when 
they are tempted into a scandalous situation, and produce 
the outcome by their successful flight from scandal. By 
manipulating them into a situation in which exposure seems 
inevitable, Feydeau only increases the probability of some­
thing that is always possible whenever one attempts decep­
tion. He uses the suggestive techniques of preparation pri­
marily to bring the deceivers and the deceived together in 
an incriminating locale. Once he has them there, he merely 
guides their efforts as they do the work of manipulating 
for him.

Order and Chaos
The deception formula provided Feydeau with the 

means to create a fantasy of bizarre situations by starting 
with premises that his audience could accept as reasonably 
"realistic," that is, with characters motivated by fears
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like their own. It was also a formula in which the machine­
like logic and materialistic aesthetics of Sarcey could be 
satisfied without becoming an end in themselves, while pro­
viding the necessary discipline and order to counterbalance 
Feydeau's natural tendency to fantasy and lunacy. The chaos 
which is produced by the desperate flight from scandal is 
balanced by a sense of overall order and a feeling that the 
playwright always has control no matter how chaotic things 
may seem. Like the clown's pratfall which combines apparent 
abandon with perfect control and precision timing, events 
which seem most abandoned often betray the skillful hand of 
the playwright. Apparently chance happenings always manage 
to fit into an overall and somehow logical pattern. When 
Pinglet and Marcelle are caught in a police raid at the 
HStel du Libre-Echange, they each give the other's name as 
their own in an attempt to pass as man and wife. This 
naturally results in their arrest, but it later has the ef­
fect of throwing the blame on to their innocent spouses. An 
equally fortuitous series of accidents shifts the responsi­
bility to the maid and schoolboy, but the net result of all 
these accidents is the impression that the playwright could 
lift the guilt and place it with almost mathematical pre­
cision on whichever shoulders he pleases.

The feeling of order in the midst of madness is in­
creased as well by the nearly symmetrical arrangement of many 
of the plots. Starting from a situation of bourgeois
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stability and order, they move to a point of maximum disorder 
and impropriety in the second act and return to a situation 
of stability in the final act. Such symmetry is often re­
flected in the settings. In L'H&tel du Libre-Echange and La 
Puce cl l'oreille the setting of the third act is the same 
as that of the first, and the second act of both plays takes 
place in a disreputable hotel. The plays end as they began, 
with at least relative order restored to the household.

In some of Feydeau's earliest one-act plays there 
is less emphasis on this kind of order and symmetry, but in 
others, particularly those involving infidelity, it is even 
more striking than in the full-length deception plays. C 'est 
une femme du monde and Seance de nuit both take place in a 
cabinet particulier of a restaurant— a favorite setting for 
indiscretions— and in both the characters are brought together 
through a series of maneuvers and relationships which have 
the precision and economy of a mathematical formula. In 
G'est une femme du monde two men who are being unfaithful to 
their mistresses agree to share the same private dining room 
in order to show off to each other their latest conquests.
The women, who are posing as femmes du monde, turn out to be 
identical with the deceived mistresses and are also both 
former wives of the maitre d'hQtel. Everyone in the cast has 
a relationship with at least one other person which is not 
discovered until the end. Stance de nuit, although even more 
complex, has the same sort of ingenuity and economy in its
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use of characters to serve more than one function, Even more 
than the full-length deception plays, these two short pieces 
illustrate the kinds of abstract patterns which can be devel­
oped from the use of plots based on misapprehension.

In nearly all of the plays Feydeau wrote before 1908, 
misapprehension, whether the result of deception or innocent 
mistakes, is both the basis of plot development and the source 
of most of the fun. Even in Fiances en herbe, a simple vi­
gnette in which the usual plot complications are absent, the 
humor arises almost entirely from a special kind of ignorance: 
the na‘ivet§ of children discussing adult matters without un­
derstanding the implications of their words. But the use of 
misapprehension is not always as appropriate to the action 
and the characters as it is in the deception plays. Amour 
et piano is more successful than many of his early plays in 
this regard. The action, which develops from an innocent 
young girl being mistaken for a courtesan, ends with the im­
plicit suggestion that this young man would have been better 
off courting a proper young lady than attempting to get in­
volved with an "actress," so the mistake is given some sig­
nificance. On the other hand, Chat en poche and Les Fiances 
de Loches, two longer plays which are also based on mistaken 
identity, are sustained by a largely mechanical prolongation 
of the original error. The latter play, which seems pri­
marily an exercise in developing the utmost madness from a 
single mistake, ends appropriately in a lunatic asylum.



81

Variations on’ the Theme
The deception formula was successful partly because 

the plot was so suited to the theme, but since this implies 
that both theme and presentation were essentially the same, 
it supports the charge that the deception plays are all 
simply variations on a single play. This is largely true, 
but not all of the deception plays follow precisely the 
pattern outlined for L'HQtel du Libre-Echange. In Champignol 
malgr£ lui, for example, the action moves in the second act 
to a military base rather than a hotel or other trysting 
place, and in Le Systeme Ribadier the threat of scandal is 
brought right into Ribadier's home in the person of an en­
raged husband. Such differences are not entirely mechanical. 
They are usually accompanied by certain differences in tone 
and theme. In Le Dindon the principal threat of scandal is 
Vatlin's one-time mistress, Maggy. By not introducing her 
until late in the first act and not having her appear at all 
in the third, Feydeau is able to devote more time in the 
first and third acts to confrontations between people and 
less to the usual complications and misunderstandings. On 
the other hand, La M6me Crevette, a woman whose very presence 
threatens scandal, is onstage through most of La Dame de 
chez Maxim and dominates nearly all of the action by creating 
one disruption after another in Petypon's life. The former 
play stresses the frustrations of marriage and devotes much 
time to the conflict of husband and wife over questions of
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sexual morality, while the latter, presided over by the 
insouciant figure of La Mome, acquires something of a festival 
atmosphere from her carefree disregard of all normal conven­
tions and restraints.

Un Fil a la patte and Occupe-toi d*Amelie differ sig­
nificantly from the other deception plays because they have 
different starting points. Both begin in the salon of a 
cocotte rather than a respectable bourgeois home, so that 
the usual procedure of introducing nominally respectable 
people into a scandalous situation and then returning them 
shaken but safe to the stability of their homes cannot apply. 
The cocotte, as a walking symbol of impropriety, has great 
power to disrupt the fagade of respectability and create 
general panic when thrust into a bourgeois setting. She is 
more than immune to the scandal she produces; she thrives 
on it and uses it to her advantage. Thus the action of Un 
Fil £ la patte reverses the usual pattern by moving the 
disreputable characters of the first act into a respectable 
home in the second. Bois d'Enghien is not a husband trying 
to escape his wife in order to enjoy an extramarital fling, 
but a lover who wants to leave his mistress in order to marry 
a wealthy young woman. Rather than running into his spouse 
at his trysting place, he meets his mistress at the signing 
of the wedding contract, where she outrages the future 
mother-in-law and causes the marriage to be cancelled. The 
action does not return the characters to their starting
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positions, however, because the young lady forces her mother 
to accept the marriage by herself causing another scandalous 
situation. Scandal is again the key to both complications 
and outcome, but instead of resulting from the flight of the 
main characters, here two characters— first the cocotte and 
then the ingenue— use the threat of scandal to obtain their 
own ends.^

Occupe-toi d-Amelie moves even further from the 
standard formula because it revolves almost wholly about the 
world of the cocotte. It has the usual second act bedroom 
scene with its frantic attempts to prevent the discovery of 
infidelities, but instead of being the focal point of the 
play and the pinnacle of complications which must be un­
raveled in the final act, it produces additional complica­
tions and a fourth tableau in which to straighten them out.
As a result the play lacks the geometrical symmetry and 
economy of his earlier deception plays. By the standards 
of the latter, it is loosely constructed, but it follows 
the logic of farce in carrying a situation to an unendurable 
extreme. Marcel's attempt to avoid marriage while reaping 
its benefits (the benefits of marriage being financial, not 
sexual) results in the most horrifying situation one of

^Feydeau often portrays women as quite cavalier in 
their attitudes toward les convenances. A characteristic 
shared by the ingenues, wives, and cocottes of Feydeau's world 
is a willingness to use scandal as a weapon. Bois d'Enghien's 
fiancee uses essentially the same trick employed earlier by 
Finette in La Lyceenne (vol. 8, act 3, sc. 7). On scandal 
used as a weapon by wives, see pp. 142-43 below.
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Feydeau's males could imagine— marriage to a cocotte.

New Directions
Occupe-toi d*Amalie is the last full-length play 

Feydeau finished without collaboration, and it is one of 
several attempts in the later part of his career to break 
away from the mathematical rigors of the deception formula.
It is usually regarded as one of his finest plays, and its 
success may be due in part to the fact that it is less de­
pendent on the formula than others.'1' After the success of 
La Dame de chez Maxim in 1899, he tried several times to 
move in new directions, but not always with happy results.

Some of these ventures departed radically from his 
usual practice. Le Bourgeon is a comedy which treats ser­
iously many of the same themes on which his farces are based: 
sex and marriage, hypocrisy, and the role of the cocotte in 
(or out of) society. Because of the serious tone, it appears 
from our vantage point rather embarrassing in its commitment 
to an outdated code of sexual morality. L'Age d'or is a

The first act illustrates this "looseness" of con­
struction. The opening scene with the phonograph, the argu­
ment between AmSlie and her brother, and several other scenes 
are there for their own comic sake, not to provide exposition 
or preparation for later events. These scenes are not ir­
relevant to the play, for they reveal the nature of Amelie's 
world and the people who inhabit it, but they do not provide 
preparation in the well-made play sense of the word. The 
only hint Feydeau gives that Amalie and Marcel will be dis­
covered together in bed when the curtain rises on the second 
act is Etienne's admonition to "look after Amelie." The 
hint is effective only because the audience already knows 
what kind of people they are.
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time-travel fantasy framed by a conventional plot of paternal 
objections to a daughter’s marriage. Unlike Le Bourgeon, in 
which farce is largely relegated to a sub-plot, the general 
atmosphere in this fantasy is farcical, particularly in its 
treatment of sex and violence.

La Duchesse des Folies-Berg&re differs primarily in 
its development of the plot. This play weaves several 
threads of action together through five acts, and was under­
standably criticized as being "made up of several vaude­
villes."'*' Although there is a kind of loose thematic unity 
which holds the various strands together, it lacks the economy 
and focus that were so highly regarded by Sarcey and others. 
Another play, La Main passe 1, is interesting because it is 
superficially like the other plays that hang on the eternal 
question of adultery. Women often threaten adultery but 
are prevented from actually committing it. Even when hus­
bands or wives are caught in compromising situations, they 
are the victims of mistakes and appearances. But in La Main 
passe! adultery is committed, and the guilty couple is dis­
covered. Shaw once complained the "conventional farcical
comedies are always finally tedious because the heart of them,

2the inevitable conjugal infidelity, is always evaded." It

■^Emile Faguet, Journal des debats, 12 December 1902, 
p. 1128, quoted in Norman Richard Shapiro, Introduction to 
Four Farces by Georges' Feydeau, trans. Norman Richard Shapiro 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970) , p. xxxvii.
Lorcey makes a similar comment in Georges Feydeau, p. 166.

2George Bernard Shaw, Complete Plays with Prefaces,
6 vols. (New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1963), 6:343.
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is not evaded here, but the result is not especially fortu­
nate. In spite of Shaw's objection, evasion is appropriate 
to a play such as L'H&tel du Libre-Echange because it is con­
sistent with the characters' attitudes. They ultimately 
avoid both adultery and its consequences because they fear 
scandal above all else. La Main passe I involves an actual 
breach of the moral code which Feydeau seems to have regarded 
seriously, for the lovers are duly punished.

The method of punishment is clever, amusing, and 
actually quite appropriate, but it is followed by a fourth 
act devoted to almost melancholy reflections on the conse­
quences of adultery.^ After these pious thoughts, Francine's 
running off to find yet another lover seems motivated by 
little more than the convenience of the plot. Since her 
sometime lover (now her husband) is allowed to rejoin his 
forgiving former wife, it seems clear that Francine is forced 
to pass from one man to the next because of the convention 
that an unchaste wife is forever "unclean," and not because 
of her arbitrarily "flighty" character. Having weighted down 
the main action of the play with the demands of conventional 
morality, Feydeau lightens the tone for two and one half acts 
with the antics of Hubertin, a broadly comic character whose 
actions, unfortunately, are only peripherally related to the

■^Their punishment contrasts with the harsh fate 
which awaited most adulteresses in drama. See p. 144 
below.



main plot.
La Main passe! and Le Bourgeon suggest that Feydeau 

was searching for a way to deal with the real problems 
which arise between people because of the frustrations of 
sex and marriage rather than to continue manufacturing arti­
ficial crises of misunderstanding and confusion, but both 
these plays are marred by the necessity of warping the plot 
so as to demonstrate the validity of a code of sexual ethics. 
Only when he abandoned the question of extramarital sex was 
he able to find a satisfactory way of dealing with the con­
flicts of husband and wife without relying on intrigue and 
misapprehension. In his late one-act plays, beginning with 
Feu la mfere de Madame, Feydeau abandoned the comedy of mis­
apprehension and developed what was for him a new dramatic 
method. Misapprehension plays a role in these plays, as it 
is apt to in any farce, but it is no longer the principle on 
which they are organized. Instead they are based on a 
fundamental incompatibility between two persons which is 
steadily aggravated until it reaches a nearly explosive state. 
It was not an original method, Courteline had shown the
farcical possibilities of putting two characters in conflict,

1each resolutely pursuing his own form of irrational logic.

■'‘Unlike Feydeau, Courteline does not limit his use 
of this basic method to domestic conflict. In Le Commissaire 
est bon enfant, one of the antagonists is an actual lunatic.
In others (e.g., La Paix chez soi, L'Article 330), one com­
batant seems to have made a conscious decision to use irration­
ality as a weapon against a mad world.
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Throughout his career, Feydeau had himself often used direct 
conflict between husband and wife in individual scenes, but 
not through an entire play. The complications in the late 
plays are at a minimum, serving primarily to heighten the 
conflict and bring the differences between the two into the 
sharpest possible focus. The characters are more realistic 
than in his early short plays, but they seem scarcely less 
mad. In many ways quite ordinary and conventional, they 
exist in their own separate worlds, as firmly cut off from 
one another as if they were creatures from separate planets. 
Brought together by the unpredictable accident of marriage, 
they remain foreign and incomprehensible to each other. In­
capable of communicating, they can only destroy one another.

This is a simpler, more direct, and perhaps more 
honest method of creating comic action, but it too proved 
limited in scope for Feydeau. He was only able to use it 
successfully in short plays where the steadily increasing 
tension is not broken by act divisions or obscured by com­
plicating events. It is possible that if Feydeau had lived 
longer and retained his health, he might have written longer 
plays that were free of reliance on mistakes and misunder­
standings, yet (unlike Le Bourgeon) wholly within his usually 
intensely farcical mode. As it is, two plays which seemed 
to be going in that direction were abandoned, while he went 
on to write several more short plays.

At the point at which each of these attempts break
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off, there are none of the misunderstandings or deceptions 
which sustain the plots of his earlier plays, Cent millions 
qui tombent exists as the first two acts of a three act play, 
There are a few scenes in the beginning of the first act in*- 
volving the familiar business of hiding a loverf but this is 
soon passed over, and the characters quickly turn their attend 
tion to money, which is their preoccupation and the focus of 
the play. This is Feydeau’s most savage portrayal of cupid- 
ity and one of the plays most dependent on the idiosyncrasies 
of character types for its comic effects. The plot is simple 
and straightforward, Paulette and her friends shamelessly 
try to flatter, pamper, or wheedle the formerly despised 
servant Isidore out of a share in the vast fortune he has 
apparently inherited. A reference to the brief duration of 
the Saturnalia suggests that Isidore’s good fortune would have 
proved temporary in the third act, but there is little else 
to predict the outcome.^

In On va faire la cocotte (a two-act playr of which 
only one act exists), Feydeau returned to the theme of 
marital infidelity. The situation is similar to that of 
several other plays, A philandering husband is found out by 
his wife, who then plans revenge in kind. The state of af’-' 
fairs at the end of the act is parallel to that at the end 
of the first act of Monsieur chasseir but in the earlier 
play the husband does not know that he has been discovered,

''"Vol. 6, act 1, sc. 1, p. 215.
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and the wife has no intention that he should find out about 
her "revenge." This atmosphere of misapprehension becomes 
the basis for the frantic evasions and lies which make up the 
action of the remainder of the play. But when Emilienne 
learns, in On va faire la cocotte, of her husband's infidel­
ity, she confronts him with the truth in a way that makes it 
impossible to deny. Both of them know exactly where they 
stand. Tr^velin defies his wife and goes out with his mis­
tress on his arm as Emilienne declares to his face, "Puisque 
tu n'en as que pour les grues, en bien! je me conduirai comme 
une grue."^ We have little more than a cast of characters 
to tell us what Feydeau planned for the second act, but one 
can easily imagine an outcome consistent with the situation 
and the personalities of the characters involved: Tr£velin 
forced to admit that he fears cuckoldry and scandal more than 
he desires the pleasures of sin, and Emilienne made to real­
ize that the life of a "grue" is not precisely what she had 
romantically imagined. Yet Feydeau, the creator of such 
ingeniously complex puzzles, was unable to bring this rela­
tively simple action to a conclusion, although he was still
hoping to complete it six years after the first act was 

2finished.

■̂ Vol. 7, act 1, sc, 6, p. 282.
2Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, p. 251.
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Wisdom and Folly
The forms which Feydeau used were successful because 

even in conforming to the social and theatrical prejudices 
of his culture, they were supremely suited to portraying the 
folly of those attitudes. This is not to say that Feydeau 
was criticizing or mocking the mores of his age. There can 
be little doubt that his attitudes were essentially conserva­
tive, and that he shared the prejudices of his contemporaries. 
If so, one might ask, how was he able to portray so accurately 
the folly of a scandal-obsessed society, if, as it seems, he 
did not really regard those obsessions as foolish?

In objecting to the evasions of bedroom farce, Shaw 
was asking that we critically examine our attitudes toward 
sex and scandal, but the play he offered as a "demonstration" 
of the proper role of farcical comedy actually demonstrates 
that people really need not be so foolish about these things, 
and so is not farcical at all.'*' Farce will not admit the 
possibility of an alternative to folly, for to concede the 
polarity of wisdom and folly implies the need for judgment, 
and farce abjures all judgment, whether rational or moral.
It gives the only accurate picture of the region beyond good 
and evil, where the inhabitants are not supermen, but un­
ashamed fools. Entering the spirit of farce is a declaration

•̂Overruled. Shaw details his objections to the lies, 
evasions, and stratagems of farcical comedy in the preface 
to this play. Complete Plays with Prefaces, 6:343-44.
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of irresponsibility, a temporary renunciation of the duties 
of wisdom and the right of judgment. It is an abdication 
which might justly be deplored if we could only be certain 
that our wisdom were real and our judgment sound. But we 
know that prejudice often takes the mask of wisdom and that 
judgment can be a cloak for hate or fear; so when farce in­
sists that beliefs, prejudices, reason, and fear all shed 
their graver disguises to wear the cap and bells, its folly 
may be wiser than we know.

The irresponsibility of farce does not imply that 
it is simple. We are not easily seduced into discarding our 
serious attitudes toward ourselves and our feelings, and for 
every age and culture there exist limits which cannot be 
crossed. Feydeau's limitations were those of his age, and 
he accepted them even while— by exploiting their farcical 
possibilities— he portrayed them. If they prevented him 
from writing certain kinds of plays, they were the mainspring 
of others. The deception formula and the one-act plays of 
domestic conflict enabled him to probe the lives and feelings 
of his audience without straying from the path of folly.
Both methods provided a distorting mirror in which they saw 
their lives reflected with a calculated degree of unreality. 
The nature of the reality shown in the mirror and the tech­
niques by which it was distorted will be the subject of the 
next chapter.
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CHAPTER III

THE INNER STRUCTURE

La m&canique— m§me impeccable— n'explique pas tout. 
D'autres ont su agencer habilement des peripeties et 
leur oeuvres ne sont plus joules. Ils n'^taient que 
de bons fabricants. Ce qui rend le theatre de Feydeau 
exceptionnel, c'est la d&mesure et surtout le grain de 
folie qui le parcourt.l

Probabilities and 
Progressive Madness

Like Sarcey, many modern critics have commented on 
Feydeau's elaborate constructions and intricate machinery.
But Feydeau himself had this interesting comment on the way 
he created his plays:

Je n'ecris jamais de scenario. Je vois une situation, 
je la prends; puis je pars sans savoir ou, au hasard. . . . 
Arriv6 devant 1'obstacle, je le saute, sans jamais 
l'eviter, sans tricherie et sans expedients: j'ai pos6 
en principe qu'on se tire de tout!^

Feydeau implies that to have everything worked out in advance,
to leave nothing to chance, would somehow be "cheating."

^Andre Roussin, "Le Cas Feydeau," World Premieres 
Mondiales, February 1963, p, 4.

2Quoted m  Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, p. 198, Adolphe 
Brisson reports a conversation m  which Feydeau told him: 
"Mes pifeces sont enti&rement improvises,- 1 ’ensemble et le 
detail, le plan et la forme, tout s ’y met en place a mesure 
que j'ecris. Et pour aucune d'elles je n'ai fait de cane- 
vas." Portraits intimes, 5:14,

93
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He would not be playing the game honestly. The game of farce 
requires spontaneity, a feeling of improvisation. However 
much planning he actually did, he recognized that the vitality 
of his plays depended on a feeling of uncertainty and unpre­
dictability that planning could not provide and might destroy. 
The wild air of improvisation which does so much to provide 
the buoyancy and gaiety of his plays would not seem to be the 
product of a detailed blueprint. His repeated use of the 
same formula, with its "inverted pyramid," allowed him greater 
freedom to improvise than might at first appear, so that his 
plays create more the impression of an improbable and unpre­
dictable juggling act than of a precise, well-oiled machine. 
This sense of unpredictable madness is at the heart of Fey­
deau, but even the madness is not without its rules and logic.

Elder Olson points out that even when comedy departs 
from normal or everyday probabilities it still follows under­
stood patterns of rules, and he classifies the probabilities 
of farce as usually being what he calls "hyperbolical."1 The 
probabilities of exaggeration are generally the rule in Fey­
deau's farces as well, but they are complicated by additional 
rules. To some extent the probabilities are established by 
the conventions already discussed. The well-made play's de­
mand for economy increases the "probability" that a character 
introduced in the first act will appear again in the second

iThe Theory of Comedy (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1968), p. 63.



95
and third if he has the least excuse for doing so, although
such an appearance may represent an extraordinary coincidence
by normal standards. Bousin mentions in the first act of Un
Fil cl la patte that he is a notary's clerk. Thus, of all
such clerks in Paris, it is he who fulfills that function in
the next two acts.'*' In Champignol malgr£ lui, a maid who was
fired in the first act just happens to find her next job in

2the home to which everyone is invited in the third. Char­
acters may behave in ways which violate patterns of real life 
if there is a precedent in convention or tradition. Husbands 
blind to the attentions paid to their wives by other men were 
a firmly established tradition in vaudeville, and Feydeau 
carries such blindness to extremes. Vatelin, for example, 
is not the least suspicious when he finds a man nearly pros­
trate before his wife in Le Dindon, despite the fact that it

3is the third such occurrence. His indifference is the more 
striking since similar scenes in Feydeau are often the cause 
of general panic.

"Probabilities" of this kind are artificial and con­
ventional, but they are an important part of the way Feydeau 
makes the improbable and bizarre seem logical and somehow 
acceptable within an atmosphere of accelerating madness.

■̂ Vol. 6, act 1, sc. 8, p. 123; act 2, sc. 14, p. 168; 
act 3, sc. 4, p. 182,

2Vol. 6, act 1, sc. 15, p. 50; act 3, sc. 5, p. 98.
3Vol. 2, act 1, sc. 8, p. 135.
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The acceleration is itself a part of the method. Feydeau 
once described his method of making a character seem more 
probable: "Quand j'ai un premier r8le qui pourrait paraltre 
invraisemblable, je prends soin de lui donner pour compagnon 
un personnage secondaire, mais qui, . . . est plus invrai­
semblable encore et, par opposition, fait paraitre le premier 
presque logique."1 The reverse is equally true: if a some­
what improbable character is made acceptable, he will pre­
pare the way for the more fantastic one who follows him. Each 
step of the progressive lunacy in Feydeau's world builds on 
the previous one. However wild and improbable the action be­
comes, it usually begins in rather normal circumstances and 
everyday settings: "Je pars toujours de la vraisemblance. Un 
fait— d trouver!— vient bouleverser l'ordre de marche des
6v6nements naturels tels qu'ils auraient du se d^rouler 

2logiquement." From this point the action becomes increas­
ingly more complex and frantic until it finally seems that 
anything at all could happen. A simple mistake can snowball 
into disastrous consequences. The simple provincials of 
Les Fiances de Loches mistake an employment agency for a 
marriage bureau and are led through a bewildering series of 
situations to confinement in an insane asylum, Lemercier's

1Quoted in Georges-Michel, Un Demi-si&cle de gloires 
thg&trales, p. 124.

2Ibid. Cf. Bermel, "Farce," p. 265* (quoted on p. 16
above).
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weakness for actresses results eventually in his being taken
for a desperate murderer in Gibier de potence. The entire
action of a play may be built on a mistake such as Saint-
Florimond's assumption of Champignol's identity, but even
a minor character can be sent by an ill-timed move into a
whirlpool of events beyond his control or comprehension.^
Bousin's vain and foolish act of dropping his card into an
anonymous bouquet leads ultimately to his arrest for indecent
exposure in Un Fil £ la patte. Like so many of Feydeau's
victims, Bousin never quite comprehends what is happening
to him and understandably concludes that he has fallen among

2a pack of lunatics.
One of the reasons Feydeau can raise the level of 

acceptable madness so high is that the situation is nearly 
always more comprehensible and logical to the audience than 
it is to the characters involved. They cannot see the 
threads which weave events together, they are aware only 
that their stable world has been converted into a madhouse. 
They, even more than the audience, are ready to accept the 
proposition that "anything can happen" for they can make 
little sense of what has already occurred. When Tournel 
and Raymond see Camille appear from the revolving bed of 
La Puce & l'oreille, miraculously speaking with the help

■̂ Vol. 6, Champignol malgre lui.
2Vol. 6, act 1, sc. 20, p* 145.
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of his silver palate, they refuse to believe their eyes.
After all, they had just seen the exact double of Chandebise 
appear magically from the same bed, and they assume this must 
be yet another magical twin.1 In this world the improbable 
is expected and madness becomes the norm.

Once the playwright has lifted his audience and his
characters to the highest possible level of madness, he must
decide what to do with them— how to end his play. As with
flying an airplane, coming down to earth may not be the most
interesting part of the flight, but it is one of the most
difficult. Lea wrote that the weakness in most farces is "at

2the end when the knots are cut and not untxed." She was 
referring specifically to the Commedia, but the same weak­
ness can be seen in some of Feydeau's early plays. Plays 
like Gibier de potence, Chat en poche, and Les Fiances de 
Loches, which are based on a central case of mistaken iden­
tity, end quite abruptly and with many questions left un­
resolved once the misunderstanding is cleared up. In farce 
we are not really interested in resolutions. We did not 
take off just to prove that we could come down again. Rather, 
we want to enjoy aerial acrobatics in the rarified atmosphere 
of fantasy and to defy the forces that would pull us back to 
reality. Yet it cannot be said that such abrupt endings are 
satisfactory, even for farce. Thrust suddenly back into

^■Vol. 4, act 2, sc. 8, p. 182.
2Italian Popular Comedy, p. 195.
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reality, we become sharply aware that the fantastic world 
into which we had been gradually seduced was only an illusion. 
We had been secretly pleased at how much that mad world re­
sembled our own, but the sudden ending makes us aware of the 
gulf between them.

Another of the advantages of the deception formula 
is that it restores order by means of the same logic which 
had created disorder. The resolution is a continuation 
rather than a denial of what had gone before. Stability is 
restored, but it is just as insubstantial and often nearly 
as mad as the chaos that preceded it. Sometimes, as in Le 
Dindon and La Puce ct l'oreille, the misunderstandings are 
cleared up and the characters are allowed to forgive one 
another and possibly to profit by their experience. In such 
cases the resolution brings us down from the level of farce 
and closer to conventional comedy, but just as often the 
madness continues to the end. Moulineaux, in Tailleur pour 
dames, persists in concocting new lies to the last line of 
the play, and stability returns in L'Hdtel du Libre-Echange 
only when Pinglet has driven the last incriminating witness 
from his home. In Un Fil £ la patte, Bois-d'Enghien does 
finally get rid of his mistress and wins the young bride he 
wanted, but only because his fiancee found the sinful past 
he was trying to discard irresistibly glamorous.'*' Such

•Sfol. 6, Un Fil & la patte, act 3, sc. 8, p. 194.
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characters may find the "happy" endings which they sought, 
but their newly found paradise is as appropriate to their 
foolishness as was their recently endured hell.

Happy endings are not required, but endings which are 
consistent with the original premises are. The late one-act 
plays have their own form of accelerating madness, but there 
are no tricks to elevate us into a world of fantasy. There 
is only an increasing tension between two people that usually 
ends as the distracted husband leaves the field of combat in 
an impotent rage. There is no resolution of the crisis or 
return to stability because there is no need for one. There 
are no intrigues or misunderstandings to be resolved and the 
conflicts, although essentially trivial, are as real at the 
height of the madness as they were at the beginning. The 
crises in the deception plays are like a magician's tricks. 
They are the product of mirrors and sleight of hand. The 
transition back to reality is necessary to complete the il­
lusion. In the late one-act plays the same level of reality—  
the same degree of "hyperbolical" probability— is maintained 
throughout, and the conflict is carried through to the in­
evitable explosion.'*'

This is also true of the unfinished On va faire 
la cocotte (vol. 7). The conflicting attitudes of the 
protagonists regarding sex and marriage are brought into 
direct, explosive confrontation.
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Exaggeration and Truth
The exaggeration of reality in Feydeau's plays varies 

both in kind and degree. Exaggeration is not always comical. 
As Eastman says; "It is the too much— always and absolutely—  

not the much, that is funny." In order to be comic, exagger­
ation must go "beyond some humanly reasonable bounds."^ This 
does not mean that the greater an effect or a character is 
exaggerated, the funnier it is likely to be, or that it need 
be gross to be effective. At times such "reasonable bounds" 
lie remarkably close to actuality. Domestic strife, such as 
that portrayed in Feydeau’s late work, is a favorite theme 
of comic writers because such situations find even the best 
of us approaching our limits of petty and selfish stupidity. 
Feydeau goes just beyond these limits in making his married 
combatants— especially the wives— totally blind to all but 
their own interests and points of view. Comic exaggeration 
is usually most effective when it most successfully welds to­
gether reality and unreality, when the traits it draws manage 
somehow to appear at once strikingly true to life and ab­
surdly impossible. The couples in Feydeau's late plays are 
extreme without departing far from reality. One of them at 
least may have re-created events that actually took place in 
the Feydeau household. His son Jacques claimed that he was 
the original hero of On purge Bfebfei and that "les choses se

^Enjoyment of Laughter, p. 150.
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sont pass£es & tr&s peu de chose pr&s comme dans la pi&ce."^

In Feydeau's earliest plays the exaggeration is much 
more heightened and lifts us immediately into a fantastic 
world that derives its comic power from its blissful unconcern 
with the standards of our own. The opening line of Gibier de 
potence tells us the sort of world we are entering. Plumard 
is just finishing writing a letter which he signs, 11 un anonyme 
. . . qui ne dit pas nom." Plumard, who lives appropriately 
at 7, rue aux Anes, later explains how he came to marry an 
actress:

J'etais herboriste, monsieur, et de moeurs honn§tes.
Un jour, mademoiselle Lamballe m'envoya chercher parce 
qu'elle itait souffrante. Elle avait des 6tourdissements; 
grcice h  mes soins, . . . le lendemain elle se portait 

merveille et quinze jours apr£s, je l'6pousais . . .
Cinq mois plus tard, monsieur, j'etais pSre de famille!
Ma femme me donnait un gros b6be parfaitement constitu^.
. . . C'est mtme un cas tr£s rare! vous savez. J'ai 
voulu, dans l'int6r£t de la science, adresser un rapport2 
d l'Acad&nie de midecine, mais ma femme s'y est opposie.

Plumard is more an exaggeration of an ancient theatrical type
character, the happy cuckold, than he is of observed reality.
Thus twice removed from reality (like the other characters
in the play), he seems less an exaggeration than an inhabit-
tant of some land of happy fools whose only relation to real
life is their obvious freedom from its restrictions.

Extreme forms of exaggeration are not always of this

■^Jacques Feydeau, quoted in Lorcey, Georges Feydeau,
p. 203.

2Vol. 6, sc. 5, p. 13.
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kind. Bentley suggests that the exaggerations of farce, al­
though apparently excessive, still maintain contact with 
reality because although "the external facts are distorted," 
farce is always faithful "to the inner e x p e r i e n c e ^ As he 
sees it, farce shows not what we do, but what we would like 
to do. It expresses, usually by direct physical action, what 
we feel but usually keep to ourselves. Like Freud, Bentley 
stresses the expression of feelings of aggression and sexual 
desire. While these are present in Feydeau's farces, they 
are not the only aspects of the "inner experience" that are 
exaggerated. The most common and most often exaggerated 
mental state for a Feydeau character is fear of exposure. 
Discovered in a compromising situation, as they always are, 
they run like frightened rabbits. Their fear is instantly 
translated into flight— into direct physical action. The re­
action is automatic and unthinking. Confronted with exposure, 
they can think of nothing else. When his wife surprises him 
with his mistress in Je ne trompe pas mon mari, Plantarede's 
terrified impulse to flee is so great that it never occurs
to him until later that his wife had made her startling ap-

2pearance from under the covers of another man's bed! Fey­
deau's heroes will do anything to escape scandal. If the 
door is not free, they may go out the window. If that is not

^"The Psychology of Farce," p. xv. 
^Vol. 3, act 3, sc. 4-5, pp. 280-83.
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possible, they will look for someplace, however ridiculous 
and improbable, to hide. When finally cornered, they will 
manufacture desperate and absurd lies.

The exaggeration of fear is complemented by exag­
geration of the joyful relief of having fear removed. Terri­
fied at the thought of Jambart's return, Barillon's house­
hold is suddenly comforted with the reminder that Jambart 
must be dead. He was devoured, they assure themselves, by 
a man-eating fish. Dancing and singing for joy, they shout, 
"II a et£ mange! il a §t£ mangel" (Le Mariage de Barillon).'*' 
After Yvonne learns that the messenger who had brought news 
of her mother's death (Feu la m§re de Madame) had actually 
come to the wrong door, she jumps for joy as she hears the
fateful bell ringing at the door of the adjacent apartment:

o"C'est les voisins qui ont perdu leur m£re!" As Bentley
suggests, such reactions are likely to be physical. Many a
guest whose appearance is inopportune finds himself shoved
unceremoniously into the next room, and Barillon picks up
an insulting telegraph boy and has him carried bodily off 

3stage. If they are prevented by the situation from react­
ing physically, they are apt to betray their anxiety by be­
coming so distracted that they appear mad. In Le Dindon,

^Vol. 5, act 2, sc. 10, p. 44.
^Vol. 7, sc. 3, p. 259.
3Vol. 5, Le Mariage de Barillon, act 2, sc. 8, p. 41.
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Pontagnac is so upset when he learns that the husband of the 
woman he has been pursuing is an old friend that he gives her 
money to keep quiet, apparently thinking for the moment that 
she is a servant.'*' Later in the same play, Vatelin is sur­
prised in his hotel room by Soldignac, an Englishman (despite 
his name) who is trying to obtain evidence of his wife's 
adultery. Knowing that the unsuspecting wife is in the bath­
room, Vatelin becomes nearly incoherent:

VATELIN.— . . . Elle n^est pas ici! Elle n'est pas
ici!...

SOLDIGNAC.— Qui! Ma femme? je sais bien. . . . Le
commissaire doit §tre en train de la surprendre en ce
moment.

VATELIN.— Oui,. oui, oui, oui.
SOLDIGNAC.— Pour plus de sdtret§, il la fait filer 

depuis ce matin. £a ne vous interesse pas ce que je 
vous dis?...

VATELIN.— Si! si! si!... Vous me disiez: "Malade... 
elle est malade..."

SOLDIGNAC.— Aoh! no, plus maintenant.
VATELIN.-— Ah! elle est morte!... C'est toujours 

un pas de fait!...
SOLDIGNAC.— Mais no!... Je disais "ma femme"..,
VATELIN.--Ah! oui, votre femme!... qui est 1^!.,.
SOLDIGNAC.— Comment?
VATELIN. —  ...Qui est lei-bas... rue Roqu^pine!...
SOLDIGNAC.— Yes!... il la fait filer!... ~
VATELIN.— Elle est partie!... Elle a file!...
If the characters' reactions are exaggerated, so 

often are the stimuli which produce them. As the play pro­
gresses, their troubles grow beyond all reasonable bounds.

^Vol. 2, act 1, sc. 2, p. 123.
^Ibid., act 2, sc. 12, pp. 173-74. In addition to 

material indicated by ellipses, all stage directions have 
been deleted, as they will be in subsequent quotations of 
dialogue unless essential to the meaning or the point being 
illustrated.
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They are haunted by the things they dread most, and their most 
secret fears materialize before their eyes, like the newspaper 
in Un Fil a la patte which reappears with the magical cer­
tainty of a hydra's head. Feydeau's often quoted "rule" of 
always bringing together people who should on no account meet 
applies to things as well as people. The demons who haunt 
these people usually are created by their own attempts at 
deception, but they need not be. Barillon's troubles only 
partly stem from a deception, yet he seems to be caught up 
in a nightmare in which his worst imaginings are realized.
It is not enough that he is married to the woman who was to 
be his mother-in-law (and whom he finds physically repulsive), 
or that her husband's return from the dead makes him first 
a party to bigamy and then a cuckold; the world seems to 
have conspired in nightmare fashion to remind him of his 
shame and humiliation. He barely learns himself of the mis­
take that makes Mme Jambart his wife when all Paris seems 
to have heard of the man who married his own mother-in-law. 
When the "family" flees to the country to escape the growing 
scandal, they are followed by children singing mocking and 
obscene songs, and a theatre manager gives them free passes 
in order to boost sales with a sign reading "La Bigame de

1 E.g., Sarcey, Quarante ans de th§£tre, 8:179; Leon 
Treich, "Le dixidme anniversaire de la mort de Georges Fey­
deau," Les Nouvelles litt^raires (Paris), 30 May 1931, p. 5; 
Marcel Achard, Introduction to Th^tre complet by Georges 
Feydeau, 1:14.
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Bois-Colombes assistera a la representation.

Fatalism and Farce
Bentley suggests that the structure of coincidences 

in farce becomes the equivalent of fate> a force outside our­
selves to which we (or the characters in the play) must sub- 

2mit. Such a concept of fate seems particularly appropriate 
for Feydeau, because his characters are often governed by a 
destiny which has its own inexorable logic quite beyond the 
conventional "logic" of manipulated events which was dis­
cussed earlier. The nature of this irrational logic is sug­
gested in remarks made by Jean-Louis Barrault. Calling at­
tention to the dream-like quality one sometimes finds in 
Feydeau, he said that one of the characteristics of his work 
"est de concretiser 1'association d'idees. Quelques id£es 
s'enchalnent-elles et s'associent? imm^diatement la chose

3existe." The association of ideas transformed into concrete 
images sounds more like the experiments of the surrealists 
than nineteenth-century farce, yet there is a certain simil­
arity between the surrealist attempts to make manifest the 
life of the unconscious and the tendency of farce to express 
the "inner experience" in physical terms. It is not simply

^Vol. 5, Le Mariage de Barillon, act 3, sc. 5, p. 58.
2Bentley, The Life of the Drama, p. 245.
3Jean-Louis Barrault, Une Troupe et ses auteurs 

(Paris: Vautrain, 1950), p. 52.
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that the characters openly and often violently express nor­
mally repressed emotions; the world in which they live seems 
to reflect those thought processes, much as the dream world 
is created by the mind of the dreamer. In Feydeau, the pat­
tern of coincidences which controls the fate of the characters 
is not random, nor as arbitrary as it might seem. It is so 
closely related to the desires and fears of the characters 
that it seems at times to be produced by them.

Sometimes, particularly in the opening scenes, fate 
seems to be working in their favor. Pinglet, in L'HQtel du 
Libre-Echange, barely mentions his lust for his neighbor's 
wife and chance conveniently arranges to throw her into his 
arms. He searches for an appropriate maison de rendez-vous 
and several circulars of such an establishment appear almost 
magically— in his wife's hands.'*' That perhaps should have 
given him a hint as to what was in store for him, but like 
the other would-be lovers in Feydeau who find themselves 
suddenly fortunate, he learns only later that the gods were 
tempting him to a comic hell. If it seemed for a short while 
that fate was responding like a genie to his every wish, the 
illusion was temporary. But fate is not indifferent to him, 
nor is he without influence on his destiny. On the contrary, 
like most of Feydeau's characters, he seems to have a knack 
for calling disaster down upon his own head.

^Vol. 4, act 1, sc. 11, p. 55.
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Fools as well as tragic heroes seem to have a special 

relationship with fate. Welsford argues that the privileged 
place of the court-fool to say what he pleased and the pro­
minence of fools and folly in certain religious and folk 
festivals both had their origins in the ancient practice of 
deliberately inviting vituperation in order to bring good 
luck. It is, she says, "a form of that universal human in­
stinct, the dread of . . . the sin of 'hubris' or presump­
tion."'*' It can be seen even in educated people who insist on 
touching wood whenever they happen to mention their own good 
fortune.

The malign power of the Evil Eye . . . exists in a 
vague, undefined way suffused throughout the universe 
. . .  To praise oneself or be praised by others is a 
sure way of attracting this queer, cosmic jealousy, 
and conversely the surest way to evade its unwelcome 
attraction is to depreciate oneself or be mocked by 
other people.2

The role of the fool was to draw this "cosmic jealousy" onto
his own shoulders, and possibly, because fools were often
regarded as immune to the Evil Eye, to transfer some of his
own good luck onto those he mocked. Feydeau's fools serve
also to draw the jealousy of fate onto themselves, and they

3too are immune from its worst effects. They tempt fate as

^"Welsford, The Fool, p. 66.
2Ibid.
3Feydeau was not unique in using this kind of comic 

fatalism. The hero of another vaudeville escapes his despised 
mother-in-law through divorce only to acquire two mothers-in- 
law when his ex-wife marries the father of his new wife.
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surely as Agamemnon treading on the red carpet, but being 
fools, they escape the catastrophe reserved for kings, and 
are ultimately allowed to return to their folly.

With this strange power watching over Feydeau's 
world, to boast of one's prowess is to bring certain impo­
tence, and to declare with confidence that something is im­
possible is to guarantee that it will occur. We need only 
hear Chanal, in La Main passe!, dismiss as totally absurd 
the idea that his wife might have a lover, to know that he 
is, or soon will be, a cuckold.1 When Pinglet assures Mar- 
celle that the seedy hotel (L'H&tel du Libre-Echange) to 
which he has brought her is the perfect place for their rendez­
vous because "ce serait bien la guigne si nous rencontrions 
quelqu'un de connaissance," her husband sneezes in the next
room, and Pinglet jovially answers the hidden voice with

2"Dieu vous benisse." The same malicious Providence insures
that Follavoine's "unbreakable" chamber pots will be smashed
into pieces (On purge Bebe), and that Brigot's boast of his'
sexual exploits will cause his nephew to be threatened with

3a cuckold1s horns (Le Mariage de Barillon).

When the discovery is made, the former mother-in-law declares 
triumphantly, "C'est le doigt de Dieu!" Alexandre Bisson 
and Antony Mars, Les Surprises du divorce (Paris: Editions 
Stock, 1947), act 2, sc. 15, p. 105.

XVol. 3, act 1, sc. 2, p. 40.
2Vol. 4, L'Hdtel du Libre-Echange, act 2, sc. 5, p. 71.
Vol. 3, On purge B6b£, sc. 4, p. 183; vol. 5, Le 

Mariage de Barillon, act 1, sc. 4, p. 15.
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A closely related superstition holds that if one 

speaks of the devil he is sure to appear, so if one wishes 
to doubly defy fate, one need only declare that his appear­
ance is impossible. There is nothing more certain in Fey­
deau's world than the imminent arrival of anyone whose pre­
sence is declared unlikely, especially if that person's 
entrance will destroy an alibi. In play after play, all 
that is needed to bring a character on stage is another 
character's insistence that the absent person is hopelessly 
ill, never leaves his remote country home, or is confined to 
a wheelchair by crippling rheumatism. The audience knows 
this and expects the new arrival, but the characters never 
seem to learn what disastrous effect their words have. 
Duchotel is caught twice in Monsieur chassel. He has been 
visiting his mistress under the pretext of going hunting 
with a friend in the country; a friend, Duchotel tells his 
wife, who never comes to Paris. The minute he leaves, the 
friend walks in the door. The wife soon learns that the two 
have not seen each other in months, and that Duchotel's 
hunting companion has never been hunting in his life. Later, 
when his wife confronts him with his lie, he continues to 
bluff, thinking his reluctant alibi has returned safely to 
the country:

Ah! bien, par example!... c'est parce que Cassagne.t'a 
dit... qu'alors tu crois?... Mais tu ne connais done 
pas Cassagne? C'est son coup de soleil... Tu ne sais 
done pas qu'il a attrapS un coup de soleil en Afrique, 
et depuis, g a  lui a enlevS la memoire?... alors, n'est-ce 
pas, tu lui demandes s'il va d la chasse... il te dit
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"non"... parbleu! il est sincere! il ne se rappelle 
pasl... Pas chasseur, lui!... Ah! bien, je voudrais 
qu'il f{lt 1&, tiens! pour le dire devant moi!... Je 
voudrais qu'il f&t 1&.

One scarcely need say that the next line belongs to the ser­
vant, announcing the arrival of M. Cassagne.

This vein of comic fatalism and the note of bitter­
ness some have detected in his plays have caused certain 
critics to see an almost tragic undercurrent in Feydeau. As 
early as 1913 Nozi^re wrote that his plays had the

rigueur math§matique d'une trag£die. Une sort de 
fatality m§ne l 1action et contraint le h£ros a subir 
tous les effets d'une faute ou d'un hasard. Certes, 
Feydeau adore la fantaisie. . . . Mais ensuite il est 
asservi a une loi sup£rieure, comme Wotan ob£issait 
aux Nornes. Le dieu du vaudeville est, lui aussi, 
l'esclave d'une force supreme et raisonnable.2

There is a danger that this sort of observation may lead one 
to discover more profundity than exists in these farces, so it 
is well to seek the meaning of this sense of "fatality" in 
Feydeau's work. Welsford does not speculate on the origin 
of the "universal instinct" she describes, but it is not un­
reasonable to conclude that, like so many superstitutions, 
it represents an attempt to impose order on an uncertain 
universe, an attempt that creates a picture of the cosmos 
which more accurately reflects our own mental processes than 
the unpredictable workings of the external world. We create 
an avenging destiny by projecting our jealousy and outrage at

■hrol. 5, Monsieur chasse!, act 3, sc. 4, p. 135.
2Fernand Weyl [NoziSre], "Georges Feydeau," Gil Bias 

(Paris), 4 June 1913, p. 1.
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the lies and presumptions of others onto an indifferent uni­
verse. But the idea of destiny confirms our fears as well 
as our sense of justice. We cannot mention our good fortune 
without fearing to lose it, and the more we fear, the more 
apt we are to see the cause of our fear in some unseen force 
waiting to take away what is precious to us. What we fear 
most is uncertainty, so we perversely convert chance into a 
positive force which is increasingly tempted to rob us the 
more we have to lose, and we create from our imaginations a 
cosmic tendency to produce order through the operation of 
chance. In Feydeau, this transformation of chance into 
certainty has almost mathematical precision.'*' ,

There is nothing mystical about this comic sense of
fate. It stems from a theatrical convention that is used by
many comic writers to create a sense of expectancy in the
audience. But this is not a purely arbitrary convention.
It has a basis in human psychology that makes it particularly
appropriate for farce. When the convention is used by a
playwright such as Scribe to make a coincidence seem somehow
more "natural," or simply to create a dramatic coup de th^Stre,

2it may rightly be criticized as artificial or false. In

1 Cf. James Kern Feibleman, In Praise of Comedy: A Study 
of Its Theory and Practice (New York: Russell & Russell, 1939), 
p. 180: "Comedy is always illustrative of the principle . . . 
that chance begets order. It is indeed a principle upon which 
instinctively the great comedians depend."

2E*g., Scribe's Le Verre d'eau (act 2, sc. 7-8), m  
which one of the characters dramatically appears the moment 
he is declared safety out of the country.
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Feydeau's hands, the improbability of the device is flaunted, 
not hidden. It becomes part of the method by which the dis­
orderly world of dream fears is made both concrete and pre­
cisely predictable, and by which the improbable is made cer­
tain.

Conflicts, Contradictions, 
and Transformations

The actualization of submerged mental states through 
the association of ideas is a major part of the dream-.like 
quality which critics like Barrault find in Feydeau's plays, 
but it is not the only one.’*' The irrational logic of farce, 
like that of dreams, depicts the world (including the world 
of our imaginations) in a changed aspect. The Freudians 
maintain that the true content of dreams is disguised to 
escape the psychic censor. In much the same way, Feydeau 
presents brutality, catastrophe, and humiliation transformed 
by absurdity. Many of the situations in Feydeau's plays, if 
encountered in life, could be as painful as those of tragedy. 
Our suffering is always lessened if we are allowed to suffer 
nobly and grandly. What we truly cannot bear is humiliation, 
being exposed to the world as the petty, weak, and pitiful

■^Many critics have noted similarities between dreams 
and extreme or farcical forms of comedy. K. J, Dover dis­
cusses the dream-like quality of Aristophanes' plays in 
Aristophanic Comedy, pp. 41-45. Bermel says that the atmos­
phere of farce often "approximates the condition of a dream 
world or, rather, of a nightmare: . . . "  "Farce," p. 264.
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creatures we fear we really are. It is this sort of nightmare 
world to which Feydeau's creatures are subjected. Like a 
nightmare, it becomes increasingly absurd and impossible as 
it becomes more terrifying. What would be painfully embar­
rassing is transformed into laughter and. fantasy, because, 
although we may recognize our nightmares, they have been 
stretched beyond the limits of the possible.^ The distortion 
takes many forms, but one of the most common is the inappro­
priateness of a character's response to a situation. When 
threatened with exposure, their reaction is usually an exag­
gerated, headlong flight. Yet when actually caught in an 
embarrassing situation, they often try to act as if nothing 
at all were out of the ordinary. When Lucette, in Un Fil a 
la patte, discovers Bois-d'Enghien hiding in a closet, he 
calmly explains, "Tu sais quelquefois, dans la vie, on a 
besoin de s'isoler... Et 5a va bien depuis tantQt?" Later 
he is trapped in his underwear on the landing of his apart­
ment just as a wedding party descends from the floor above.
With nowhere to run or hide, he gallently bows and offers

2his best wishes to the scandalized bride.

^Cf. Bermel, "Farce," p. 265: "Dream fears [such as 
those realized in farce] are familiar to audiences. As they 
recognize them, consciously or unconsciously, they laugh; they 
are relieved witnesses of somebody else's nightmare." L§on 
Treich quotes Feydeau as saying that a vaudeville should be 
based on a situation "la plus tragique qui soit, une situation 
a faire fremir un gardien de la Morgue, et vous essayez d'en 
degager le cdt£ burlesque." "Le dixiSme anniversaire de la 
mort de Georges Feydeau," p. 5.

2Vol. 6, act 2, sc. 7, p. 160; act 3, sc. 6, p. 189.
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Both the frantic flight and the affectation of non­

chalance which follows are reactions to the same typical 
nightmare fear: the threat of exposure. Both reactions em­
phasize the fear while placing it in a slightly unreal con­
text. When exposure is merely threatened, the reaction is 
extreme and physical, drawing attention to the fear itself 
in a way which appears out of proportion to the threatened 
cause. Quite often (as in the scene in which Bois-d'Enghien 
frantically hides newspapers that everyone else regards as 
innocuous) the threat appears in the guise of a perfectly 
ordinary object or event, and is not seen as threatening by 
most of the characters on stage. But when the threat is 
realized in all its enormity, the reaction is to ignore it 
completely. Either cause or reaction is given complete, 
physical expression, and the other is proportionately dimin­
ished. Each situation is an example of what Bentley calls 
the farcical dialectic: the bringing together of "wild fan­
tasies and . . . everyday and drab r e a l i t i e s . T h e  fantas­
tic improbabilities of a nightmare come into direct conflict 
with the bland surface of everyday life in an explosive col­
lision of the ordinary and the extraordinary.

The quiproquo provides an excellent means of exploit' 
ing such conflicts by presenting two versions of the same 
event, one bizarre or shocking and the other bland and

^The Life of the Drama, p. 241.
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ordinary. It may simply be a question of a character acting 
in ignorance of the true situation. Moricet, in Monsieur 
chassel, unknowingly duplicates the scene with Bois-d'Enghien 
on the stairway. Alone in his apartment with another man's 
wife when he hears the voice of the law demanding entrance, 
he dresses hurriedly— including gloves and hat— in order to 
have an irreproachable appearance when he opens the door. 
Unfortunately, he forgets in his panic to put on his trousers, 
so that from the waist up he is dressed to go out, and from 
the waist down he is undressed for bed.'*' This is another 
instance of farce's tendency to express its themes and sit­
uations in strongly physical terms. Moricet's appearance is 
a striking visual metaphor for the situation in which he 
finds himself: in spite of his attempts to "cover up," he is 
literally "caught with his pants down."

Moricet's neglect of his trousers is a simple mistake 
by comparison with many of the elaborate quiproquos for which 
Feydeau is famous, but it shares with them the characteris­
tics which make mistakes and misunderstandings such fertile 
devices for the writers of farce. In the first place, mis­
takes provide a bridge between the ordinary and the bizarre 
by permitting ordinary characters to behave through ignorance 
in an extraordinary or fantastic manner. Whether or not the 
mistake itself was foolish (they are often quite natural and

•’'Vol. 5, act 2, sc. 17, p. 125.
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reasonable under the circumstances) they cause their victims 
to look and behave like fools. Just as misapprehension gives 
the writer of the second, or "mechanical," type of farce a 
means of controlling events and shaping the plot, it also 
allows him to control his characters' foolishness. A simple 
mistake can induce an otherwise ordinary character to behave 
with the apparent abandon of the most irresponsible and im­
probable zanni while always maintaining the necessary link 
with reality. There is no shortage of fools in Feydeau, but 
most of the outrageous and foolish behavior with which his 
plays abound is the result of characters' operating on false 
assumptions. Occasionally such ludicrous behavior is the 
result of deliberate trickery on the part of other characters. 
Such is the case in La Dame de chez Maxim when MQme Crevette 
convinces the credulous Gabrielle to rush to La Place de la 
Concorde to receive the "word" through which she will conceive 
the future savior of France. The best known example of such 
trickery is the famous wedding scene in Occupe-toi d'Amglie 
in which Marcel finds himself married to a notorious cocotte 
in spite of his plans to avoid marriage altogether.

Such cases of a character deliberately and success­
fully making a fool of another are comparatively rare. More 
often the mistakes and misunderstandings seem to arise from 
apparently random accidents in an atmosphere of general

^Vol. 7, act 1, sc. 8.
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confusion. Often a character is caught in a ludicrous situ­
ation as a result of his own attempts at deception having 
backfired. Moricet's overlooked trousers and Marcel's wed­
ding are examples. Another occurs when Duchotel tries to con­
vince his wife that he has really been hunting. He habitually 
returns from his escapades with "game" he has picked up at 
the local butcher, but this time the slightly deaf merchant 
supplied him with several p&t£s which Duchotel unwittingly 
presents to his wife as proof of his honesty.’*' Duchotel's 
lies are typical in that they rarely have the effect intended. 
If they don't result in making the perpetrator himself look 
foolish, as in this case, they are apt to cause entirely un­
foreseen misunderstandings and confusions. Another inveterate 
liar, Moulineaux, produces nearly all of the multiple mis­
understandings in Tailleur pour dames by his constant and 
often desperate fabrications. His intention is merely to 
deceive his wife, but in the process he inadvertently makes 
fools of everyone in the cast, himself included. But char­
acters seem to be led into the greatest absurdities through 
the operation of blind chance and innocent mistakes. It is 
chance that leads Tournel and Raymonde to get on their knees
to an alcoholic hotel porter in La Puce a 1'oreille, kissing

2him and begging his forgiveness. Their confusion is the 

■*"Vol. 5, Monsieur chassel, act 3, sc. 4, p. 134.
pVol. 4, La Puce ei 1'oreille, act 2, sc. 7, pp. 176-

77.
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result of the age-old device of exact physical resemblance, 
but a much more complex series of accidents causes Due Pitch- 
enieff (La Duchesse des Folies-Berg&re) to unwittingly act 
as a procurer for his own wife."*’ The unfortunate duke is 
in much the same position as Charangon in L 1Affaire Edouard, 
although the consequences for the latter not as severe. He 
merely defends an unknown woman (who happens to be his wife) 
from charges stemming from an illicit encounter, and unknow­
ingly directs several insults at himself in the course of

2his eloquent plea. These and many more are fools by circum­
stance more than by nature. They are ordinary people thrust 
by the playwright into extraordinary situations.

The ability to turn ordinary people into fools is 
not the only advantage of the quiproquo. It has other trans­
formational possibilities as well. Part of the persistent 
popularity of the quiproquo and its verbal equivalents— the 
double meaning, the pun, and the play on words— lies in the 
illusion they create that things and ideas can be made so 
malleable. They create the intriguing and fantastic impres­
sion that meanings, ideas, and even things need not be con­
stant, that they can be altered, twisted and transformed at 
will. They weld together normally incompatible images into 
strange new shapes and invite our imaginations along unexplored

■̂ Vol. 8, La Duchesse des Folies-Berg^re, act 4, sc. 9, 
pp. 219-20.

2Vol. 1, L'Affaire Edouard, act 3, sc. 9, p. 201.



121
paths. Even a simple mistake, like that of Moricet, provides 
the opportunity to bring together two jarringly incompatible 
images to create a kind of sartorial chimera: part impeccable 
and elegant, and part humiliating and ridiculous.

But many of the mistakes in Feydeau, particularly the 
extended misunderstandings in the early plays, are even more 
bizarre. The prolonged quiproquos of Chat en poche and Les 
Fiances de Loches and the multiple misunderstandings woven 
through the plot of Tailleur pour dames have little meaning 
other than to raise the level of madness to a point at which 
the normal laws of probability seem to have ̂ peen suspended.
We sense that we have entered a kind of wonderland, a world 
of imagination. It is not the kind of fantasy world pre­
sented in Lewis Carroll's famous story, where events can be 
understood only as part of a dream or fantasy. But imagin­
ation clearly precedes reality because it is the characters' 
false concepts of the situation which are the primary determi­
nants of the action. We are encouraged to view the world 
through the eyes of the character while at the same time be­
ing constantly reminded of how far that view is from reality. 
Pure fantasy allows us to enter a world in which the normal 
laws of existence have been suspended, but in this case we 
are introduced into a world of imagination which operates in 
direct defiance of those laws, which skips lightly across the 
face of reality like a flat stone across the surface of a 
pond. Like the stone, its repeated collisions with the
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surface allow it to gain new elevation and continue its pre­
carious flight through the air, rather than causing it to 
sink abruptly beneath the surface, as we had feared. This 
world of imagination, created through misunderstanding, is 
even more versatile than the skipping stone, for it can un­
expectedly change its shape or direction. It does not achieve 
the heights of pure fantasy, which soars free of reality. It 
is restricted, however loosely, by the laws of natural pro­
bability, and thus acquires the air of a game of skill in 
which the playwright must increase the atmosphere of fantasy 
while constrained by the laws of reality.

Such manipulation and perpetuation of misunderstandings 
were among Feydeau's special skills. Especially in the early 
plays, there are a number of misunderstandings at once, some­
times within the same scene, which will combine to create new 
misunderstandings even as some of the first ones are being 
cleared up. A complex web of mistakes is spun in which each 
individual's misinterpretation of the situation indirectly 
influences the others in a logically evolving pattern of 
confusion. In the majority of the plays the mistakes result 
largely because of attempts at deception, but in a few cases 
the entire plot is a tissue of misunderstandings created from 
innocent mistakes. In Chat en poche there is one central 
misunderstanding which becomes the foundation for all the 
further mistakes and complications. The central error is 
Pacarel's belief that Dufausset is a famous young tenor from
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the country whom Pacarel hopes to exploit. The confusion is 
sustained through the three acts by a series of additional 
mistakes which help to bolster the original error just as 
it seems inevitable that the truth must come out. At one 
point Dufausset mentions having heard the choir of the Sis- 
tine Chapel. Because of the phrasing of Dufausset's remarks, 
the others think that he became a member of the choir and 
are shocked at the thought of the surgery required for such 
membership. Everything Dufausset says seems to confirm their 
conclusion, including his explanation that he visited the 
Chapel because he was feeling depressed as the result of an 
unhappy love affair.

DUFAUSSET.—  . . . Je puis dire que j'ai eprouv^ 
lH une des plus grandes secousses de ma vie.

LANDERNAU.— Je vous crois.
DUFAUSSET.— Je n'Stais pas plus tQt entrg, monsieur, 

que je me sentais pris par tous ces chantres a la voix 
celeste,... terrasse, d6mont§... Je n'§tais plus un 
homme, monsieur!... J'&tais... Ah! je ne sais pas ce 
que j'£tais...

PACAREL.— Ne cherchez pas... (A part.) Pauvre 
garcon!

DUFAUSSET.— Enfin, me croirez-vous quand je vous 
dirai que j'ai pleur6, oui monsieur... comme un veau, 
a ce moment-1^.

PACAREL.— Ah! je ne savais pas que les veaux a ce 
moment lcl...

LANDERNAU.— C'est sans doute la perspective du pot- 
au-feu.

DUFAUSSET.— C'£tais de l'extase, quoi... au point 
que je n'ai m§me pas fait attention & ce qu'on m'y a 
ex6cut6.

As both Pacarel and Landernau had thought that Dufausset was 
trying to seduce the other's wife, this new misunderstanding

■’’Vol. 2, act 3, sc. 3,, p. 49.
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adds an additional complication, one which is compounded when 
Dufausset later asks to marry Pacarel's daughter.

Throughout the play an atmosphere of fantasy is main­
tained by a perpetual discrepancy between fact and interpre­
tation. Our imaginations are invited to play with meaning 
and see how long we are able to dance lightly above the face 
of reality. The mistaken interpretations need not always be 
bizarre or extraordinary, but they are made to seem so because 
of the marked contrast with the true state of affairs and 
sometimes with other, equally mistaken interpretations. Be­
cause the fantastic atmosphere so often depends on this tension 
between reality and appearance, the playwright is often at 
pains to keep the contrast before the audience. The principal 
function of the aside in Feydeau's work is to heighten these 
contrasts. He uses it to call attention to the difference 
between a character's true thoughts and feelings and those he 
expresses to others, and also to make clear to the audience 
his misinterpretation of events when it would not be plain 
from what he says aloud.1

Although it is typical that at the height of the con­
fusion every character on stage may be acting under one or

Evidence of the importance of the aside in this func­
tion is the fact that it continued to play a large role even 
as Feydeau's work became more "realistic," and as he ceased 
using other conventional devices such as the opening monologue 
to the audience. In the late one-act plays, in which mis­
understandings play a very minor role, the use of the aside 
is minimal.
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more delusions, Feydeau is usually careful that the audience 
be able to keep the various misunderstandings separate. Even 
when the audience is momentarily kept ignorant of the facts, 
the effect is to heighten the sense of the fantastic and the 
feeling that anything can happen. A good example of this 
technique is the scene between Amalie and Adonis in the open­
ing of Occupe-toi d 1 Amalie.^ The audience is as surprised as 
the guests when she takes her attractive servant onto her knee 
and kisses him, and they are surprised again at the dramatic 
announcement that Amalie and her servant are brother and sis­
ter. The temporary illusion that Amalie may be sleeping with 
her young servant was acceptable because it did not far ex­
ceed the limits of what the audience would deem possible under 
the circumstances. The world of the cocotte was, by bourgeois 
standards, a fantastic place where normal standards and values 
were flouted or ignored, and Amalie's shocking behavior just 
seems to flirt with the limits of the audience's expectations. 
Here, as elsewhere, Feydeau builds his mad world on a founda­
tion of realism, stretching to its limits his audience's 
perceptions of what is possible by displaying reality in its 
most fantastic light.

The Playwright as Magician
The paradox of these elaborate misunderstandings is

^Vol. 1, act 1, sc. 2-5.
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that they combine an atmosphere of extravagance and abandon 
with an awareness of the skill and precise manipulation re­
quired to keep the confusion from collapsing. Quite often 
mistakes depend on exact phrasing which seems natural and 
spontaneous enough in the situation, but which is capable of 
more than one interpretation. Feydeau calls attention to this 
need for precision in a footnote to a speech in La Dame de 
chez Maxim which warns the actress playing Gabrielle against 
inserting a single word which would make the speech unequiv­
ocal and end the confusion.'*' It is not only a matter of man­
ipulating people and events for the purpose of shaping the 
plot— the conventional aim of the well-made playwright— for 
its real purpose is the transformation of reality through the 
distortion of images and meanings. The farce playwright is 
not merely a juggler, but something of a magician. He is an 
alchemist who transmutes base reality into the bizarre.

The writer of well-made farces differs from the stage 
magician in that he is not trying to create illusions by means 
of secret tricks. He is playing with images, showing how one 
thing can be made to appear like another, rather than pre­
tending that he can actually bend the laws of nature. Yet 
some of his appeal is drawn from the same sources as those of 
the magician. Using different kinds of "sleight of hand," 
each attempts to delight us with surprises, make us expect

■*"Vol. 7, act 3, sc. 7, p. 204.
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the unexpected, and create the charming sensation that facts 
can be manipulated and changed. The image of the magician is 
particularly apt for Feydeau. While most of his tricks and 
transformations, like those of other vaudevillistes, are based 
on various forms of misapprehension, his plays are filled 
with devices which are much like those of a professional 
conjurer. In L'Age d'or, one of the principal characters iŝ  

a magician who uses his art to extract the Follentin family 
from numerous difficulties. Although Gabriel is the only real 
magician among Feydeau's characters, there are many others who 
have plans for making people vanish. The best known of these 
tricks is the revolving bed thoughtfully provided to its cus­
tomers by the management of the Hotel du Minet Galant. De­
signed to transform an amorous couple into a sick old man in 
the event of unwelcome visiters, it serves to produce a number 
of surprising appearances and disappearances throughout the 
second act of La Puce A l'oreille. A similar device is the 
trick cabinet and moaning horn of La Duchesse des Folies- 
Bergfere which permits the Duchess to be in two places at 
once.^ Other devices, designed to trap rather than conceal 
lovers, also produce surprising results. A secret chamber 
in an old castle turns out to have been provided by its builder 
with a system of mirrors which permit those outside to view

iAn example of Feydeau's use of ancient theatrical 
devices in more elaborate form. This one is essentially 
the same.as the tunnel between the houses in the Miles 
Gloriosus of Plautus.
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the hidden room without being seen (Le Circuit), and the in­
genious plan in Le Dindon to trap a pair of guilty lovers 
with electric bells also produces unexpected excitement in 
the lives of an elderly couple.^-

His fondness for tricks and gadgets was not the only 
way in which Feydeau demonstrated his affinity to magical 
effects. He also made use of the magical qualities inherent 
in two apparently contradictory trends of his time: the ris­
ing popularity of mysticism and the supernatural on the one 
hand, and that of science and technology on the other. How­
ever opposed they might be philosophically, science and mys­
ticism each have a similar hold on the public imagination: 
the fascination with the wondrous and extraordinary. The 
scientific fantasies of Jules Verne had exploited and propa­
gated the image of the scientist as a creator of miracles, an 
image helped even more by the stream of discoveries and inven­
tions which brought science and its wonders into the daily 
life of nineteenth-century Europeans. Feydeau explored the 
comic side of scientific fantasy in the third act of L'Age 
d'or, but he was also fond of the startling effects which 
could be produced by more commonplace wonders of science, such 
as the phonograph in La Main passe 1 and the previously men­
tioned electric bells of Le Dindon.

Feydeau also exploited the surge of interest in the

^Vol. 5, Le Circuit, act 2, sc. 17, p. 207; vol. 2, 
Le Dindon, act 2, sc. 15, pp. 179-80.
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occult and the supernatural which swept Paris in the last 
decade of the nineteenth century. ■*" Like most Parisians, 
Feydeau undoubtedly had more faith in the miracles of science 
than in the power of the occult, but he was more than willing 
to use public awareness of the supernatural by creating comic 
apparitions of his own in L'Hdtel du Libre-Echange, La Dame 
de chez Maxim, and Occupe-toi d'Amglie. In these cases Fey­
deau would seem to be mocking the belief in otherworldly 
powers, but there was another area of mysterious power which 
generated intense interest and which Feydeau— whether because 
he believed in it or because it suited his purposes— accepted 
at face value. The intensively debated and dimly understood 
practice of hypnotism became the core of two Feydeau plays: 
Dormez, je le veux! and Le Syst&me Ribadier. In some ways 
hypnotism was an area in which science and the occult over­
lapped. It was seriously studied by reputable doctors, yet 
its strange powers over people did not quite fit the largely 
physical and materialistic image of nineteenth-century science. 
The wonders of hypnotism and the marvels of physical science 
were useful to Feydeau separately, so it is not surprising 
that in La Dame de chez Maxim he combined them to create the 
"fauteuil extatique," a machine which induces an hypnotic 
trance at the touch of a button. As usual with Feydeau,

^Raymond Rudorff describes many manifestations of 
this interest in The Belle Epoque (New York: Saturday Re­
view Press, 1973), pp. 185-205.
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fantasy was based on reality, and even this extraordinary 
machine was not entirely the product of his imagination. It 
was based on the invention of a Dr. Moutier, a specialist in 
electrotherapy. As if to authenticate the imaginary inven­
tion, Feydeau credited the real doctor with its creation in 
the original version of the play, although the name was later 
changed at Dr. Moutier's insistence.^

The touches of stage magic, the scientific gadgets, 
and the toying with the supernatural are all a part of a 
larger tendency toward the surprising and the bizarre. His 
plays produce one surprise after another in the manner of a 
magician's act. His settings, with their many doors (nearly 
all are interiors), resemble those boxes used by illusionists 
to produce rabbits and make goldfish and people vanish. But 
in Feydeau's plays it is the characters, not the audience, 
who are bewildered by the transformation the playwright makes 
in their circumstances. As Claude Berton has pointed out, 
even Feydeau's language has some of the quality of a magician's 
performance:

II est hach§, cahotique, argotique, elliptique, bourr6 
de rencontres d'idSes saugrenues et ahurissantes, comme 
un habit d'escamoteur qui fait sortir de ses manches, 
de ses poches ou de son col, des poissons, des fleurs, ^ 
une omelette, des bulles de savon ou un boulet de canon.

^"Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, p. 200.
2Claude Berton, "Georges Feydeau et l'tme de chez 

Maxim's," Les Nouvelles litt§raires (Paris), 5 April 1924, 
p. 4.
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The Familiar and the Exotic
In addition to using theatrical tricks to transform 

reality into strange new shapes, Feydeau chooses wherever he 
can subjects which themselves combine the qualities of the 
real and the strange. Hypnotism, spiritualism, and wonderful 
new inventions were all a part of the world that was familiar 
to Feydeau's audience, yet they also seemed exotic and strange. 
The same combination of the familiar and the exotic can be 
found in many of Feydeau's characters. This is particularly 
true of the many foreigners, who are among the most extrava­
gant personages in Feydeau's assortment of fools. Foreign 
visitors were a common sight in Paris, especially during and 
after the 1889 Exposition, and Feydeau probably expressed the 
feelings of many Parisians when he wrote to a journalist,
"0& je suis? Depuis huit jours & 1'Strangerf h  Paris! Mais

Xpas pour longtemps car j'ai peur d'y oublier le frangais,"
Like many comic writers, Feydeau allows himself considerable 
latitude in portraying the strange behavior and bizarre man" 
ners of foreigners, treating them all as more or less madr 
Still, he was exaggerating less than might first appear in 
depicting some of these characters, for the reputation Paris 
had acquired as a center of pleasure and licentiousness drew 
a large number of well-publicized eccentrics and adventurers,
At least one of Feydeau's most extraordinary foreigners was

1Jules Huret, Loges et coulisses (Paris: Editions 
de la Revue Blanche, 1901), pp. 289-90.
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inspired by a real person.^-

Another of Feydeau's sources of real yet extraordinary 
characters was the demi-monde. No other aspect of life under 
the Third Republic was as inherently theatrical and fantastic. 
The grandes cocottes, who were the heart and soul of this il­
licit world, were creatures who lived on notoriety and pub­
licity. Theirs was a theatrical world, not just because many 
were actresses and singers, but because success depended less 
on beauty than on the aura of glamour and excitement they gen­
erated through extravagance and scandal. Like certain modern 
film stars, they lived on legends of their own creation and 
traded in fantasy as well as sex. They created a world well 
suited to Feydeau's purposes because it strove for outrageous­
ness and deliberately defied the normal restraints of respect­
able society. It cultivated, in short, much the same kind of 
freedom from civilization's rules that fools have always en­
joyed, and turned itself into the kind of topsy-turvy world 
on which farce thrives.

These examples illustrate the tendency of farce to 
establish its excursions into the fantastic firmly in con­
temporary reality. With one exception, all of Feydeau's plays
take place at the time they were written and deal with famil-

2iar characters and themes. The exception, L'Age d'or,

^See p. 216 below.
2Its reliance on the familiar and the everyday tends 

to make farce dependent for dts effects on the specific cul­
ture which engendered it, making translation difficult. The
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actually begins in a contemporary setting, then moves into 
the past and future in a series of dream sequences. Yet even 
here the familiar and the exotic are combined in a way that 
is characteristic of farce. When farce goes beyond the realm 
of everyday living and treats exotic or historical subjects, 
it is apt to do so on a level which is thoroughly familiar to 
its audience. Rather than using history or foreign lands as 
a background, it is inclined to give farcical treatment to 
well-known characters and incidents from novels, films, or 
legends, and so slips easily into parody or burlesque. Here 
the usual movement from the commonplace to the unusual is 
reversed. Starting with material that is more exotic than 
familiar (although it contains elements of both), it often 
draws further into the realm of the commonplace through the 
easy expedient of anachronisms.'*' In L'Age d'or both the 
familiar story and the anachronisms are a logical consequence 
of the use of dream sequences. Follentin falls asleep while 
reading Dumas's popular novel La Reine Margot and his dream 
loosely resembles incidents from the novel. In the second 
act Follentin is transported into the reign of Louis XV, but 
again the major characters are those made familiar through 
popular fiction. The anachronisms are limited to those that

importance of the familiar seems to have been instinctively 
understood by British and American adaptors of French farces 
who usually transplanted the action to London or New York.

■*There has been a recent increase in this type of 
farce. The technique is used extensively by Mel Brooks, not­
ably in his recent television series "When Things Were Rotten."
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would naturally result from traveling backward in time. As 
usual, Feydeau bases his absurdities in logic, but the tech­
nique of combining the exotic and the everyday is the same 
as that of modern "spoofs" and parodies.

The Two Sides of Sexual Fantasy
If Feydeau's treatment of familiar reality is part of 

a system of conflicting extremes, so too is his treatment of 
the "inner experience" of which Bentley speaks. In Bentley's 
Freudian view, farce depends on tendentious joking, on the de­
sire to attack and expose. Sex and violence are mainstays of 
farce and, in farce, they both assume the form of aggression. 
Certainly sex and violence are an important part of Feydeau's 
plays, but the treatment is more complex than that suggested 
by Bentley. Of the two, sex is by far the more important to 
Feydeau, as illicit sex is the basis of most of his plots. 
Bentley may have had Feydeau in mind when he wrote that farce

offers a special opportunity: shielded by delicious 
darkness and seated in warm security, we enjoy the 
privilege of being totally passive while on stage our 
most treasured unmentionable wishes are fulfilled 
before our eyes . . . .  In that application of the 
formula which is bedroom farce, we savor the adventure 
of adultery . . . without taking the responsibility 
or suffering the guilt.^

Yet this description gives an incomplete idea of what actually 
takes place in a Feydeau farce. It is true, as Bentley sug­
gests, that Feydeau's plays and other bedroom farces can be

^The Life of the Drama, p. 229.
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seen as elaborate jokes on the frustrations and trials of 
marriage. But having forbidden desires expressed on stage 
is not the same as having them fulfilled. Farce thrives on 
evoking strong emotions and converting them into laughter, 
not on vicariously satisfying illicit desires. And repressed 
sexuality represents not just one emotion, but a conflict of 
opposing emotions. Sexuality is repressed where it is feared, 
and Feydeau gives full physical expression to both sides. In 
his plays sex is both a temptation and a terrifying threat.
In Freudian terms, the super-ego is given equal time with the 
libido.

This dual attitude toward sex is inherent in plots in 
which attempts to fulfill illicit desires are met with frus­
tration, exposure, and humiliation. Feydeau does not attempt 
to moralize or to demonstrate that humiliation is the inevi­
table outcome of violations of the moral code, but he does 
dramatize the conflict of desire and fear, carrying both to 
extremes to produce the most effective collision between them.'*' 
As in a dream, the conflicting emotions have a way of mater­
ializing through a process of association, assuming grotesque 
and exaggerated shapes, but unlike a dream, where nothing is 
certain or predictable, here everything is controlled and 
justified through the well-made logic of material causation.

■*"A pointed moral or lesson was not uncommon in the 
vaudeville. Divorgons, by Victorien Sardou and Emile de 
Najac, i s a n  example of a farcical play which delivers an 
obvious lesson in conventional morality.
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In the deception plays, this conflict is apt to culmi­

nate in an establishment such as the H8tel du Libre-Echange, 
where a woman might casually request a pack of cards from a 
bellboy, unconcerned with the fact that she is stark naked.^ 
Such suggestions of licentiousness soon dissolve into images 
of fear and humiliation, and erotic freedom becomes scandalous 
anarchy. Sexual fantasies materialize only to be transformed 
into nightmares which drive the frightened bourgeois back to 
the safety of their homes. The formula of the deception plays 
permits a retreat from the world of dreams and nightmares, 
but the action of farce does not always offer such a logical 
means of escape.

Le Mariage de Barillon illustrates even more clearly 
than the deception plays how the action of farce can make man­
ifest inner frustrations and secret terrors and give them 
nightmare proportions. Barillon is a middle-aged man who 
plans to take an eighteen-year-old bride, and is opposed by 
a young rival whom the girl greatly prefers. The contrast 
of Feydeau's play with Moli&re's L'Ecole des femmes, perhaps 
the most famous expression of this ancient theme, helps show 
the difference between the logic of farce and that of comedy. 
MoliSre's play is grounded in reality throughout. Given the 
natural psychology of the characters involved, it logically 
demonstrates the folly of Arnolphe's plan to marry a young 
girl yet avoid the dangers of cuckoldry. But the action of

■̂ Vol. 4, L'HQtel du Libre-Echange, act 2, sc. 1, p. 67.
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Feydeau's play, while it begins with a similar premise and 
reaches much the same conclusion, takes a course in which the 
logic of reality is left far behind. Although Barillon looks 
forward to his marriage with the lovely young Virginie, he 
cannot stand his future mother-in-law. It is not that she is 
hostile to him; on the contrary, she is much too affectionate. 
She is forever kissing him, forcing him to hide the fact that 
he finds her repulsive. Then, through a ridiculous but ap­
parently unalterable mistake, he finds himself married to 
the mother rather than the daughter. As absurd as this sit­
uation is, he is constantly reminded that it is in some ways 
quite appropriate, for the mother is close to his own age.
The girl even begins to call him "mon petit papa."'*' But 
Barillon fails to see any justice in this development and com­
plains loudly of his predicament: "D'un c&t§, aimer une femme
que je ne peux pas Spouser, et de l 1autre, avoir 6pous£ une

2femme que je ne peux pas aimer! Ah! non, c'est trop!"
Barillon's plight is an absurd caricature of the sit­

uation in which many middle-aged men find themselves. They 
resent the fact that the women they married many years earlier 
are no longer youthful and attractive, and they yearn wist­
fully after lovely young women who are beyond their reach. 
Barillon's strange predicament is in one way quite normal.

^Vol. 5, Le Mariage de Barillon, act 2, sc. 6, p. 39. 
2Ibid., sc. 7, p. 40.
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But his troubles do not end there. At the beginning of the 
play, he was threatened with cuckoldry by his youthful rival. 
Even after he is married to the mother, he is in danger of 
wearing horns, but the threat has undergone a bizarre trans­
formation appropriate to this nightmare world. Jambart, his 
new wife's rightful husband, materializes from the dead, and 
now either husband will become a cuckold should the other ex­
ercise his conjugal rights.

When an annulment is granted at the end of the play, 
Barillon resolves to remain a bachelor, just as Arnophe is 
advised to stay single at the close of Moli&re's play. But 
in Arnolphe's case the advice is a logical conclusion drawn 
from the action of the play, which in turn was a direct con­
sequence of Arnolphe's own foolish plan. In L'Ecole des 
femmes the initial situation contains the premises of a log­
ical argument which is developed through the plot. The sit­
uation which begins Feydeau's play gives rise to a host of 
associations that materialize into grotesque and changing 
shapes. The oppressive mother-in-law fuses with the unattrac 
tive wife, the reluctant bride becomes a rebellious daughter, 
and the rival in love re-emerges as a suitor for the daught­
er's hand. Assuming the role of wronged husband, Barillon 
is twice threatened with cuckoldry, but in both cases it is 
he who emerges as the usurper when at the end of the play 
mother and daughter both claim their "rightful" husbands. 
Barillon's rivalry with Jambart becomes a grotesque parody
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of his claim to Virginie because the young man's right to 
Virginie is as "natural" as Jambart's right to be Mme Jam- 
bart's husband.

Sexual fantasies in Feydeau's plays, whether of 
adultery or a lovely but inappropriately young bride, always 
have a dark side that evokes associations of fear, frustra­
tion, or scandal. While the plots dramatize this conflict of 
desire and fear, there is one character who, more than any 
other, personifies it. She is the cocotte, the glamorous 
symbol of sensuality and license, a personification of erotic 
fantasies. But she is also a destructive threat to society 
and respectability, a wrecker of marriages and fortunes. Like 
Astarte, she represents both sensuous pleasure and forces of 
terrible destructiveness. This dual role is seen clearly in 
La Dame de chez Maxim. La M8me Crevette is charming, attrac­
tive, clever, and vivacious, yet her mere presence is enough 
to turn Petypon's life into a nightmare. His association 
with her is made as suggestive as possible. First she is 
discovered in his bed, and then he finds himself inadvertently 
"married" to her. But Petypon is permitted no pleasure from 
the relationship. While she was in his bed, he spent the night 
under an overturned sofa, and, when he remembers nothing from 
the evening before, she assures him that nothing took place 
between them.'*' The pretence that La M0me is his wife helps

■Sfol. 7, La Dame de chez Maxim, act 1, sc. 17, p. 120.
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to bring out the ambivalence in attitude toward the cocotte t
When he objects to her posing as his wife, she mocks him with
"tu ne t'embetes pas!"^ If that were not enough, his uncle,
who is unaware of the deception, keeps reminding him of the
contrast between La MSme and his real wife by calling the

2latter a "vielle toupie."
Ambivalence toward sex shows up in more subtle ways,

as when Armandine is made to think that the love-sick bell
boy is afflicted with a serious illness— a disease called 

3puberty. The joke acknowledges the fact that the awakening 
of sexual desire in a young man is sometimes a mixed blessing. 
Sexuality in young women could not be treated so directly be­
cause of the convention that young women were innocent of such 
desires, or at least of any real knowledge of sex. Yet in 
Feydeau's plays there is at least a hint of ambivalence toward 
this common assumption. For one thing, his young heroines 
are often more forward and knowledgeable than was acceptable. 
One of them goes so far as to insinuate to an undesirable 
suitor that he will become a cuckold if he insists on marrying

4her. Where the young women are conventionally innocent, 
their innocence is often the source of sexual jokes based on

1Ibid.
2Ibid., act 1, sc. 15, p. 118.
3Vol. 2, Le Dindon, act 2, sc. 4, p, 157,
4Vol. 8, La Lyc^enne, act 1, sc. 6, p. 18.



141
their naivete regarding the real nature of marriage.'*" The 
plot of Amour et piano is a joke of this kind, although it 
is not based on naivete, but on the fact that the young lady 
is mistaken for a cocotte. These jokes do not go so far as 
to suggest that young innocence is a sham, but they do call 
attention to the fact that in spite of their purity young 
women do have a sexual nature, if only as the object of sex­
ual desire.

If the innocence of young unmarried women is highly
charged with sexual meaning, it may also have produced mixed
feelings toward sex on the part of married women. In La Main
passe! Francine argues that a bride should have no hint as to
what awaits her on her wedding night. She concedes that

Caroline aura peut-Stre un moment d 1estomaquement!
Elle dire [sic] peut-Stre: 'Eh ben!... Eh ben! quoi 
done!1 Mais elle aura du moins l'attrait de la 
surprise et l'effet n'aura pas §te ratg.2

Francine seems to think that the best the young bride can
expect is a disagreeable surprise.

But despite (or perhaps because of) this abrupt in­
troduction to the pleasures of the marriage bed, married 
women in Feydeau are not immune to the temptations of 
adultery. Francine herself has already taken a lover when 
she gives Chanal this illogical advice. But their motives

"*"E.g. , vol. 6, Un Fil a la patte, act 2, sc. 2, 
pp. 149-50; and vol. 6, Notre futur, sc. 2, p. 207.

2Vol. 3, La Main passe!, act 1, sc. 1, p. 39.
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are usually less frankly sexual than those of their male 
counterparts, and, because they are more sensitive to the 
dangers of exposure, they are quicker to back out of an 
amorous adventure. Francine is the most forthright adult­
eress among Feydeau's heroines. She is the only one to 
admit that her original reluctance and protestations of 
virtue were a sham. She concedes that if her lover had not 
been so persistent she would have been forced to play the 
part of the aggressor herself.^ Others, such as AngSle in 
Champignol malgrg lui, are much less candid. She was pre­
vented from having an affair with Saint-Florimond (she had 
gone so far as to give him her house key) only by an un­
fortunate chance which threatened their discovery, yet she
insists on calling her terrified retreat from infidelity the

2"triomphe de ma vertu." With Ang£le, as with most of Fey­
deau's characters, fear of discovery or of reprisal takes the 
place of genuine moral commitment. But in the case of mar­
ried women, reprisal can be a motivation as well as a de­
terrent to adultery. Most of Feydeau's husbands fear cuckold­
ry far more than they do exposure of their own infidelities. 
As a result, the wives are apt to see adultery as the ultimate 
weapon in the battle with their husbands, and they are more 
easily tempted by rage against their spouses than by the ardor

■'"Ibid., act 1, sc. 11, p. 60. 
2Vol. 6, act 1, sc. 1, p. 31.
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of a would-be lover. Pinglet, who is otherwise not much of a 
lover, takes advantage of this in L'HQtel du Libre-Echange 
by inflaming Marcelle1s anger at the insulting remarks made 
by her husband. She promptly acknowledges the wisdom of his 
strategy when she tells him, "Ah! Pinglet... Vous §tes 
laid!... mais vous savez parler au coeur des femmes!" At 
any other time, she admits, "je vous aurais repouss£ avec 
horreur.11 Marcelle is merely annoyed by her husband's neg­
lect, but most women resort to this drastic weapon only to 
retaliate for their husbands' infidelities. But once they 
have determined to go through with it, they give no more 
thought than Marcelle to the attractiveness of their chosen 
avenger. "Et ne croyez pas que je le choisirai!" says Mme 
Pontagnac in Le Dindon. "II me semble que 9a m'emp§cherait
de savourer ma vengeance! Non, n'importe qui, le premier

2imbecile venu!"
Mme Pontagnac's attitude fairly represents the role 

played by the adultery of wives in Feydeau. While it is 
clear that many of these women are less than candid in their 
protestations of virtue, the principal target is not the 
exposure of feminine hypocrisy. Feydeau uses their attempts 
at infidelity primarily for the threat they pose to their 
husbands' well-being. It is a masculine point of view. The 
stress is on the danger of cuckoldry rather than the psychology

■Sfol. 4, act 1, sc. 8, p. 53.
2 Vol. 2, Le Dindon, act 1, sc. 10, p. 140,



144
of the women involved. But while the danger is always pre­
sent, the threat rarely materializes. Feydeau was curiously 
circumspect in treating the infidelities of women. Nowhere 
does a manage ^ trois have the central role it occupies in 
Labiche's Le Plus heureux des trois and in numerous medieval 
farces. Most of his contemporaries viewed the adulterous 
wife as an extremely serious subject, and Feydeau either 
shared their view or deferred to their sensibilities. When 
adultery occurs its effect is carefully diminished by the 
manner of presentation. The unwritten law of the Boulevard 
was that although a man might be forgiven for unfaithfulness 
(and often was), an adulteress must not go unpunished.^
Only in his last play does the principal female character 
commit adultery and escape both detection and punishment. 
Duchotel's mistress in Monsieur chasse! is never seen, and

There were exceptions to this rule, the most notable 
of which was Le Plus heureux des trois, mentioned above. 
Labiche avoids the prohibition by stressing (as the title 
indicates) the difficulties and embarrassments of the wife 
and her lover, but the play was still considered unusual. 
During Feydeau's career the Naturalists and others were 
breaking such conventions in plays like Becque's La Parisienne 
and Courteline's Boubouroche. But the majority opinion, and 
certainly that which prevailed on the Boulevard, was not far 
from that expressed by Brander Matthews. Matthews criticizes 
the death of the heroine of Frou-Frou as inappropriate to 
the overall tone of the play, but concedes that the authors 
had little choice: "To say what fate shall be meted out to 
the woman taken in adultery is always a hard task for a 
dramatist." French Dramatists of the Nineteenth Century,
3rd ed. (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1901; reprint 
ed., New York: Benjamin Blom, 1968), p. 263.

2Vol. 3, Je ne trompe pas mon m a n .
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the only woman to be forgiven for adultery also never appears 
on stage.^ We never meet Irene's cuckolded husband in Occupe- 
toi d'AmSlie, and Maggy does not appear after the second act 
of Le Dindon, allowing the audience to forget the probable 
consequences of her infidelity.

It is interesting that Feydeau, who has a largely 
deserved reputation for being able to treat any subject in 
a comic vein, should appear hesitant in dealing with the sit­
uation often assumed to lie at the heart of this kind of 
farce: the scheming wife, her lover, and the cuckolded hus­
band. Until late in his career, when he virtually abandoned 
the subject of adultery, his plays end with the restoration 
of respectability and order. This requires that nothing 
irrevocable happen in the meantime, and to Feydeau's audience 
a wife's infidelity was an absolute bar to the return of res­
pectability. To forgive her would be shocking and therefore 
unacceptable, but to punish her while her male accomplice is 
forgiven could be just as bad, for it would call attention 
to the injustice of the double standard. The latter situation 
actually occurs in three of his plays (Monsieur chassel, Le 
Dindon, and La Main passe 1), but Feydeau is careful to hide 
the irony of the situation from the audience. In the first 
two plays the mistress's fate (divorce in both cases) is

■'“Even in this case the pardon is not genuine, as the 
husband is merely afraid of what the scandal would do to his 
business affairs. Vol. 2, Le Syst&me Ribadier, act 3, sc. 5, 
p. 110.
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de-emphasized so that it is lost from view during the final 
reconciliation scene. In the third, the woman is made to 
seem incorrigible, doomed to continue making the same mistake 
in an endless series of divorces and re-marriages.

Despite this lack of honesty in dealing with the sub­
ject, it is still the central feature of many of his plays.
It represents the ultimate threat, the supreme disaster, the 
worst thing that can happen to a bourgeois manage. Feydeau 
uses the threat, like all other forms of disaster that menace 
his characters, to drive the action of his plays forward.
The powerhouse which keeps the plot moving and the characters 
scrambling frantically just out of the reach of catastrophe 
is fueled principally by sex. In this sense the main role 
of sex is negative rather than positive. The characters are 
much less motivated by sexual desire than they are by their 
fear of its consequences. Even as they are giving in to 
temptation, foreshadowing clearly draws our attention to 
the difficulties that their little escapades will cause them. 
Illicit sex is always fraught with danger and usually ends 
in frustration. Legitimate unions are plagued with fears 
of inadequacy and unattractive, unresponsive mates, as well 
as the perpetual fear of deception. Women are seen as sex 
objects, but in that role they do more to thwart than to 
satisfy male desires. The typical married woman manages to 
frustrate her would-be lover even while threatening her 
husband with a cuckold's horns. When sex is discussed, as
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it often is, it is expressed in terms that are often grotesque 
or pathetic. When the frustrated Pinglet complains in L'Hfltel 
du Libre-Echange of his unfulfilled desires, he declares: "II 
y a de la lave en moi! de la lave en ebullition!... Seulement, 
je n'ai pas de crat&re!"  ̂ Pontagnac, the profligate in Le 
Dindon, has already claimed that his wife is crippled by 
rheumatism. When he explains his numerous infidelities by 
describing his spouse as "un roman que j'ai souvent feuillet§," 
Lucienne remarks, "Oui, sans compter qu'il n'est peut-§tre 
plus tr&s commode d'en tourner les pages."

The Role of Violence
Feydeau's characters may dream of sexual fulfillment,

but their fantasies are born of frustration and inadequacy
and somehow always reflect their origin. But if sex is viewed
at least with ambivalence, the other principal motive force
of farce, violence, is shown in an even more negative light.
F e y d e a u h e r o e s  are almost invariably the targets rather
than the perpetrators of violence. Feydeau is reported to
have said that

dans mes pieces, il y a deux sortes de personnages: 
ceux qui donnent les coups de pied au cul— et ceux 
qui les regoivent. Ces derniers ont le beau r&le, 
puisqu'ils font rire...^

^Vol. 4, L'Hdtel du Libre-Echange, act 1, sc. 4, p. 45. 
2Vol. 2, act 1, sc. 4, p. 129.
3Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, p. 141.



148
For the most part such "kicks in the rear" are metaphorical 
rather than actual. Real blows are infrequent, although 
threats abound. Violence is itself subsidiary to sex in that 
it is usually brought on by the general disorder of which sex 
is the cause. Physical threats are a logical result of the 
rule that disorder is carried to its extreme, and because the 
disorder is usually sexual in origin the threat is often that 
posed by jealous husbands or lovers and the challenge to a 
duel. Such displays of aggression rarely come from Feydeau's 
timid bourgeois heroes. Most of the violence, whether actual 
or threatened, is produced by energetic and unpredictable 
foreigners, particularly the hot-blooded and jealous Latins. 
Aggressiveness is a trait common to nearly all of Feydeau's 
foreigners, regardless of their origin. When they want 
something they are direct and single-minded in its pursuit, 
with little concern for the turmoil they produce in the pro­
cess. General Irrigua of Un Fil £ la patte is one of the 
most violent and extreme, but he expresses the attitude of 
most foreigners when he explains to the terrified and bewil­
dered Bouzin why he plans to kill him: "PorquS yo n'aime pas 
qu'il est oun paquette dans mes roues... et quand il est oun 
obstacle, yo saute pas par dessous!... Yo le supprime.
The violence they produce may take rather bizarre forms (such 
as the duel proposed in La Puce e! l'oreille), but to them it

^Vol. 6, act 1, sc. 19, p. 144.
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all seems perfectly normal.'*' When Due Pitchenieff becomes
angry with his butler (as usual in these cases, the fault lies
entirely with the master), only the fact that he is not in his
own country prevents him from applying the knout to the unfor-

2tunate servant (La Duchesse des Folies-Bergfere).. The women 
are less physical. Dotty, the American heiress in Je ne 
trompe pas mon mari, is well endowed with aggressive deter­
mination but is not at all violent. Maggy, the unfaithful 
English wife in Le Dindon, is more capable of extreme measures. 
She is not only willing to use the feminine ploy of threaten­
ing suicide, but, as an expert boxer, she can effortlessly

3knock her lover to the floor when he tries to oppose her.
The only truly violent character who is not a foreigner is 
Hubertin, in La Main passe! Even he could be said to be 
under foreign influence, because he is violent only when 
drunk, and he blames his drinking on his American wife. Con­
sequently, he feels, "on ne peut pas dire que je me pocharde,

4non, je... je m'am^ricanise!"
The fact that foreigners are the most aggressive 

characters on the scene does not mean that Feydeau' s heroes 
are incapable of violence, particularly with servants and

■*"701. 4, act 3, sc, 14, p. 224.
3Vol. 8, act 4, sc. 4, p. 210.
3Vol. 2, act 2, sc. 10, pp. 168-69.
^Vol. 3, act 1, sc. 3, p. 42.
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others who are not in a position to retaliate. Most of the 
violence that actually occurs results from the characters' 
frantic efforts to flee disaster and is thus less a conse­
quence of aggression than of desperation. On rare occasions 
desperation may drive them as far as it does Pinglet, who 
is emboldened to punch his friend Paillardin in the eye, but 
they usually limit themselves to roughly shoving people whose 
presence is embarrassing into the nearest hiding place.^
They do all they can to avoid violence, but it seems to haunt 
them wherever they go. They may feel obligated by social 
pressures to fight duels, but they will possibly try anything, 
even devious or dishonorable, to get out of them. Barillon 
has what he thinks is a foolproof method of avoiding such 
unpleasant encounters. Whenever he has a quarrel with a
stranger, he hands his adversary the card of a famous fenc-

2m g  master rather than his own. Savinet, in Le Syst&me 
Ribadier, is no less anxious to avoid combat, but he is not 
so devious. As a wine merchant, he approaches the question 
with the directness and rationality of a businessman. Al­
though he has caught his wife in adultery, he demands only 
that her lover keep silent about the affiar; "En somme, pour 
qui se bat-on? C'est pour la socidtd, Eh bien! du moment 
que la soci6t£ n'est pas au courant..." Only if the affair

Vol. 4, L'Hdtel du Libre-Echange, act 2, sc, 21,
p. 91.

2Vol. 5, Le Manage de Barillon, act 1, sc, 3, p. 13.
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becomes known will he engage in a duel. And in that case 
his businessman's logic refuses to accept the possibility 
that he will be the one to be killed: "Ce sont la nos prero­
gatives, & nous autres, maris offenses! II faut bien que 
nous en ayons quelques-uns! L'amant a le devoir de se 
laisser tuer..."^ Later he retracts even this limited threat, 
for business considerations come first. Feydeau's bourgeois 
simply do not have the temperament for dueling. The ancient 
aristocratic concept that ties honor to combat is foreign to 
the souls of these business and professional men. Petypon 
is a physician, and when his military uncle and others are 
determined to force him into a duel despite his adamant and 
repeated refusals, he turns on them: "On veut que je me batte? 
eh bien! soit! j'ai le choix des armes? je prends le bis- 
touri!"2

One might ask whether Feydeau is mocking the coward­
ice of these reluctant combatants or is attacking the outdated 
institution of dueling in these scenes. On the evidence, it 
seems likely that his sympathies were close to those of the 
servant who bursts out laughing when she hears that her master 
is engaged in a duel, and explains: "Moi, ga me fait toujours
rire quand j'entends dire: 'II va se battre.' Je trouve ga

3si bSte!" But Feydeau was no more conducting a campaign to

■̂ Vol. 2, Le Systdme Ribadier, act 2, sc. 3, pp. 92-93.
2Vol. 7, La Dame de Chez Maxim, act 3, sc. 17, p. 223.
qVol. 2, Le Systime Ribadier, act 3, sc. 3, p. 105.
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eradicate the custom of dueling than he was consciously pro­
moting chauvinism in his portrayals of foreigners. Duels 
and foreigners, and mocking, unsympathetic servants as well, 
are all manifestations of an uncertain and threatening world 
which is perpetually menacing one's well-being and dignity.

Dignity and decorum are the major casualties of Fey­
deau's violence. Major threats are avoided, but minor as­
saults, which leave the body unscarred yet rip away the fabric 
of self-esteem, are fairly common. In', La Puce a T'oreille, 
Chandebise escapes a bullet in the chest.at the hand of 
Homenides, but cannot seem to avoid kicks in the rear deliv­
ered by the sadistic Ferraillon. Petypon manages to get out 
of the duel his uncle would force on him, but is made to en­
dure the humiliation of numerous slaps in the face. Physical 
violence exists not for itself, but as a part of the more in­
tangible violence inflicted upon the. stability of respectable 
life, symbolized by the fragile equilibrium of the manage 
bourgeois. This sort of violence, directed at order and 
respectability, is at the dramatic core of nearly all of 
Feydeau's plays. When his treatment of this central conflict 
changed, so did the nature of the physical.violence in the 
plays. In the last plays, in which the action ends with 
domestic catastrophe rather than a resolution of the crisis, 
the slaps and kicks disappear, but the duels remain. At the 
end of two of the latter plays, the hero is faced not only 
with destruction of his domestic peace, but with an armed
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confrontation of which the outcome is by no means certain.'*'

The Integration of 
Conflicts' m  Farce

Feydeau's plays, like so many other farces, thrive 
on the exploitation of pain: not just physical pain, but 
humiliation, deformities, embarrassments, and all of the gross 
and grotesque realities of life. They also allow for the 
expression of hostility and aggression— and these different 
aspects of farce are not unrelated. Penelope Gilliatt, dis­
cussing farce in film, makes the paradoxical observation that 
"brutality can be funny if it is directed at someone whom we
all really agree we must protect, such as children and ani- 

2mals." One need not be a committed Freudian to concede that 
this sort of brutality in farce acknowledges the feelings 
everyone has had toward certain exasperating but helpless 
creatures, or that it can be a healthy antidote for excessive 
sentimentality. But since farce commonly derives laughter 
and joy from what is painful and unpleasant, it is reasonable 
to conclude that farce can employ this particular form of 
aggression precisely because we would usually find it shocking 
and unpleasant. Our laughter is not merely a disguise for

TVol. 3, On purge B§bSi and vol. 1, Hortense a dit:
11 Je m'en fous!" His last full-length play, Je ne trompe pas 
mon mari, i s t h e  only one in which a duel actually takes 
place during the course of the play.

2Penelope Gilliatt, Unholy Fools: Wits, Comics, 
Disturbers of the Pease: Film and Theatre (New York: Viking 
Press, 1973), p. 175.
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hidden brutality. It is an acknowledgement of opposing forces 
within our souls, of both the forbidden hostility and the hor^ 
rified reaction to seeing it acted upon. At this fundamental 
level of emotional response, farce differs radically from melon 
drama, its sibling in the family of popular drama, because 
where farce integrates, melodrama polarizes. Melodrama en^ 
courages us to project all that is evil and ugly onto others, 
and in so doing discourages us from acknowledging traits which, 
after all, seem to be the exclusive property of villains and 
scoundrels. It also justifies our aggression and cruelty by 
portraying their targets as unworthy of sympathy. The amoral 
atmosphere so often noted in farce does not justify or excuse. 
It is not a license to act as we please, but an amnesty under 
which we can admit our faults without fear of guilt. To the 
extent that the amorality of farce serves to mitigate evil, 
it does so not by portraying it as virtue, but as folly. 
Melodrama insists that the evil lies without? in farce we can 
confront the conflicts within our own souls.

The central conflict in Feydeau’s plays is the clas^ 
sically Freudian one of civilization versus the libidinous 
forces of anarchy, narrowly conceived as the conflict of 
bourgeois respectability and unrestrained sexuality. The 
latter is given full and— when confined to the limited world 
of the cocotte— even favorable expression. But the basic 
point of view is that of the bourgeois who, however tempted, 
ultimately views license with alarm and chooses domestic
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stability, providing he can find it, in spite of all its res­
trictions. This theme is inherent in nearly all of the plays 
but is made explicit in L'Age d'or. Follentin, beset with 
troubles and frustrations, yearns for an earlier and more 
violent age in which he could be free to vent his anger with 
the sword. When he gets his wish in a dream, he quickly be­
comes the victim rather than the perpetrator of violent at­
tacks. Barely escaping with his life from the mayhem of the 
St. Bartholomew's Day Massacre, he is transported to the age 
of Louis XV and is delighted with the sexual license of the 
court until he realizes that the same moral standards apply 
to his wife and daughter.. He fares no better in the decadent 
twenty-first century, discovering too late that the orgy he 
has eagerly attended has assembled to experience the ultimate 
sensation— in the act of self-destruction. When he awakes 
to find that his frustrations in the present have vanished, 
he piously proclaims: "II est entre nos mains, l'Age d ’or."^ 

Because it is seen from this fundamentally conserva­
tive point of view, the conflict tends to resolve itself 
along the lines of the basic farce dynamic; the clash of 
reality and fantasy. As we move from the world of bourgeois 
stability and frustration into the realms of freedom and 
anarchy, the world becomes progressively more fantastic. The 
clear-cut division between dream-world and reality which is

^Vol. 9, Epilogue, p. 198.
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evident in L'Age d'or is exceptional. The change is usually 
gradual, accomplished partly by means of the action, but 
particularly by the nature of the characters themselves. 
Representing the poles of the conflict between anarchy and 
civilization are the gay abandon of La MQme Crevette and the 
timid respectability of le docteur Petypon, but all of the 
other characters participate in it. The next chapter will 
examine how the nature of the characters is determined by the 
role they play in the conflict.



0 .

CHAPTER IV 

CHARACTER: DISRUPTERS AND VICTIMS

The Community of Fools
One of the most distinctive aspects of the plays of 

Feydeau is the scarcity of "normative" characters-'-characters 
who stand on the side of wisdom and good sense. One of the 
few examples is the Marquis in Le Bourgeon, Feydeau’s only 
serious comedy. Other than the Marquis and a few of the other 
characters in the same play, Feydeau's people are all com" 
mitted, albeit in different ways, to the pursuit of folly.
No group or type of character is given favored treatment,
Major as well as minor characters, young and old, ingenues 
and cocottes, young lovers and tired businessmen, masters and 
servants— they are first of all fools who rarely learn from 
the difficulties their folly produces. Occasionally the 
resolution brings a small increase in wisdom to some of the 
characters, but they are usually slow in accepting the lesson

1and give little assurance that its effect will be long lasting.
The atmosphere of forgiving festivity which concludes 

many comedies, in which foolish characters admit their folly 
and join in with the general merrymaking, is uncharacteristic

^E.g., vol. 2, Le Dindon, and vol. 4, La Puce a
l'oreille.
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of Feydeau. Even when, as in Monsieur chassel, the play ends 
with an admission of guilt and forgiveness, both the confes­
sion and the pardon are apt to be the result of coercion 
rather than the expression of genuine contrition and amnesty. 
Like Molifere, Feydeau did not believe in the possibility of 
educating fools. Le Ruban offers a good illustration of Fey­
deau's inclination to see only folly in all of his characters 
and to sustain that folly to the end. One of the two strands 
of action in that play parallels that of Labiche's Le Voyage 
de Monsieur Perichon. In both plays two young men are com­
peting for the hand of a young lady. The one, calculating 
and cynical, attempts to win approval by appealing to the 
vanity of the father or guardian. The other, preferred by 
the girl, is straightforward and ingenuous. The heroine of 
Labiche's play is conventionally but not excessively demure, 
and the young man she loves, although naive, is brave and 
admirable. But in Feydeau's play, the girl is wild and ag­
gressive; her intended, bumbling and weak. She initiates a 
number of plans which he merely attempts, unsuccessfully, to 
carry out. He does not avoid playing on the uncle's vanity 
because he is above such tricks; he is just not clever enough. 
For her part, the girl has no qualms about manipulating her 
guardian's weakness. In Labiche's play the resolution comes 
about when the father finds out that he was being used, and 
he appears to learn a lesson about his own vanity. In Le 
Ruban Dardillon gets the girl only when an accident suddenly
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makes him valuable to the uncle.

Rarely in Feydeau is a character what he or she should 
be according to the conventional standards of behavior or 
morality. If, as some maintain, comic action typically re­
volves about the alazon, or imposter, who pretends to be more 
than he is, and the eiron who claims to be less than he is, 
one would have to categorize the majority of Feydeau's char­
acters as "imposters."^ But one would have to distinguish 
between them and the kind of Plautine imposter or braggart 
whose claims to self-importance are ridiculously excessive 
or even impossible. Paginet, the uncle whose pretensions 
to the Legion of Honor are manipulated by the young people 
in Le Ruban, is one of the few characters dominated by this 
sort of comic hybris. He hopes to receive the coveted honor 
on the basis of his refutation of Pasteur, a paper in which 
he "proved" that microbes do not exist. The pretensions of 
most of the characters are considerably more modest. They 
claim merely to be normal, yet they never quite make the 
mark. The comic contrast results not from a discrepancy 
between claim and performance, but from a simple inability to

^"The contest of the eiron and alazon forms the 
basis of the comic action, . . . "  Northrup Frye, Anatomy of 
Criticism; Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1957), p. 172. Cf. Duckworth, "Since persons usually make 
themselves out better than they are and only rarely does a 
person pretend to be worse than he is, the imposter and the 
braggart are far more frequent in comedy than the ironical 
person who feigns stupidity." The Nature of Roman Comedy, 
p. 322.



160
meet basic standards of behavior for someone of their position 
in society. They may easily be tempted into displaying exces­
sive vanity, but it is not a dominant character trait, merely 
one of many petty weaknesses. Tartuffe and other outstanding 
imposters of comic literature, however ridiculous they may 
be, are still awesome in their audacity. None of Feydeau's 
characters is nearly so grand. Not one of his bourgeois 
heroes would have the effrontery to pass himself off as a 
nobleman, but when an enterprising maltre d'hdtel improves 
his business in Stance de nuit by giving titles to all of 
his customers, they smilingly accept their new rank without 
protest.^" Tournel is greatly pleased, in La Puce ct l'oreille, 
to be described as a ladies' man, but he feels he must demur.

TOURNEL:— Non! j'ai du charme, voil& tout.
CHANDEBISE.— La! il a du charme! Ah! Cocotte, va! 

je ne te le fais pas dire! Enfin, quoi! il y a des 
femmes qui se sont suicid€es pour toil Est-ce vrai, 
oui ou non?

TOURNEL, modeste.— Oh!... une!
• CHANDEBISE.— Ah! 2

TOURNEL.— Et encore, elle va tr&s bien.
Despite his vanity, he cannot help but reveal the truth.

Vanity is one of the most common failings of Feydeau's 
people, but it is never their single defining characteristic. 
There are no "humors" in Feydeau, no grand comic obsessions. 
There are also few "comic professionals," characters whose 
role in the play is dominated by their calling and whose comic

•Sfol. 2, sc, 2, p. 230.
2Vol. 4, act 1, sc. 9, p. 146.
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failings are associated with a profession. Except for police 
commissioners and a few others, we seldom meet Feydeau's 
characters in their professional capacities. Their profes­
sional failings are not ignored. They are included with all 
of their many other idiosyncrasies. The doctor Landernau 
complicates a simple question of cuisine by describing the 
killing of a bird as an involved surgical operation, but the 
fact that he is a doctor has little else to do with the action 
of Chat en poche or his character development.’*' There are a 
few genuine comic professionals, such as a self-important 
midwife who browbeats the expectant father with technical 
terms, and the police commissioner who is openly delighted
at a family's tragedy because so few exciting crimes occur

2m  his district. But these are relatively minor roles, and 
we see them only in their professional functions. We might 
surmise that they do not carry their professional "tics" into 
their personal life from the comments of another police com­
missioner. Bridois, in Monsieur chassel, makes a careful
distinction between his official attitude toward adultery and

3his attitude "comme galant homme." There are a few whose 
personalities are strongly flavored by professional

^Vol. 2, act 1, sc. 1, p. 9.
2Vol. 4, L^onie est en avance, sc. 7, pp. 255-56; 

vol. 3, La Main passe I, act 3, sc. 4, p. 96.
3Vol. 5, act 2, sc. 17, p. 126; act 3, sc. 11, p. 148.
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preoccupations, such as the actor Snobinet, whose wardrobe 
and conversation both come from the theatre.^" The only one 
whose life is dominated by professional obsessions is the 
wine merchant Savinet of Le Syst&ne Ribadier, who even s^lls 
a cask of cognac to his adversary in the midst of discussing 
a duel.2

Feydeau uses professions primarily as marks of iden­
tification which can be manipulated in a confusion of persons 
and roles (e.g., the doctor taken for a dressmaker in Tailleur 
pour dames and the salesman passed off as a lawyer in L fAffaire 
Edouard), but they may also be given symbolic or thematic 
significance. In L'H&tel du Libre-Echange the contrast be­
tween the personalities of Paillardin and Pinglet parallels
the difference in their occupations. Pinglet, the builder,
complains that his friend and associate, like all architects,
is impractical. He drafts beautiful plans which ignore the

3physical requirements of buildings. Paillardin also has a 
beautiful wife whose physical attractions he ignores, and 
Pinglet regards this neglect as a shameful waste. The same 
thematic contrast is seen in the scene between Maxime, the 
philosophy student who studies love in the pages of Descartes,

^Vol. 6, Cent millions qui tombent, act 1, sc. 9, 
p. 224; act 2, sc. 2-3, pp. 246-48.

2Vol. 2, act 2, sc. 3, p. 93.
3Vol. 4, act 1, sc. 3, p. 43.
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and a soubrette whose knowledge of the subject is considerably 
more down to earth.'*' In La Puce el l'oreille, Chandebise's oc­
cupation, assurance (insurance), is significant in that all of
his difficulties stem from problems of assurance (self-assur-

2ance, confidence). Professional concerns are often important 
in the late one-act plays because they point up the husband's 
role as breadwinner in the battle of the sexes. Because Foll- 
braguet (Hortense a dit; "Je m'en fousl”) is a dentist we see 
vivid evidence of the effect his losing battle has on his voca­
tion. The suffering of his patients increases visibly as his 
wife's tyranny becomes progressively more insupportable.
There may be thematic significance as well. In "Mais n'te pro- 
m^ne done pas toute nuel", Ventroux is a politician whose con­
cern with favorable public exposure is undermined by his wife's 
fondness for self-exposure of a very different sort. And 
Follavoine, in On purge B6b£1, is thwarted in his attempt to 
sell chamberpots by Julie's obsession with her son's constipa­
tion.

The names Feydeau gave his characters often suggest 
their clownish roles and set the tone of the play. Many of 
his names, particularly in the early plays, are comic without

^Ibid., sc. 6, pp. 47-49.
2Chandebise is unusual in his lack of self confidence, 

an exceptional characteristic for a figure in farce. This may 
be why he becomes identified in the second act with Poche, who 
is the opposite of Chandebise both in lacking any trace of 
pride and in being completely unaware of his deficiencies.See pp. 167-69 below.
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being symbolic or meaningful. Some, like Pinglet, simply 
have a comic sound. One of Feydeau's favorite devices was 
to use names derived from, or sounding like, common nouns, 
identifying his characters with animals or objects. The hero 
of Champignol malgrg lui, whose name suggests champignon, or 
mushroom, is the most famous of these unfortunate characters, 
but there are many others. Lanoix de Vaux, the reluctant 
young suitor in Chat en poche; Charangon (weevil), Gratin 
(crust), Baloche (village fair), and Pingon (bruise) in L 1 Af­
faire Edouard; and Poche in La Puce H l'oreille are only a 
few. Some names have comic associations with a character's 
occupation. Bousin, in Un Fil a la patte, writes the kind 
of vulgar songs that are sung in the cheap taverns his name 
suggests. Saboulot, whose name sounds like sabouler (to 
scold), is the schoolmaster in La Lyc6enne, and the midwife 
in Lfeonie est en avance is Mme Virtuel. Hochepaix (pronounced 
Hoche pet) and Ventroux, the two politicians in "Mais n'te 
promfene done pas toute nue1", have appropriately "windy" names. 
A few names are ironic. Paillardin (L* Hotel’ du' Libre-Echange) 
is a sexless homebody, not the libertine his name implies. 
Ang^ligue, in the same play, and Angele, in be Syst&me Riba­
dier, are among the most shrewish of Feydeau's wives. Others 
have names more appropriate to their personalities. Two of 
Feydeau's most ironic characters have similar names: the sharp­
ly sarcastic Finette in La Lyc&enne, and Finache (fine hache), 
the sardonic doctor in La Puce A l'oreille. True to his name,
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Rigolin is looking for a good time on the town in Stance de 
nuit, and his friend Fauconnet brags of his ability to hunt 
down female prey. The list could go on, from the false 
tenor Dufausset in Chat en poche to the effervescent Mme 
Giclefort of Je ne trompe pas mon mari. Toward the end of 
Feydeau's career, as his lunacy became less playful and in­
creasingly fierce, names suggesting madness began to appear: 
Follavoine in On purge Beb6, and Follbraguet and Mme Dingue 
in Hortense a dit: 11 Je m'en fousl" These names reflect the 
greater intensity of Feydeau's later farces, but like so many 
of the earlier names, they also accent the weaknesses, in­
adequacies, and victimization of the majority of Feydeau's 
characters.

The Disabled in Body and Soul
The name of Toudoux, the meek husband in Leonie est 

en avance, would be suitable for many Feydeau characters.
Along with other names, like Charangon (an insect) and 
Champignol (suggesting a mushroom), it stresses the character­
istic of Feydeau^s personages that has made some critics
feel he was uninterested in character psychology: their ineigr-

1nificance and weakness, It is not simply that his characters 
are dwarfed by the avalanche of events; they are small from

■^E.g., Pierre Voltz, "Ce vaudevilliste , . . n'a 
. . . aucun sens de la vie des personnages, qu'il sacrifie 
d6lib6r6ment & la gaiet6 la plus mecanique." La Comedie 
(Paris: Librairie Armand Colin, 1964), p. 159.



166
the start. Feydeau^s people are little people. Except for 
the foreigners and cocottes (who will be discussed at length 
later), there are no grand comic personalities drawn in broad, 
bold strokes, who can dominate the stage and the action and 
leave an indelible impression on the memory. They are victims 
not only of circumstances, but of their own many inadequacies. 
Elizabeth Nusbaum Smith, using many examples from Feydeau, 
described the milieu of farce as the "society of the incom­
plete."^ Even when Feydeau's characters are broadly and im­
plausibly painted, as they are in the early plays, they are 
outstanding only in their inability to meet the most minimal 
standards for sane, rational human beings. They are fools 
masquerading as normally functioning members of society.
These mental incompetents may have their own sort of logic 
which they follow with great confidence. Brigot, in Le 
Mariage de Barillon, describes himself as "1'exactitude m§me" 
because he arrives an hour early for every appointment. And
if the person he was to meet does not arrive within thirty

2minutes, he promptly leaves, Plumard thinks he is rather 
clever, although his wife's most flagrant behavior did not 
arouse his suspicions until he had read Othello ("Un drame 
d'un Anglais,... qui 6crit mfime trds bien le frangais pour

■^"The Society of the Incomplete: The Psychology 
and Structure of Farce" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
Michigan, 1969).

^Vol. 5, act 1, sc. 2, p. 12.
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un Stranger..."). Then he immediately thinks of suffocation, 
but finds that a bit too English for him.'*' In the later plays 
such gross mental defects disappear, at least in the major 
characters, and are replaced by a multitude of more plausible 
failings.

The most prevalent of these shortcomings are moral in 
nature, but they are not limited to ethical myopia. Feydeau's' 
characters are not simply amoral; they are defectives— mor­
ally, mentally, and physically. Feydeau does not single out 
moral faults for special comic treatment. One of the reasons 
for the consistently farcical tone of the plays is that all
of these different types of defects are treated with a simi-

2larly detached comic objectivity. Feydeau achieves this ob­
jectivity partly through another kind of defect in the char­
acters, for there is another way in which the term "incom­
plete" is particularly appropriate for these creatures. While 
their primary defects may be quite common and human, they are 
accompanied by another which is not altogether natural. It 
is as if something had been surgically removed from their 
personalities. Penelope Gilliatt describes this crucial

■“■Vol. 6, Gibier de potence, sc. 1, p. 10. See p. 102 above. ------------------
2Feydeau described his attitude toward his characters 

and his work as extremely objective. While working, he said, 
"je n'en suis pas ggayS, je garde le s§rieux, le sangfroid 
du chimiste qui dose un midicament." Quoted in Adolphe 
Brisson, Portraits intimes, 5:16.
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omission while reviewing a production in English of La Puce 
d l'oreille;

The houseboy [Poche] is incessantly victimized and bawled 
at, but nothing shakes him. Like all figures in farce 
his self-esteem is impregnable. In the stylizing process 
his capacity for pain has been cut away. Another char­
acter achieves the unlikely task of making a cleft palate 
hysterically funny for exactly the same reason; unlike 
many afflicted men, he luckily has no idea of the way 
other people see him. To his own loving mind he is a 
perfect enunciator and it is other people’s ears that 
need cleaning out.

The quality that sets all of these characters apart is their 
fortunate oblivion with regard to their defects. Their im­
perfections may be very like our own, but their blindness 
is superhuman. They are literally "shameless." The oblivion 
need not be total in the way an outright fool is oblivious
to the standards that govern normal people, but within its

2limits it is absolute. It is the only aspect of their per­
sonalities that could properly be called "perfect." Distinc­
tions must be drawn, for they are capable of humiliation.
But the source of their humiliation is invariably external, 
usually the result of a preposterous mistake. It is shame,

^Unholy Fools: Wits, Comics, Disturbers of the Peace; 
Film and Theater, p. 184.

2Oblivion in farce (blindness to what should be 
obvious) is not limited to personal defects. Chambers notes 
a "singular kind of oblivion" in The Comedy of Errors which 
allows the characters to be unaware of their twins and to 
accept so readily appearances for reality. Shakespeare; A 
Survey, p. 30. There is the same kind of oblivion in Shakes­
peare's source, especially in the final scene when the 
brothers, although face to face, require a lengthy argument 
to convince them of the obvious.
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the awareness of their own failings, of which they are in­
capable.

Fools like Poche who are impervious to any form of 
humiliation are not uncommon, but they are usually relegated 
to the minor roles. The primary imperfections of the major 
characters are usually quite common. Bassinet (Tailleur 
pour dames) is simply a crushing boor. At one point in the 
play, he enters a room and everyone flees. His wife is fur­
ious, but he cheerfully replies, "Mais non, 9a m 1arrive tous 
les jours."'*' The violence which Irrigua, in Un Fil 1 la 
patte, inflicts on the French language is greater than that 
with which he threatens his enemies, but this might be expected 
of a foreigner. Then he reveals that he once taught the 
language. When this announcement is greeted with surprise, 
he explains that "dans moun pays, yo le parlais bienn; ici, 
yo no sais porqu6, yo le parle mal." Understandably numer­
ous are those faults, such as lust and selfishness, which are 
quite common, but which morality demands be suppressed for 
the sake of society's preservation. Thommereux (Le Syst^me 
Ribadier) defends himself when he is castigated for trying to
seduce his host's wife: "C'est infctme! Ouil Mais c'est 

3humain..."

■Sfol. 9, act 3, sc. 12, p. 61.
3Vol. 6, act 1, sc. 16, p. 138.
3Vol. 2, act 2, sc. 2, p. 87.
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The amorality of farce characters is a function of 

the same sort of blindness which allows Poche to be imper­
vious to every assault on his dignity. It allows them to 
treat every sort of defect, moral or otherwise, as if they 
did not exist. Moral and mental defects often go hand in 
hand when rationalizations and twisted logic are used to 
excuse blatant violations of the' moral code. Clarisse, the 
heroine of "Mais n 1 te prom&ne: done pa's toute nue!", can see 
nothing wrong in undressing in front of, her son. That, she 
claims, is more appropriate than that her husband should 
see her unattired:

... je ne te connaissais pas; et, crac, du jour 
au lendemain, parce qu'il y avait un gros monsieur 
en ceinture tricolore devant qui on avait dit "oui", 
c'dtait admis! tu me voyais toute nue. Eh! ben, ga, 
c'est indecent. . . .

landis que mon fils, quoi? C'est ma chair!
C'est mon sang! Eh ben!... que la chair de ma chair 
voie ma chair, il n'y a rien d'inconvenantjl

Clarisse's argument at least sounds lpgical, but often such
reasoning is supported by nothing but selfish emotion. When
Cassagne's inopportune arrival destroys Duchotel's alibi in
Monsieur chassei, Duchotel puts all the blame on Cassagne,
as if common sense dictated that he check such things before 

2a visit. Duchotel's selfishness becomes even more blatant 
a little later when he refuses to exonerate a friend who was 
arrested by the police for a violation committed by Duchotel.

^Vol. 8, sc. 2, p. 246.
2Vol. 5, act 3, sc. 6, p. 137.
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When his feeble excuses for not helping fail to satisfy the 
friend, he declares flatly, ”Moi, je ne connais qu'une chose, 
je n'ai pas £t& pinc£, je ne suis pas pineal je ne sors pas 
de 1&,"1

Selfishness may even be masked as morality, Feriail*- 
lon, who runs a hotel that is lovingly designed to encourage 
adultery, condemns the local bistros as an offense to public

2morals because his employees have a disposition to get drunk.
It is typical of Feydeau that the persons most likely to be
frank about their selfishness are those in the professions
who are ideally obligated to serve the public. Most of Fey^
deau's professional humor comes from the cavalier unconcern
of those in service occupations for the people in their
charge. Doctors, not surprisingly, head the list. Their
attitude toward their patients is neatly summed up in La
Dame de chez Maxim by the surgeon Mongicourt, Although an
operation he performed could not have saved his patient from
death, he objects to having it called useless. An operation,
he calmly argues, is never useless? if it does not profit

3the patient, it always profits the surgeon. Other characters 
take this attitude in doctors for granted. In Tailleur pour 
dames, Bassinet hopes that his physician friend will recommend

^Ibid., sc. 7, p. 141.
Vol. 4, La puce ct 11 oreille, act 2, sc. 1, p, 160f
3Vol. 7, act 1, sc. 2, p. 89.
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his vacant apartments to the doctor's patients. The apart­
ments, he assures the good doctor, are very unhealthy and 
should help boost his p r a c t i c e P o l i t i c i a n s  are also excel­
lent targets for this sort of humor. When his wife observes 
that the country is always more peaceful when the legislature 
is not in session, the Deputy Ventroux, exasperated at the 
female inability to understand practical matters, declares,
"Mais ma ch&re amie, nous ne sommes pas k  la Chambre pour

2que le pays soit tranquillel" But professional callousness
is not limited to the loftier occupations, as S^raphin proves
by the brutal disregard with which he treats the clients of

3his domestic employment agency in Les Fiances de Loches.
Blindness to one's defects is often itself the result 

of human selfishness and vanity. When Raymonde worries, in 
La Puce ct l'orei'lle, that the fake love letter she is compos­
ing might be exaggerated, Lucienne touches on a basic princi­
ple of Feydeau's characterization by replying that such 
things always seem exaggerated to others, but never to one-

4self. Another reason why these people fail to live up to

■̂ Vol, 9, act 1, sc. 8, p. 16.
2Vol, 8, "Mais n'te promfene done pas toute nue!", 

sc. 2, p. 245.
3Vol. 7, act 1, sc. 1, pp. 27-29.
4Vol. 4, act 1, sc. 5, p. 135.
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the highest moral ideals is that they are following other 
standards, unacknowledged publicly, but much closer to those 
practiced in society at large. When Pontagnac arranges, in 
Le Dindon, to reveal a friend's infidelity in order to take 
advantage of the wife's "revenge," he admits what he is doing 
is a rather low trick. But, he concludes, "j'ai une excuse, 
c'est pour avoir sa f e m m e . T h i s  is not just pointless 
cynicism. It acknowledges the code that secretly admires the 
philanderer who successfully seduces a married woman, but 
condemns absolutely the traitor who betrays that philanderer 
to his wife. Theoretically, adultery is condemned in both 
men and women, but the practice is quite different. A sym­
pathetic friend tries to explain to Massenay his wife's un­
forgiving attitude toward his adultery in La Main passe1 
Young girls, he consoles him, receive a lot of false ideas: 
"on leur parle de la fid6lit6 conjugale... alors, elles 
s'imaginent que c *est fait pour le mari." A character in 
C'est une femme du monde turns infidelity into a principle 
of behavior. He feels that he should have the same respect 
for his mistress as he would for a wife; therefore he cheats 
on her.3

■’’Vol. 2, act 1, sc. 17, p. 150,
2Vol. 3, act 4, sc. 7, p. 148.
3Vol. 4, sc. 4, p. 26.
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Money and Appearances:
The Basic Values

The standards of sexual morality followed by men are 
quite different from those demanded of women, but there are 
other standards which apply equally to all inhabitants of 
this world. The twin values of money and appearances dic­
tate the rules by which they all really live. Scandal is a 
major preoccupation, but the concern with appearances goes 
well beyond the fear of scandal. The reason Ang&le gives 
for not being unfaithful to her husband in Champignol malgre 
lui is that he is one of the foremost painters of his time.'*’ 
She does not value him personally; she does not even care 
for his paintings; it is his name that matters. But even 
this is a pretext; the real reason she insists on remaining 
faithful is her fear of being caught. Guilt is purely a mat­
ter of being found out, as Suzanne acknowledges in Tailleur
pour dames: "C'est que si on nous voyait!... je serais bien 

2coupable!" Moricet (Monsieur chassei) expresses the same 
thought more cynically in his attempt to seduce a less willing 
wife, and Madame Latour, who has learned by experience the • 
rules of the world, says later in the same play: "Le monde, 
il vous pardonne une mauvaise conduitec il ne vous pardonne

"̂ Vol. 6, act 1, sc. If p. 32.
^Vol. 9, act 2, sc, 2, p. 32.
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pas un scandale!

Appearances can replace earthy as well as idealistic
values. Raymonde is the stylish, chic young woman of La Puce
d l'oreille who thinks it would be exciting and romantic to
have a lover, but she is not interested in going to bed with 

2him. The sixteen-year-old Catulle yearns for a liaison with 
a cocotte in Un Bain de’ manage, but his primary motivation is 
not sex. He is anxious to show off to his schoolmates, par­
ticularly to one who has already acquired that most sought

3after badge of prestige. There are those who are quite 
cynical about their pretenses and wear their hypocrisy easily, 
Hochepaix, a politician who has publicly called his opponent 
the worst names he could think of, hastens to assure him (now 
that he has use for him), "Qa n ’enl&ve rien a l'estime, croyez-

4le bien!" But their main concern is with the face that they
show to the world. Vatelin, in Le Dindon, admits that he is
not bothered by a lecher who follows his wife in the streets.
He would be upset if it made him look foolish, but as long

5as it is the other fellow who looks silly, he does not mind.
The face they show to the world is greatly dependent

^Vol, 5, act 2, sc, 4, p. 103; sc. 6, p. 108.
2Vol. 4, act 2, sc. 6, p. 172.
3Vol. 7, sc, 1, p, 10.
^Vol. 8, "Mais n'te prom^he done pas toute nue!", 

sc. 5, p. 255.
^Vol. 2, act 1, sc, pp. 125-26.
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on money, and finances are never very far from their thoughts. 
Money is not usually the principal concern of the plot* but 
when it is, as in Cent: millions qui: tombent, the characters 
display their greed in its brightest colors. In that play 
the characters range from Serge, the ruined aristocrat whose 
cavalier attitude toward money represents a love of ostenta­
tious spending rather than indifference, to Mittwoch, the 
Jewish entrepreneur whose ability to make money earns him 
epithets like Mcrapule" and "fripouille’' as well as grudging 
admiration. Serge is willing to throw his money away at the 
roulette wheel, but holds people like Mittwoch, who own the 
tables, in contempt. Mittwoch thinks Serge rather foolish, 
but since people insist on gambling, he wishes they would do 
it at his casino rather than at Monte Carlo.'*' However the 
others look down on Mittwoch and the 11 filthy'1 business of 
making money, they soon demonstrate that there are few limits 
to their own willingness to debase themselves for the sake of 
money.

The scale of values that sees extravagance as a sign 
of nobility has some curious results. When Serge's mistress 
finds out that he has lost all of his money, she is delighted. 
She loves him all the more now, not in spite of the fact that 
he is penniless, but because of it. What excites her is the 
thought that he ruined himself for her. But it goes without

■*"Vol. 6, Cent minions qui tombent, act 1, sc. 14r
p. 236.
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saying that she will now have to find someone who can pay.'*’ 
Serge, however, is an exception; ordinarily the esteem due 
to a person is in direct proportion to the amount of cash he 
has. When Isidore is transformed from a despised servant 
into a revered millionaire, he is treated like nobility by 
all the other characters in the play. Isidore is taken in 
by their flattery, as well he might be, for they are as sin­
cere as they are capable of being. They have no other values, 
and for them a man with millions iŝ  a great man. A title 
would be advantageous, for it is important to have the marks 
of greatness as well as its substance. But that should not 
be difficult. Isidore might acquire a title through the Pope.
After all, Mittwoch asks, if Moise Guttelbach and Samuel Hof-

2meyer can do it, why not he? Isidore is not used to money,
and he takes a while to learn its true value. He is surprised
when Snobinet makes him a standing offer of free tickets to
the theatre, so Snobinet has to explain: "Si les gens comme
vous devaient payer au th€dtre„ h  qui donnerait-on les billets 

3de faveur?" Isidore must learn that money xs not just some­
thing with which to buy things; it has absolute value, is 
respected and esteemed in its own right.

The characters of Cent millions qui tombent have

■*"Ibid., sc. 11, p. 228,
3Ibid., act 2, sc. 10, p, 267.
3Ibid., sc. 4, p. 251.
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unparalleled opportunities to display their greed, but they 
are not exceptional. The constant preoccupation with money 
shows up in many ways, although it is seldom the principal 
concern of the plot. Most of the plays dwell on questions of 
love and marriage (or more accurately, lust and marriage), 
but the two seldom coincide. Marriage is generally a finan­
cial affair, and love an activity that takes place beyond its 
boundaries. Saint-Florimond (Champignol malgr£ lui) reveals 
that he is planning to get married even as he is hotly pur­
suing another man's wife. When asked if his prospective 
bride is pretty, he exclaims: "Si elle est jolie! Soixante- 
mille francs de rentes."^ Saint-Florimond fails to get either 
bride or mistress, but others are more fortunate. Bois- 
d'Enghien is forced to give up his mistress in Un Fil £ la 
patte, although he does so in order to acquire a large dowry. 
Marcel is unusual in that he manages, in Occupe-t0i d 'Am£lie, 
to use a false marriage so as to obtain his patrimony and 
keep his mistress.

Even in pursuit of what they feel is the only true
(i.e., illegitimate) love, their minds are not far from the

2cashbox. Moncet tries in Monsieur chasse1 to convince the

^Vol, 6, act 1, sc, 1, p. 32.
2Feydeau's characters reach their heights of elo­

quence when describing the only possible true love as that 
of a lover for his mistress. See vol. 5, Monsieur chasse1, 
act 2, sc. 4, p. 103; and vol. 2, Le Dihdon, act 1, sc. 4, 
p. 130.
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object of his desire that the expression "je vous aime," 
which had at one time escaped her lips, is like an instrument 
of exchange, a kind of non-negotiable bond redeemable upon 
demand.’*' Even the moral question of marital fidelity is ex­
pressed in financial terms. There is a lengthy argument in 
Le Dindon in which love is metaphorically represented as 
money. Lucienne and Pontagnac debate whether a husband could
be rich enough, or have the right, to make "quelques place-

2ments en valeurs StrangSres." These people do not do every­
thing for the sake of money, but they do nothing without 
first considering the cost. Taking this attitude for granted, 
Lucienne thought she could rid herself of a man who was fol­
lowing her by entering an expensive jewelry store. Unfortu­
nately, the cad was experienced and waited on the sidewalk 
outside. Bois-d'Enghien (Un Fil & la patte) can afford to 
be generous with the flowers he sends his fiancee, for, as
he is quick to point out, he has a flat rate with the flor- 

4ist. He expects a rich return on his investment in any case; 
one does not send flowers for nothing. Earlier in the same 
play, Bouzin was shocked to learn that a beautiful bouquet 
in Lucette's salon had been sent to her anonymously. Hating

^Vol. 5, act 1, sc. 3, p. 80.
2Vol. 2, Le Dindon, act 1, sc, 2, p. 127.
3Ibid., p. 125.
^Vol. 6, Un' Fil ci la patte, act 2, sc. 3, p. 151.
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waste, he slipped in his own card, "autant que 5a profite cl 
quelqu'un!

The Role of the 
Physically Impaired

Given the pervasiveness of moral deficiencies among
Feydeau's characters, the physical defects seem unimportant
by comparison. The actual number of such disabilities is
fairly small, but they are among the features of the plays
that leave the most lasting impression. Although relegated
to minor roles, they do much to establish the atmosphere
that distinguishes Feydeau's plays, a feeling of entering
a side show in which the freaks are both very like ourselves
and impossibly unreal. They began to appear shortly after
the extravagant fools of the early plays had disappeared, and
it is possible that Feydeau had them in mind when he spoke
of using an absurd minor character as a kind of counter-foil

2to make a more important character seem more acceptable.
The absurd minor figures also serve another important function. 
They set the tone of the play and establish the light in which 
the more realistically conceived characters will be seen.
They help to guarantee that no note of seriousness will creep 
in as we observe the more common faults, defects, and sins 
of the major characters.

1Ibid., act 1, sc. 8, p. 124.
O^See p. 96 above.
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The disabilities that spark the gaiety include such 

standard items as false teeth, bad breath, and deafness, but 
the most common problems are those afflicting the use of 
speech. Ever since Pierre Pathelin’s bleating shepherd, 
farce has been fond of debasing that most human of traits, 
the lack of which does so much to rob us of our distinctive­
ness and reduce us to the status of animals. In this foreign 
ers are very like those with speech defects, for they are 
comic primarily because of their inability to use language 
properly, or their tendency to speak in gibberish which to 
the native might as well be the bleating of a sheep.'*' Speech 
problems are of a different order; stuttering and cleft 
palate are real disabilities that are usually regarded ser­
iously. But when Feydeau portrays speech problems they are 
made to seem almost illusory and unreal. Not only are the 
afflicted unperturbed by their problems, but at times the 
defects disappear, Mathieu’s stammer (L^HQtel du Libre-
Echange) is quite severe, but only when the weather is bad;

2at other times he is fluent and voluble. Lapige (Le M a m
passe I) is a jovial mason who is a good deal more eloquent
than might be expected of a laborer, until he becomes excited

3and involuntarily barks like a dog. A character in the
V

■^Lucienne’s first reaction upon meeting Camille is to 
assume that he is a foreigner. Vol. 4, La Puce & 1 ’Oreille, 
act 1, sc. 3, p. 126.

^Vol. 4, act 1, sc. 13, p, 57.
■̂ Vol. 3, act 3, sc, 5, p. 99.
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same play stumbles and stammers when around the woman he loves, 
but is the most posed and confident of men at all other times.1 
They are not just extreme, they alternate between opposing 
extremes without ever touching the middle ground. It is as 
if their disabilities could be turned on or off with the flick 
of a switch.

Camille's cleft palate in La Puce H 1'Oreille provides 
the most striking example. Although his speech is incompre­
hensible to most people, he makes no allowance for others' 
inability to understand him. He behaves no differently than 
when, with the aid of a prosthesis, he is able to speak with 
normal clarity. The contrast is all the more pointed because 
of the reaction of others, No one listens patiently, slowly 
trying to make out what he is saying while trying to hide the 
inevitable embarrassment which accompanies such scenes in 
life. Either, like the members of the household, they under­
stand him perfectly, or they are bewildered by everything he
tries to say. Even his personality accents the contrast. Al­
though at home he cultivates an image of seriousness, he is 
actually something of a playboy, and his defect has apparently 
no effect on his amorous adventures.

The more unusual defects receive extravagant treat­
ment, but they set off the more common human afflictions. The
most common of all are those associated with one’s age.

1Ibid., act 1, sc, .7, p, 54.
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Feydeau does not idealize youth by contrast with age. His 
young men are often bumbling, rash, or slow, and they are 
nearly all rather simple or naive. But the emphasis is on 
the problems of those no longer young. There are no portraits 
of extreme old age; these are just middle-aged men and women 
who yearn for the lost energy and good looks of youth.^ The 
men may, like Pinglet in L^HQtel du Libre-Echange, try to 
prove their youth by having an extramarital fling, or they 
might seek youth in the form of a young and lovely wife.
They find it impossible to understand why the pleasures of 
youth should be denied to them. Saboulot (La Lycdenne), al­
though thirty years older than his seventeen year old fiancee, 
persists in his determination to marry her in spite of the
abundant proof she gives him of her ability to make his life 

2miserable. If a middle-aged man does manage to obtain a
young wife, fate conspires to remind him of his age. Riba-
dier's humiliation is compounded when both his wife and her
would-be lover are mistaken for his children in Le Syst&me 

3Ribadier. More often they see their own age reflected in 
the no longer attractive faces of their wives, a constant 
reminder that youth has left them. Women are not exempt

1The retired doctor and his deaf wife in Le Dindon 
(vol. 2) are exceptions.

2Vol. 8, act 1, sc. 6, pp. 16-18.
3Vol. 2, act 2, sc, 3, p. 91; sc. 6, p. 98.
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from the folly of forgetting their ages. They never lose 
faith in their ability to attract men. On the numerous oc­
casions when they are misled into thinking someone is making 
advances, they are only too anxious to be fooled.'*'

Orbits around the 
Bourgeois Household

Feydeau's protagonists are endowed with a kind of 
negative universality; their faults, failings, and sins form 
a lowest common denominator of humanity which their audience 
could not fail to recognize. They are unexceptional also 
with respect to the roles they play in society. At the heart 
of Feydeau's world is the mSnage bourgeois, and his protag­
onist is apt to be at the center of the household, occupying 
the role of breadwinner and husband. Most of the other char­
acters are defined by the roles they play in relation to the 
central manage; servants, wives, would-be lovers, in-laws, 
and friends of the family. The farther one moves from this 
household, the more fantastic is the action and the more ex­
traordinary are the characters, while at its center stands 
the timid bourgeois, frightened and harassed, desperately 
trying to preserve his values of respectability and tran­
quility from the forces he perceives as menacing his fragile 
domain. Outside the circle that marks, the limits of the

1E.g., vol, 2, Stance de huit, sc. 10, p. 242; vol.
7, La Dame de Chez Maxim, act 3, sc^ 19, pp. 225-26; vol. 2 f 
Chat en poche, act 1, sc. 6, p. 20.



185
bourgeois monde exist two major groups that are the most ex­
traordinary and threatening of allt the foreigners and the 
cocottes.

There are some figures who are not technically ex­
cluded from the circle of bourgeois respectability, but at 
times assume a role like that of the menacing outsiders. The 
military men are similar to the foreigners in their propen­
sity for violence, but are considerably different in temper­
ament. They are not hot-blooded or unpredictable. Encoun­
tered in a civilian setting they might appear quite amiable, 
but once they assume their military role, either in the bar­
racks or when considering a duel, they become methodically 
violent and brutal,'*'

But one large class of persons at the heart of the 
respectable household often shares important aspects of the 
cocotte1s role in the plays. Any member of the female sex, 
except older or unattractive wives and spinsters, might at 
times function as a violator of sexual decorum and an insti­
gator of scandal. Even respectable women take advantage of 
the fact that for this society respectability depends pri­
marily on female, rather than male/ behavior. Cocottes, 
married women, and even ingenues find it easy to create 
scandal and use it as a weapon against their lovers, husbands,

■^E.g., G6n6ral Petypon in vol. 7, La Dame de chez 
Maxim, act 3, sc, 17, pp, 219-23, and Capitaine Camaret in 
vol. 6, Champighol malgrg lul, act 2, sc. 3, p. 56.
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and families.

It was mentioned earlier that most of Feydeau's char­
acters could be classified as "imposters" in that they are 
less than they should be by normal standards. Where the 
complementary role of eiron is to be found in Feydeau, it 
is likely to be fulfilled by a woman. The classic eiron, 
Plautus's tricky slave, is not actually a self-depredator.
He is one who, through cleverness and cunning, is able to 
exceed his assigned role in life and prevail over his super­
iors, an achievement virtually impossible off the stage. He 
is not more than he pretends to be, but more than he would 
ever be allowed to be in real life.^ Although the difference 
between their assigned role in society and the role they are 
permitted on stage is not as extreme as in Plautus, Feydeau's 
women often behave in a similar fashion. As a rule his women 
are more aggressive, self-confident, and clever than his men. 
Where trickery is successful, it is likely to have been in­
itiated by a woman. The reversal of the sexes is one of the 
oldest themes in farce, but Feydeau's women are not just the 
usual nagging and domineering shrews. Often they are genu­
inely superior and more sympathetically portrayed than the 
men with whom they are contrasted. But whether they are

■''Erich Segal argues that the comedy of Plautus 
should be understood as taking place in a festival or 
Saturnalian atmosphere, in which the triumph of the slave 
represents a holiday reversal of normal values and stand- 
ards. Roman Laughter:: The Comedy of: Plautus, pp. 99-169.
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sympathetic tricksters or insupportable shrews, the trait they 
are most likely to share is the willingness to blatantly dis­
regard conventional proprieties.

The extremes represented by the bourgeois husband 
and the cocotte can be seen more generally throughout the 
plays of Feydeau in the opposition of male and female, and 
the way in which it is manifested depends considerably on 
the social roles of the combatants, whether they be husbands 
and wives, lovers and mistresses, or fathers and daughters.
The last mentioned of these, the young lady whose future 
marriage is in question, is the most neglected of Feydeau's 
heroines. This is not surprising, for ingenues do not usually 
play a large role in his plays, and the few plays in which 
they are featured are not among those which were most success­
ful originally or those most often revived.

The Inggnue as 
Trickster, Clown, and Fool

The reason his ingenues were not well received is not 
difficult to find, Feydeau's young ladies are the least con­
ventional of all his characters. Considering his normally 
close adherence to social and theatrical conventions, his un­
usual treatment of marriageable young women might seem at 
first surprising, particularly because no other stock figure 
of popular comedy has varied as little throughout the ages 
as has the ingenue. But Feydeau breaks with tradition only 
in that his young women are drawn in a manner consistent
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with that of his other characters, From the Commedia to the 
Marx Brothers, where farce has included conventional plots 
of love and marriage, the young lovers are usually set apart 
from the other characters; they are non-fools only temporar­
ily involved in the world of fools. The alternative is often 
to omit the young lovers entirely and concentrate on the 
problems that follow marriage rather than those that precede 
it, as in many medieval farces and in the majority of Fey­
deau's plays.1 Where Feydeau uses young lovers, they too are 
portrayed as fools and clowns.

Most of the ingenues in Feydeau's theatre are minor
roles, but there are a few notable exceptions. The ingenues
who occupy minor roles are apt to be comically simple, naxve, 

2and helpless. When the ingenue is important to the play, 
she is aggressive, determined, and quite as willing to shock 
her guardians as to defy them. Finette, the heroine of La 
Lyc6enne, was the first and most audacious of his unconven­
tional ingenues. La Lyceenne is the only one of his plays 
devoted only to lovers who wish to get married against

Francis de Croisset (who collaborated with Feydeau 
on Le Circuit) considered the sentimentality of Pailleron 
and the gaiety of Meilhac and Hal6vy to be related to the 
number of young girls in the plays of the former and their 
absence in those of the latter, ' La Vie parisienne au theatre 
(Paris: Bernard Grasset, 1929), pp. 58-59.

2Adrienne, in Champignol malgrg lui (vol. 6), is 
exceptional. The most conventxonal of the ingenues, she 
has a scene with Celestin in the third act which is the only 
such love scene in Feydeau's theatre.
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parental opposition. In the typical farce on this theme, the 
young lovers enlist the aid of clever clowns who, with a com­
bination of foolishness and cunning, help to bring about the 
happy ending. But Feydeau's innamorati have no need of zanni, 
for they take those roles for themselves. They are the most 
irresponsible and irrepressible clowns in the play. Their 
names indicate the relative nature of their clownish roles', 
Finette is the clever and aggressive one, taking all the in­
itiatives and making all the plans. Apollon Bouvard, the 
handsome young ox, makes no plans of his own, but has a 
talent for making the best of a situation by improvising 
with wild abandon, even though he may not fully understand 
what is happening to him. He succeeds in making his oppo­
nents look foolish because he is indifferent to looking 
foolish himself, while Finette, the disrupter, victoriously 
rides the tidal wave of anarchy and establishes herself as 
undisputed queen of topsy-turvy land.

Part of her claim to that rank is suggested by the 
play's title. The law which had provided for the establish­
ment of lycges and colleges for women was only seven years 
old at the time the play was produced and was still the 
subject of considerable controversy.^ The picture of a

"'"Norman Shapiro discusses the satiric undercurrent 
in the play and its relevance to the controversy in "Topical 
Allusions in the Theatre of Georges Feydeau" (Ph.D. disser­
tation, Harvard University, 1958), pp. 215-24.
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lycge de jeunes fil les painted in the second act of Feydeau’s 
play is a realization of the worst nightmares of the opponents 
of female education. The girls lack any trace of feminine 
decorum and behave^like unruly schoolboys, playing cards, 
throwing spitballs, and fighting. Finette proves her right 
to reign over this world in an encounter with the school 
bully C'Sophie 1' intombable") whom she knocks to the floor in 
an impromptu fight. She takes advantage of the girls' mili­
tary training by leading an armed rebellion before she flees 
with Bouvard. As in other Feydeau plays, the second act is 
set in a place where the normal bourgeois pieties are syste­
matically violatedf but here the den of iniquity is an in­
stitution of higher learning.

Feminine decorum is not the only quality overturned; 
feminine virtue is also at stake. Shapiro points out that 
one of the greatest fears of the opponents of female educa­
tion was the possibility of sexual encounters between teachers 
and students, so the pion who both rewards and punishes his 
charges with kisses had strong overtones for the audience.
This concern with the corruption of female innocence is also 
reflected in Finette's personality, for she delights in vio­
lating the taboos designed to preserve virgin ignorance,

■^Ibid,, p. 216. Note also that La M8me Crevette 
was a lycgenne and lost her innocence while in the pursuit 
of higher liearning. Vol. 7, La’ Patte' de' Chez Maxim, act l r 
sc. 6, p. 98.
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Even before she is sent to the lycge she indirectly threatens 
Saboulot with adultery if he insists on marrying her, and re­
veals that she was expelled from boarding school because she 
was carrying on an amorous correspondence with a young man.^ 
When she hears herself described as peine nubile,” she
mischievously tries to elicit an explanation of the word by

2feigning ignorance. Both the first and third acts are cli­
maxed with the kind of vulgarly risqu6 songs that are routinely

3described as "not fit for young ladies’ ears." Finette is 
instrumental in causing the first to be sung and sings the 
second herself in a public performance. In the third act it 
is Bouvard, not she, who becomes more sober and begins to 
worry about proprieties.

Finette is one of the few truly ironic persons in 
Feydeau's theatre. Particularly during the first act she 
uses her presumed girlish innocence as a cloak for improper 
remarks and sarcastic attacks on her would-be husband. Al­
though she employs her irony to expose the folly of an "im­
poster," she does so by exceeding the limits of civilized be­
havior and so proves herself to be a different sort of fool.
The play is a fantasy of overturned values, and the fantasy

■̂ Vol. 8, La Lycgenne, act lf sc. 6, p. 17.
^Ibid,, sc. 13, p. 30,
3For example, see Bouzin'e rationalization for a 

similar song in vol. 6, Un Fil % la patte, act 1, sc, 8, p. 124,
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is accented by the fact that the attack is led by the figure
who should normally be the symbol of those values in their
purest form. The final song, which requests the indulgence
of the audience and asks them to forgive the lyceenne her
streak of madness, suggests the festival spirit in which the
play was meant to be received, but the words were wasted on
the critics. Vitu, after complaining of a total lack of
verisimilitude, attacked the heroine as "la plus insupportable
des p^ronnelles mal ^levees" without comprehending that the
lack of realism was directly related to Finette's freedom from

1normal social restraints.
Henceforth Feydeau's ingenues were more subdued, even 

when they shared aspects of Finette's personality, Viviane, 
in Un Fil la patte, has an unromantic concept of love which, 
despite her sheltered existence, seems to be based on a sur­
prisingly close observation of the world. Her opening lines 
show that she is not quite as innocent as decorum demands
she pretend to be, and her observations on love and marriage

2are cynicism in the guise of na"ivet6. She is unconcerned 
that her future husband is handsome, because she has noticed 
that whenever there are two men in a household, the husband 
is always the less attractive. She wants a husband who has 
had plenty of mistresses because the value of a man is

1Auguste Vitu, Figaro (Paris), 24 December 1887, p, 3.
2Vol. 6, act 2, sc. 1, pp. 147-48.
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determined by supply and demand; the more others want the
thing, the more valuable it becomes. A husband is like the
Legion of Honor, coveted "d'abord pour la distinction dont
on est l'objet, et puis,,, parce que g a  fait rager les
autres!""*’ She is quite willing to act on her beliefs, and
in the end she borrows Finette's trick of getting what she

2wants by creating a scandal.
Simone, in Le Ruban, does not have Viviane's notion 

of love based on vanity, but she is matter-of-fact about 
using the vanity of others. She is willing to accept the 
world on its own corrupt terms and is never shocked that it 
is not what it should be. When her uncle tells her that he 
is giving her in marriage as a quid pro quo for the decora­
tion he seeks, she does not murmur a word in protest. She
merely acts accordingly, quickly tricking him into postponing

3the ceremony by appealing to his vanity and selfishness.
She always appears in command of the situation, meeting each 
new unfavorable development with equanimity and a change in 
strategy. Only when a combination of circumstances and the 
bungling of her young man brings her trickery to an end does 
she openly defy her guardianf and then she is fiercely ada-

4mant.

■^Ibid,, sc, 2, pp. 150-51.
2Xbidt, act 3, sc, 8, pp, 196-97,
2Vol, 8, Le Ruban, act 1, sc. 2, pp, 71-72.
^Ibid., act 3, sc, 12, p. 122.
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The last of Feydeau's ingenues is not a farce charac­

ter, but she has much in common with those just described. 
Huguette is not a trickster, but she is the opposite in many 
ways to the conventional ideal of femininity. She is strong, 
athletic, resourceful, and unconcerned when others find her 
behavior shocking. This lack of concern, along with an open 
and generous spirit, she has in common with Etiennette, the 
cocotte with whom she shares the plot of Le Bourgeon. Sym­
bolically, the ingenue and the cocotte represent opposite 
extremes on the bourgeois scale of respectability. Feydeau 
often explored the comic possibilities of turning that scale 
upside down. In plays like La Lyc£enne and Le Ruban, he as­
signed the ingenue a role much like that of the cocotte, In 
others, he used misunderstanding to combine the two roles.
In Amour et piano, an innocent young lady is mistaken for a 
cocotte, and in Occupe-tol d 'am&lie, a courtesan poses as 
virginal bride-to-be. But even when he treats them seriously, 
as he does in Le Bourgeon, there is a remarkable similarity 
in Feydeau's portrayal of ingenues and cocottes.

Husbands, Wives, and the 
Sanctity Of the Hearth

Feydeau shows strong and determined young maidens in 
a favorable light, but the picture darkens considerably after 
they marry. Marriage is a battleground, and the husband, being 
the weaker of the pair, is always at a disadvantage. In the 
opening monologue of his first play, Par la fengtre, Feydeau
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provides a preview of the husbands that would follow. Hector 
fits the classic pattern for hen-pecked husbands, having traded 
a dominating mother for a shrewish wife. It was his mother, 
in fact, who chose both his wife and his career, and he unhes­
itatingly accepted both decisions.^" Hector is cheerful about 
his situation, but the attitude of the weak husband has changed 
considerably when he reemerges for the last time as Follbraguet, 
in Hortense a dit; "Je m'en fousi11 The hero of Feydeau's last 
play is the most pathetic of husbands. Like Hector, he is 
caught in the middle of a dispute between his wife and his 
maid and loses to both sides. He is easily as pathetic in 
the ease with which he is manipulated by a few kind words from 
the maid as he is when being intimidated by his relentlessly 
shrewish wife. Husbands are not always as thoroughly dominated 
by their wives as in his first and last plays. The battle be­
tween the two can take many forms, but the best a husband can 
usually expect in any encounter is a hasty and undignified 
retreat. Even his nominally superior position in the eyes of 
law and custom does not always work to the husband's advantage, 
Clarisse is quite willing to use her husband's presumably 
greater intelligence as a weapon against him in "Mais n'-te 
prom&ne done pas toute hue 1 *, and Follbraguet's weakness is 
all the more apparent (and dangerous) because as nominal head 
of the household his wife's irresponsible actions fall on

1Vol. 4, sc. 1, p, 9,
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him, despite his powerlessness to prevent them.’1'

When the issue is adultery, Feydeau's husbands fall 
generally into two categories: the habitual philanderers, 
and the more timid types who are not really suited for such 
adventures, but who are capable of being tempted if condi­
tions are right. The philanderers, less numerous and more 
likely to play a secondary role, are more enterprising than 
the other husbands, but they ultimately prove no match for 
their wives. With the exception of Ribadier, who prides him­
self on originality, they are neither very clever nor original

2in their methods of deception. Their principal talent is 
an ability to lie no matter how damning the evidence against 
them, but their fabrications are more notable for the imagin­
ation they reveal than their plausibility. It is only in 
the inventiveness and sheer audacity of their excuses and 
lies that Feydeau's bourgeois husbands ever exceed their 
usual mediocrity.

In accordance with the simple, commonsense justice 
that prevails at the end of Feydeau's plays, the libertines 
are usually exposed and humiliated. The only exception is 
Moulineaux, in Tailleur pour dames, although the escapade he 
attempts during the play is a total failure. He is also ex- 
captional in having a simple and weak wife who requires the

■'‘Vol. 8, "Mais n<te prom&ne done pas toute nuel", sc. 2, 
p. 247; vol. 1, Hortense a- dxt: "Je m'ren~fous!", sc. 8, p. 247.

2Vol. 2, Le Syst&ne Ribadier, act 1, sc. 4, p. 72,
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service? cf her mother to do battle with her husband. Fey­
deau's mothers-in-law are conventionally unbearable, but 
they are not numerous because most of the wives are more than 
capable of standing up for themselves. The wives of liber­
tines are usually more clever than their husbands, but clever 
or not, they have one advantage over their husbands; even the 
most shameless of philanderers is like his more timid brethren 
in his fear of scandal, and especially of the humiliation of 
cockoldry. After Tailleur pour dames the threat of horns is 
always part of the punishment which profligate husbands must 
incur. The methods by which the punishment is inflicted vary* 
L^ontine, in Monsieur chassel, soon regrets her first angry 
impulse to pay her husband back in kind and resorts instead 
to irony and sarcasm. She finally forces him into involun­
tary confession by making him believe that his mistress has 
been unfaithful. Ang&le, in Le Syst&me Kibadier, has ample 
opportunity to be unfaithful, but chooses to make the punish­
ment fit the crime in another way. Since her husband com­
mitted his infidelities while she was in a hypnotic sleep,
she pretends that some unknown man, or possibly several, took

2advantage of her helpless state, Massenay receives his 
punishment in La Main passe I when his mistress becomes his 
wife. Because she was unfaithful to her first husband, he

■̂ Vol. 5, act 3̂  sc. 14, p, 152.
2Vol. 2, act 3, sc. 6, p. 111.
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is tormented by the fear that she will be unfaithful to him.'*'

At the heart of the sexual battle between husband 
and wife is a concept of the nature of marriage and the sex­
uality of women that makes adultery, if not inevitable, at 
least a constant threat. In most of Feydeau's plays the 
causes of the dispute are obscured in the farcical emphasis 
on its catastrophic effects, but when he re-examined the 
question late in his career he looked more closely at the 
psychology and motivations of the combatants. The characters 
of On va faire la cocotte are more realistic than in the 
earlier plays, and the comedy results directly from differ­
ences between the two spouses in attitude and point of view, 
rather than the exaggerated portrayal of feared consequences. 
Watching Trdvelin gives us a better understanding of why so 
many Feydeau husbands find adultery irresistible even when 
they have young and attractive wives. His wife Emilienne 
is affectionate and vivacious, but Trdvelin still finds it 
necessary to seek sexual excitement beyond the confines of 
marriage." In the opening scene she tries to show her affec­
tion, telling him that she is unconcerned with the appearance 
of the room because she wants only to look at him. She is 
annoyed when he shrugs off this show of affection as if it 
were only to be expected:

EMILIENNE.—  . . . C'est admirable! Coquette, val 
Tu trouves ga naturel que je te regarde? £a t'est dCt?

TREVELIN.— Eh! quoi, madame, c'est le mariage! la

^Vol. 3, act 4, sc. 4, p. 135.
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loi dit...

EMILIENNE.— Oui! oh! bien la loi... tu sais dans ces 
moments-lcl... s'il n'y avait qu'elle pour que je te 
regarde, ah! bien, mon gros! .

TREVELIN.— Petite anarchiste, va!
Shaw's famous aphorism on the popularity of marriage is in­
valid in Feydeau's world; sex in marriage is not a temptation

2but an obligation. The excitement exists only outside of 
the legal bond. Tr^velin's calling his wife an anarchist is 
more than a playful or joking rebuke; it reflects his entire 
attitude toward marriage. Marriage represents la loi, and 
its formal obligations discourage spontaneity. Tr^velin's 
attitude is much like that of a husband in Je ne trompe pas 
mon mari (written at about the same time), who explains why 
his attractive wife has a chilling effect on him: "Dans les 
moments psychologiques, devant mes yeux se dresse toute 
1'Education familiale: Le pdre, la m^re, 1'institutrice!

35a me coupe bras et jambes." His wife is not frigid or 
prudish, but the aura of sanctity society has built up around 
the chastity of respectable women produces the same effect.

Tr^velin is not simply deaf to the tender and seduc­
tive appeals of his wife; he finds them vaguely threatening

^Vol. 7, On va faire la cocotte, act 1, sc. 1, p. 264.
2"Marriage is popular because it combines the maximum 

of temptation with the maximum of opportunity." "Maxims for 
Revolutionists," Complete Plays with Prefaces, 3:733..

3Vol. 3, Je ne trompe pas mon m a n , act 1, sc. 18,
p. 232.
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and shocking. Qualities that would be attractive and exciting 
in a mistress are disturbing in a wife. Tr6velin is trapped 
by his notion of what a proper wife should be; although he 
finds that image unexciting, he is unable to tolerate any 
deviation from it in his own wife. Emilienne would be con­
tent to find excitement within the bounds of marriage, but 
she is understandably envious of the attentions men lavish 
upon cocottes while neglecting their own wives. Yet while 
Tr§velin is quick to point out that his wife's ideas about 
the glamorous life of a courtesan are unrealistic, he is un­
conscious of the irony that his own behavior justifies his 
wife's complaints. Between them they present a picture of 
marriage as an institution which seems almost expressly de­
signed to produce sexual dissatisfaction even in the most 
compatible of couples.

While both men and women have their reasons for being 
attracted to illicit relationships, they have even stronger 
reasons to fear them. Both male and female see sexual li­
cense as the supreme threat to the sanctity of marriage, but 
they have dissimilar views on the nature of that threat. For 
men, the chastity of their wives has primarily a symbolic 
function, but in this world where appearances count for 
everything, the symbolic value of chastity is supreme. Its 
violation constitutes the ultimate attack on a husband^s 
authority, respectability, and dignity. No action of his 
own, however foolish, could make him feel as despised and
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ridiculous as being publicly known as a cuckold. As their 
wives are less sex objects than symbols of chastity and res­
pectability, they tend to put the pleasures of sex and the 
institution of marriage into separate and mutually exclusive 
categories.

The reaction of wives to the adventures of their hus­
bands is simpler and less artificial. They are motivated by 
pure jealousy and possessiveness. They simply do not want 
to share their husbands with anyone else. To maintain their 
exclusive rights they are willing to violate society's most 
sacred taboo and create the most feared kind of scandal. 
Feydeau's men are usually intrinsically weaker than their 
women, but their greatest weakness lies in the fact that their 
worst fears are at the mercy of their wives. Thus even in 
the plays dominated by lecherous husbands, the principal 
threat to bourgeois morality and fear of scandal comes from 
women rather than men. Feydeau's women are not content to 
remain mere passive receptacles of this most treasured symbol 
of bourgeois values, to be fought over and guarded by fear­
ful males. They are quite capable of holding it for ransom 
to get what they want.

As if acknowledging that they are faced with superior 
forces on the domestic battleground, Feydeau's husbands be­
came more timid and less adventurous as his career progressed. 
Even TrSvelin, although he is deceiving his wife, uses the 
tricks of a weakling to get what he wants, pouting and
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sulkily trying to make her feel guilty for making demands on 
him.'*' If, like Petypon in La Dame de chez Maxim and Pinglet 
in L'HStel du Libre-Echange, they are middle-aged men with 
unattractive middle-aged wives, husbands can take little com­
fort from the fact that they are no longer faced with the 
possibility of cuckoldry. Wives unable to threaten desecra­
tion of the household gods set themselves up, faute de mieux, 
as High Priestesses of marital piety, intimidating their hus­
bands with an excess of prudery. But if the wives have lost 
the most effective weapon in their arsenal, their husbands 
are no longer fit for the battle. Free from his wife on a 
rare spree, Pinglet revels in the wines, liquors, and cigars 
which his wife normally forbids him, but a few minutes later
he feels ill and wishes his helpmate were present to nurse 

2him. Other husbands would be glad to forgo extramarital 
pleasures for the sake of domestic peace. Vatelin, in Le 
Dindon, would like to be able to forget the momentary lapse 
from fidelity he suffered while away from his wife, but the 
past comes back to torment him, and his wife extracts her 
full measure of revenge. Chandebise (La Puce k  l'oreille) 
has no thought of adultery. His only fault is in giving his

■'’Vol. 7, On va faire la cocotte, act 1, sc. 2, p. 274.
2Vol. 4, L 1Hotel du Libre-Echange, act 2, sc. 6,

pp. 73-74.
"̂ Vol. 2, act 3, sc. 9.
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wife some slight reason to suspect him, but that is enough

»to bring upon him humiliation, degrading physical abuse, 
and the threat of sudden death.

When the conflict of spouses becomes more direct and 
intense in the late one-act plays, the values of bourgeois 
respectability are still at the heart of the dispute, although 
the issue is no longer adultery. The initial quarrel in Feu 
la m&re de Madame is similar to that in many of the earlier 
plays, but in a different key. Again a husband seeks excite­
ment outside the home and is countered by a wife who threat­
ens to bring the same kind of "excitement" into his own home. 
Lucien is a clerk with artistic pretensions. Not ambitious 
enough for adultery, he is content with voyeurism, seeking 
"artistic inspiration" by staring at the breasts of a nude 
model. His wife is furious at this slight to her own bosom, 
which she threatens to exhibit for evaluation at their next 
dinner party.^ Accused of not sufficiently appreciating his 
wife's torso, Lucien is first menaced with having to share
it with the world, and then suffers the ignominy of having

2his wife's breasts pawed by a male servant.
The situations in On purge B6b6 ! and "Mais n'te 

promdne done pas toute nue 111 are similar. Husbands whose 
professional concerns make them acutely aware of appearances

•Sfol. 7, sc. 2, p. 242. 
2Ibid., sc. 3, p. 249.
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and the importance of what they deem proper behavior are pit­
ted against wives who are unconcerned with the basic princi­
ples of bourgeois decorum. In each case the foolishness of 
the husband has its exact counterpoint in his wife's madness. 
Follavoine, single-minded in his role as businessman and 
breadwinner, fails to see anything absurd or undignified 
about his dream of selling unbreakable chamber pots to the 
army; and his wife, who in her role as housewife has a dis­
orderly passion for order, cannot understand why, as a mother, 
she should not put her son's constipation above all other 
concerns. Clarisse and her husband have somewhat loftier 
ideas of themselves. He sees himself as a glamorous poli­
tician, courting public acclaim, although he cynically makes 
deals with those who have publicly insulted him. She de­
clares herself above the petty opinions and prejudices of 
society, but her fine words are only an excuse for exhibi­
tionism.

In the final two short plays, the wife no longer re­
quires scandalous or shocking behavior to destroy her hus­
band's fragile peace of mind; her domination is now virtually 
complete. In these portraits of domestic incompatibility 
we can see how far the evolution of Feydeau's characters has 
come. These are not the oblivious fools of the early plays, 
unconscious of their gross defects and amoral in their total 
lack of a sense of guilt. In the late plays his characters 
are much more complex and realistic than those simple fools,
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but they are still oblivious to their faults and usually in­
capable of guilt or shame. But in these last two one-acts 
(as in On va faire la cocotte) guilt and shame are weapons 
used by one spouse against the other. In L^onie est en 
avance, Toudoux is alternately blamed for being the cause of 
his wife's pregnancy and its consequent suffering, and brow­
beaten with constant reminders of his uselessness and insig­
nificance in the great drama of childbearing. Then when his 
wife's condition turns out to be hysterical, he is berated 
for not having been able to produce an heir. Hortense a dit: 
"Je m'en fousi" presents the husband as a comic Lear, stripped 
of all but his title and discovering that rank without power 
is a dangerous thing. Even as his wife bullies and orders 
him about, she castigates him for his inability to fulfill 
his role as protector and head of the household.'*’ In each 
new scene— with his wife, the servants, and his patients—  

Follbraguet demonstrates a different aspect of his impotence, 
finally renouncing his title as he is thrown out of his own 
apartment, the lease to which is in his wife's name.

Puppets and Pawns
The later plays focus so intensely on the conflict 

of husband and wife that the other characters fade into insig­
nificance, but in the earlier plays others have roles of 
varying importance within the orbit of the manage bourgeois.

^Vol. 1, sc. 2, p. 234.
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The first of these is the wife's would-be lover, a figure 
who, following timeless tradition, is always the best friend 
of the unsuspecting husband. For the most part they are 
rather inept and never as brash or enterprising as the phil­
andering husbands. As lovers they have little to recommend 
them besides persistence, but that they have in abundance. 
They may have once received some small encouragement from 
the object of their affections, and that is enough to sus­
tain them, no matter how cold she may subsequently become. 
Despite their persistence, they are sometimes quite timid. 
Coustouillu, the eloquent statesman of La Main passe 1 is 
reduced to a stammering fool in the presence of the lady he 
loves, and Thommereux (Le Systime Ribadier) even leaves the 
country out of fear of deceiving his best friend. Yet, each 
manages to pursue his beloved through two successive mar­
riages. They have few individual traits or characteristics, 
for their principal function is to create embarrassment for 
either husband or wife.

The would-be lovers rarely get anything but humilia­
tion and abuse for their efforts, but in this they are like 
most of the minor characters who exist principally to serve 
the plot. Often the most victimized of Feydeau's characters 
have only a small role in the mechanics of the plot but are 
caught up in the machinery and left bewildered and frightened, 
not understanding what has happened to them. Some, like the 
confused and frustrated bridegroom in L'Affaire Edouard, have
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no plot function at all.'*' Like innocent pedestrians in the 
path of a runaway automobile, they merely get in the way as 
the crazy machine begins to accelerate. Perhaps the saddest 
of all is Belgence in La Main passe1, a friend of the family 
whose earnest efforts to be helpful are fruitless. Later, 
he accidentally brings about a reconciliation of husband and 
wife. Then, having served his purpose, he is immediately dis­
carded by his ungrateful friends. Feydeau even stresses his 
role as puppet and victim by referring to him in the cast of 
characters as "personnage menu, . , . qui n'a pas d 1impor­
tance."^

Servants and Masters
Among the few purely functional characters, there are 

understandably many servants. Nevertheless, there is no other 
single class o' Feydeau's characters that is as varied in 
treatment and personality as the servant. Some, like most of 
the servants in La Main passe 1, are simple yet earnest and 
dutiful. There are also a number of conventionally self- 
important butlers who see themselves as the real masters of 
the household, but there is variety even in these. Samuel, 
the self-assured butler of L'Affaire Edouard, is quick to 
point out to everyone he meets that Samuel is not really his 
name:

■''Vol. 1, act 1, sc. 2, 14.
2Vol. 3, La Main passe 1, act 4, sc. 8.
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Beaucoup de gens me croient juif, parce gue je m'appele 
Samuel: mais ga n'est pas mon vrai nom! je.ne l'ai pris 
que parce que ga aide dans les affaires...

His pretension is all the more striking because servants
often had to change their names to suit the whims of their
employers. Bastien, in La Duchesse des Folies-Berg&re, had
to become an Arnold because his masters already had a dog 

2named Bastien. Another servant has loftier aspirations. 
Tiburce, the domestic in Chat en poche, imagines himself in 
love with his fat and homely mistress, and complains that 
"on admet qu'un amant aime sa maitresse, et on n'admet pas

3qu'un domestique aime sa maitresse. . . .  Ou est la nuance?" 
Firmin (La Lyc6enne) has no pretensions, but seems over- 
qualified for his position as servant. Formerly a prize- 
winning student at his lyc£e, he was hired by his pompous 
bourgeois master to give a literary tone to the household, 
while his classmate, who envied his ability to win all the

4honors, is now a school-master. Although often briefly 
sketched, servants may be more individualized than their

■̂ Vol. 1, act 1, sc. 3, p. 159. This was a jibe at 
Fernand Samuel, Feydeau's former employer and director of 
the Th6citre de la Renaissance, who changed his name from 
Adolphe Louveau when his family objected to having their 
name associated with the theatre. See Lorcey, Georges 
Feydeau, p. 65.

2Vol. 8, act 1, sc. 4, p. 142. Another example is 
John in vol. 6, Cent millions qui tombent, act 1, sc. 1, 
p. 215.

3Vol. 2, act 2, sc. 1, p. 27,
4Vol. 8, act 1, sc. 1, p. 11.
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masters. R§dillon, for example, the conventionally irrespon­
sible fils de famille in Le Dindon, is watched over by a 
valet whose regard for his employer can only be described 
as maternal.'*' While the portrait of the valet is not devel­
oped, it is more vivid than that of the master.

Even as his plays became more realistic, Feydeau be­
trayed his fondness for portraying servants as extravagant 
and irrepressible clowns. Although most of the servants are 
victims of events as well as scapegoats for their masters' 
frustrations, Feydeau occasionally allows them a brief Satur- 
nalian triumph over their betters. The only play which em­
ploys the Plautine theme of a servant who bests his master 
through his own initiative is Dormez, je le veux! Unlike the 
tricky slave of Plautus, Justin is not engaged in a constant 
battle of wits with his master; the secret of hypnotism gives 
him effortless control over his employer. He wields his 
power with great relish and abandon, not only making his mas­
ter do all the work, but forcing him to make a fool of him­
self in the presence of his fiancee. On the few other occa­
sions when Feydeau's servants play the destructive clown, 
they are unconscious of their disruptiveness. Charlotte, a 
sweet provincial naif, is unaware of the alarming complica­
tions she creates for Ang&le and Saint-Florimond in Champignol 
malgri lui by her cheerful eagerness to please, but in their

■*"Vol. 2, act 3, sc, 1, 9.
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eyes she is an appalling nemesis whose every appearance brings 
a new embarrassment. Bretel, the servant-clown who dominates 
the action of Les Pav6s de l 1ours, is another naif. He is 
considerably more aggressive than Charlotte, but no less 
cheerful and well-intentioned. And he is just as bewildered 
when he is angrily thrown out after having demolished his 
master's wedding plans.

Dormez, je le veux! and Les Pav6s de 1'ours were 
produced about midway in Feydeau's career, following a num­
ber of successes which, relying on the mechanics of the 
deception formula, had employed realistic but bland major 
characters. In these two short plays Feydeau again freely 
exploited broadly drawn clowns like those of his earliest 
plays, but instead of giving all of the characters the same 
clownish proportions, he reserved the clown's role for the 
servant, who was allowed to disrupt the more "serious" world 
in a temporary reign of folly. This ancient theme, in which 
the rule of disorder is produced or accompanied by a reversal 
of social roles, was used again by Feydeau in two longer 
plays. The Saturnalia is specifically mentioned in Cent 
millions qui tombent, and the action involves a servant who 
is treated like a king and is waited upon by a Prince.1 In 
this case the servant is not an active or disruptive clown.

1Vol. 6, act 1, sc. 1, p. 215.
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Rather, his role in the action is passive, but his sudden 
fortune gives others an opportunity to debase themselves.
The overturn of the social hierarchy is the single theme 
which runs through the several strands of action in La 
Duchesse de Folies-Berg^re. La M6me Crevette has become.a 
Duchess; a butler whose good fortune permits him a holiday 
normally beyond his means is first taken for a count and then 
for a high-ranking diplomat; a young king goes on a spree 
like a common schoolboy and is physically abused for not pay­
ing a bill; and a drunken pion is mistaken for the king and 
accorded a royal reception. One of the acts is set in Maxim's, 
a place where both a king and a butler could go on holiday 
from their respective roles, and the festival atmosphere of 
Maxim's pervades the whole play.

But the overturn of accepted values and the disruption 
of order is not normally a question of reversals within the 
social hierarchy. The opposition of servant and master is 
as exceptional in the plays of Feydeau as it is common in 
those of Plautus and Moli^re. Although the patriarchal 
society of nineteenth-century Europe bears some resemblance 
to that of Republican Rome, the threat to social stability 
in Feydeau arises more from sexual scandal than violations of 
barriers within the social hierarchy. When such violations 
occur, they are usually produced by wives and daughters, 
rather than servants, but the most important forces of dis­
ruption come from a world technically excluded from the
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accepted hierarchy. Women— the cocottes— naturally dominate 
this topsy-turvy world, but they have active assistance in 
their attack on bourgeois values from the other group of dis­
ruptive outsiders: Feydeau's energetic foreigners.

The characters considered so far have been primarily 
the citizens of the bourgeois world. It is they who are 
measured by their petty inadequacies, and they who are vic­
timized and threatened when the plot's infernal machinery 
picks them up and carries them helplessly through the maze 
of sexual intrigue. In Feydeau's own phrase, they are those

iwho receive the "kicks in the rear." The foreigners and 
cocottes, who deliver the kicks and ride the whirlwind un­
scathed, are created according to different principles. The 
members of the bourgeois world are negatively comic— weak, 
hypocritical, fearfully ridiculous— while the outsiders are 
positive, strong, aggressive, and self-confident. The out­
siders are not without standards of behavior. The standards 
of the cocotte are those of the respectable world turned up­
side down and inside out. And the foreigners, unlike the 
French bourgeois, have no difficulty living up to their own 
code of conduct, but that code is always bizarre and usually 
violent.

Foreigners and the 
Assault on Civilization

One of the characters in Le Dindon, having nearly

•̂ See p. 147 above.
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been bowled over by Soldignac, refers to him as an "6nergu- 

1m&ne." It is an appropriate description of most of Fey­
deau's foreigners. Not only do they seem possessed by some 
frightful and superhuman force, but at times they are like 
agents of the darker world, evoked to materialize and scourge 
the earth whenever humans are tempted to sin. These demons 
are the shock troops in the assault on civilization that is 
presided over with queenly grace by the cocotte. They are 
most often found within her orbit, but they are apt to appear 
whenever one enters the world of illicit love. Whenever one 
risks the creation of some kind of scandal, these nightmare 
apparitions are likely to materialize as if they were physical 
manifestations of unconscious fears. This is true even of 
the English, despite their reputation for phlegmatic impas­
sivity. Soldignac and his wife Maggy are like ghosts from a 
forbidden past who come back to haunt Vatelin in Le Dindon. 
Soldignac, the businessman from London, is coldly indifferent 
to the scandal he might create in his businesslike approach 
to divorce; and Maggy, formidable as a wife and terrifying
as a mistress, affectionately calls Vatelin "ma fille" be-

2fore she knocks him to the ground. Another Englishman, in 
La Puce h  l'oreille, is like a sex-starved animal waiting by

Vol. 2, act 1, sc. 15, p. 148. The word is also 
used to describe Homenid^s. Vol. 4, La Puce cl l'oreille, 
act 1, sc. 13, p. 154.

Vol. 2, act 2, sc. 10, pp. 168-69.
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the entrance to his lair in the H6tel du Minet Galant for any 
unsuspecting female who might wander close enough to be pounced 
upon and dragged into his den,'’' One need not go to a disrep­
utable hotel to be plagued by the foreign menace. Once Huber- 
tin has become sufficiently."Americanized" (i.e., drunk), it 
seems natural that he should appear in the bedroom of an
adulterous couple, terrorizing them with a pistol and throwing

2their clothes out the window. The most ferocious of all are 
the Spanish-speaking gentlemen, figures who bear strong re­
semblance to the Capitain of the Commedia dell'arte, and for 
whom murder is one of the most likely consequences of love.

Physical violence is not the only threat foreigners 
pose for civilization. Their abuse of language is only the 
most obvious example of their disregard for the forms and 
conventions that are the hallmarks of civilized society.
More important is their blatant lack of concern with scandal. 
Nothing marks them as savages as clearly as their shameless­
ness in questions involving sex. Whether they are pursuing 
someone who has caught their fancy or are seeking revenge on 
a cheating mate, they are never furtive, but show an energetic 
disregard for propriety. The two foreign women, Maggy and 
Dotty, ignore the restraints society has placed on their sex. 
They go after the men they want with an aggressiveness that

■’’Vol. 4, act 2, sc. 7-8. 
oVol. 3, La Main passe 1, act 2.
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few of Feydeau's men could muster. Their disregard of les 
convenances is not just a matter of their easy usurpation of 
the male role in courtship. Dotty, the American millionair­
ess of Je ne trompe pas mon mari, has no concept of those im­
portant distinctions between classes upon which civilized 
society is based. Recognizing her lack of experience in 
matters of love, she has no qualms about soliciting profes­
sional advice on the subject from a notorious courtesan. Far 
from recoiling in horror from the presence of such a woman 
(the civilized response), she treats Bichon's profession as 
blandly as she might a dentist's. For her part, Bichon dis­
covers a common bond with the American girl when she learns 
that her father made his millions selling pigs:

BICHON.— Faire fortune avec des cochons! oh! ce 
qu'il faut en falloir!

DOTTY.— Beaucoup. ^

BICHON.— A qui le dites-vous!
Foreigners and cocottes are both outsiders, if for different 
reasons. But the American and the cocotte have something 
more in common. They are both parvenus, having found success 
in defiance of class distinctions and in professions others 
find distasteful.

The association of foreigners with illicit sex is 
more than just chauvinism or the convenience of the play­
wright. The reputation which Paris had acquired as the most 
sinful city in Europe drew many pleasure-seeking tourists, so

1Vol. 3, Je ne trompe pas mon m a n , act 1, sc. 16,
p. 230.
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that while Paris was seen abroad as the pleasure capital,
foreigners could well be viewed by the Parisians as more
than usually prone to the temptations of the flesh.^ Some,
like Soldignac, were businessmen who took advantage of their
trips to Paris to sample the city’s most important tourist
attraction. Soldignac, in his methodical way, has left a
standing order with a Paris cocotte for one night of pleasure

2each time he is m  town. Many of these foreign seekers 
after pleasure were well publicized, particularly if they were 
rich or titled. Lorcey says that General Irrigua, the South 
American adventurer in Un Fil k  la patte, was based in part 
on a real person, the president of a South American country 
who came to Paris for the purchase of arms but spent the 
money from his country’s treasury in self-indulgence. Gen­
eral Irrigua admits that he is under sentence of death, but
the fate of his real-life antecedent was even worse. He was

3lynched by a mob when he tried to return to his country.
There were many stories of visiting royalty who 

sought out the favors of the queens of sensuality— the re- 
nouned grandes horizontales— and Feydeau makes use of the

^See Rudorff, The Belle Epoque, pp. 62-65.
2Vol. 2, Le Dlndon, act 2, sc. 4, p. 158.
3Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, p. 106. Vol. 6, Un Fil 

a la patte, act 1, sc, 16, p. 137. Another foreigner based 
on a real person is Soldignac, the Englishman from Marseille, 
who was drawn in part from the actor Max Dearly. See Edwin 
Daniel Yahiel, "Georges Feydeau et son oeuvre" (Ph.D. dis­
sertation, University of Michigan, 1955) , p. 149.
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royal patronage of cocottes. Bichon even claims to have 
been assigned to the shah of Persia by the French government.^ 
Her story is not implausible; it was said that the president 
of the Senate kept a list of those cocottes most worthy of
presentation to royalty, and was consequently one of the first

. . . . 2dxgnxtarxes called upon by vxsxtxng prxnces. Forexgn arxs-
tocrats do not have quite the same function in Feydeau's 
plays as ordinary visitors, and are shown in a different 
light. They are not the scourge of straying bourgeois like 
so many of the other foreigners, although they know how to 
make life difficult for their inferiors. Instead, they are 
found only within the orbit of the cocotte and are the final 
adornment to her fantastic presence. They complement and 
legitimize her role as the monarch of her special world. 
Technically a pariah, she is sought after and virtually wor­
shipped by princes who are only too happy to debase themselves 
by entering her topsy-turvy world. For while they legiti­
mize her lofty claims, they cast doubt on their own legiti­
macy and claims to seriousness. Their role in Feydeau's 
world is that of kings doing homage to the queen of fools.

As a result they are not savages who threaten civi­
lized values, but the holders of genuine claims to a place

■̂ Vol. 3, Je ne trompe pas mon mari, act 1, sc. 3,
p. 211.

2Anne Manson, "Quand les trois grandes rggnaient 
sur Paris,” in La Belle Epoque, ed. Gilbert Guilleminault 
(Paris: Editions DenoSl, 1957), p. 165.
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at the pinnacle of civilization who have chosen to debase 
themselves. They maintain the marks of their rank and 
authority even in absurd circumstances and thus remind us 
of the extent to which they abuse their real and symbolic 
position. Their language is evidence of their position. 
Feydeau's foreign royalty and the members of their entour­
ages speak consistently better French than his other foreign­
ers and are most apt to be comic in their use of language when 
they attempt colloquialisms or slang. Prince Nicolas of 
Palestrie, in Occupe-toi d 1Amalie, is fond of telling every­
one that he dislikes formality even while insisting on the 
respect that is his royal privilege. He is, as he says, a 
farceur, and he debases his authority in the pursuit of his 
"farces," showing no concern that the victim of one of his 
practical jokes died as a consequence.'1' The conflict between 
his fondness for playing the clown and the nature of his 
position is further emphasized when he encourages intimacy
with the maid, whom he nevertheless regards as little better 

2than a slave. Another royal farceur is Serge, in La Duchesse 
des Folies-Bergfere, whose schoolboy pranks are little in keep­
ing with his recently acquired title of king. He might well 
play the clown, for his royal establishment has already been

^Vol. 1, Occupe-toi d'Am^lie, act 2, sc. 6, pp. 94-
95.

2Ibid., sc. 10-11, pp. 102-103.
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invaded and undermined by the presence of La MQme Crevette, 
who is presently married to a duke and will soon become the 
king's mistress. Even if they did not marry into the aris­
tocracy, many cocottes, both in the plays and in real life, 
gave themselves aristocratic names. Considering the willing­
ness of many nobles to ruin themselves for a cocotte, she 
might almost appear to have the right. In one instance at 
least, a cocotte was given what amounts to a royal license.
In 1901 King Leopold II of Belgium wrote to Emilienne d'Alen- 
gon, who had risen from poverty to riches as a courtesan, 
inviting her to join him on a hunting party and suggesting 
that she call herself "la comptesse de Songeon."'*'

The Cocotte, Queen of Fools
The king of Belgium was acknowedging an established 

fact, that the cocotte was an institution, a recognized sym­
bol of fantasy and outrageousness. As such, she was ideally 
suited to the use that Feydeau makes of her. She could play 
the role of Mother Folly, presiding over a festival of over­
turned values and ranks, because that was much the role that 
she played in life. When Feydeau assigned the same role to 
the ingenue in La Lyc§enne he was greeted with commercial 
failure because he was violating convention. Although the 
reversal of social roles was perfectly in keeping with the 
spirit of farce, his audience could not accept that sort of

1Manson, "Quand les trois grandes rfegnaient sur 
Paris," p. 163.
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treatment of its most sacred symbol of passive purity. Fey­
deau's use of the cocotte presented no such problem.

This is not to say that Feydeau adopted the cocotte 
with reluctance. He was clearly fond of her and included her 
in about half of his plays in both major and minor roles.
Even when her role is small, she manages to be among the most 
colorful of Feydeau's characters. He rarely included char­
acters who were not essential to the action, but when he did, 
they were apt to be cocottes. Targinette, the dancer in Le 
Ruban, has nothing to do with the plot, yet is given a 
lengthy scene with the protagonist.^ The nameless cocottes 
in La Lyc^enne, who are part of the background against which 
Finette scandalizes her parents and fiance, merely provide 
atmosphere. There is Olympe, the aging former cocotte in La 
Puce el l'oreille, who was known in her youth as "Culotte de

2peau" and once had herself served up nude on a silver platter. 
Even when she does not appear on stage, the cocotte might

Vol. 8, act 1, sc. 9, pp. 78-81. According to 
Lorcey, Feydeau was obliged for reasons of casting to cut 
two such unnecessary roles— in this case female circus 
performers— from the cast of L 'Affaire Edouard. Georges 
Feydeau, p. 100,

2Vol. 4, act 2, sc. 4. It is probably more than 
coincidence that the initials of her nickname are identical 
with those of Cora Pearl, the Second Empire cocotte. Mile 
Pearl once wagered her guests that she could serve them some 
meat that none would dare cut. Then she had herself borne 
in on a large silver salver, unadorned but for a garnish 
of parsley. Joanna Richardson, The Courtesans (New York: 
World Publishing Company, 1967), pp. 53-54.
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serve as an evocative image of license, as in Amour et piano 
and Un Bain de manage. The image of the cocotte is used 
even in Hortence a dit: "Je m'en fousl" Follbraquet, the 
dentist who is oppressed in so many ways, is denied even a 
glimpse of the famous Caroline 0t6ro when she is treated by 
an associate.'*' The forlorn hero of Feydeau's last play can 
only yearn hopelessly for the extravagance, freedom, and 
fantasy that the cocotte represents.

The cocotte is not always gay and fun-loving. At 
times she can be an avenging fury, particularly when she is 
being deserted by a "protector." -who wants to get married.
She might even be a bad-tempered vixen like Paulette in Cent 
millions qui tombent, whose nasty disposition, always under 
control when there is a question of profit, is nakedly dis­
played in her treatment of the servants. But generally she 
is a "brave fille," spirited, charming, and blithely content 
with her role, although she is never sentimental when it comes 
to business. The most striking thing about the cocottes is 
that they alone among Feydeau's undeviatingly selfish char­
acters are capable of altruism. Unselfishness is not common 
even among them; what is unusual is that it should be found 
at all. The specific form it often takes would also be sur­
prising except for the fact that it followed a well established 
theatrical convention. In several of the plays the cocotte,

^Vol. 1, sc. 1, p. 233,
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who personifies the antithesis of bourgeois values and is 
seen as one of the most serious threats to bourgeois sta­
bility, actively and unselfishly helps to restore the fagade 
of respectability. In Le Bourgeon, she goes so far as to 
make a melodramatic sacrifice for the preservation of socie­
ty's sense of decorum. Writing of that play, Robert de Flers 
noted ironically that "les demi-mondaines sont, au th§Stre, 
l'un des meilleurs d6fenseurs de la famille et de l'ordre 
social," and suggested that the French bourgeoisie should 
show its gratitude by erecting a momument to Marguerite 
Gautier.^ Unfortunately, Feydeau expects us to take the 
heroine of Le Bourgeon seriously and to accept at face value 
her resignation to her fate: "Nous sommes ici-bas pour donner
du plaisir, pour donner de 1'amour, il ne nous appartient pas

2de donner un foyer. Contentons-nous de notre role."
That "rdle" is acceptable in his farces because we 

are not asked to become sentimental over the exclusion of 
the tainted woman from respectable society. She is an ir­
responsible clown with no desire to join the world that ex­
cludes her. If she acquiesces, or even actively helps, in 
the restoration of respectability, she does so in a way con­
sistent with her role as clown. Miranda can easily afford 
to volunteer as a scapegoat at the end of L'Affaire Edouard.

^Quoted in Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, p. 229. 
2Vol. 9, act 3, sc. 10, p. 303.
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Like the fool who is thought to be immune to bad luck, she is 
impervious to a scandal that would ruin the respectable woman 
she is protecting.^ Although nothing we have learned of her 
character prepares for her spontaneous gesture, it is essen­
tially that of the fool who cheerfully resigns her throne
after her temporary reign of folly and allows the return of 

2order. Even La M&me Crevette is willing to help save Petypon 
from scandal, although her behavior is more believable and 
consistent. She goes along with the scheme in which she plays 
the role of wife because she thinks it a lark, and is as ir­
responsible in acting her part as she is when she abandons it. 
But the transformation undergone by Bichon in Je ne trompe pas 
mon mari is more inconsistent than that of Miranda. Light­
hearted but caustic through most of the play, she suddenly 
puts her ingenuity and persuasion to work to prevent the
rupture of a marriage, even though her action leaves her

3without a protector.
The sudden altruism of Bichon follows the convention 

noted by Flers that has pariahs supporting the very society 
that excludes them, but inconsistency of a similar sort was

^See p. 109 above.
2See Segal's discussion of the limited nature of the 

Plautine slave's misrule and his apparent acceptance of the 
fact that it must end, Roman Laughter: The Comedy of Plautus, 
pp. 137-69.

3Vol. 3, act 3, sc. 5-6, pp. 283-87.
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actually part of the legend that surrounded the cocotte. 
Caroline "La Belle" Otiro was one of the most famous and 
cynical grandes cocottes of the Belle Epoque. Men killed 
themselves for her and she remained indifferent. She could 
have had a number of men who were young and handsome as well 
as rich, but she chose one who was ugly and old, but extremely 
rich, and she treated him with disdain while taking his money. 
Yet she was reputed to have helped less fortunate friends, 
and, much like Paulette in Cent millions qui tombent, remained 
faithful to one lover for some time after she had ruined him. 
Manson describes her as "avide et ginereuse, pitoyable et 
cruelle.

The variety of her legend enabled Feydeau to make
the cocotte and those surrounding her into some of the most
interesting of his characters. Occupe-1oi d 'Amelie is
praised by Lorcey as being the most accurately observed of
Feydeau's plays because of its picture of the characters in
Amalie's orbit, but in describing these people as both "in-
vraisemblables et riels" Lorcey suggests why they were so

2appropriate for farce. Improbable yet real, they were ideal 
for Feydeau's mixture of fact and fantasy. The "reality" on 
which he had drawn was both fact and legend, and the legend 
had been created both in the theatre and outside of it. The

"Quand les trois grandes rignaient sur Paris,"
pp. 182-86.

2Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, p. 199.
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year 1852 had seen both the premiere of La Dame aux Camillas 
and the establishment of the Second Empire, which gave rise 
to the famous courtesans who were responsible for the reality 
behind the legend. For the second half of the nineteenth 
century the sinful woman, adulteress or courtesan, was to be 
a common image in theatre and literature.

Whatever a sociologist might say about the nineteenth- 
century obsession with fallen women, its effects on the drama 
were mostly unfortunate. It matters little whether the guilty 
woman was wept over as a sentimental heroine or painted as 
an unrepentant villain and cast out, the result was to triv­
ialize the drama. It is not true that the nineteenth-century 
drama of adultery seems trivial merely because our standards 
of sexual morality have changed. We need not share Sophocles' 
concept of religious duty, Euripides' view of incest, or 
Shakespeare's belief in the nature of kingship to be moved 
by Antigone, Phaedra, or Lear. Rather than engaging in a 
moral struggle whose proportions we can appreciate even if 
we do not accept its precepts, these unfortunate women were 
mere scapegoats, the passive receptacles of collective guilt 
and fear. Confined to a submissive role or made outcasts 
by convention, they could be effective neither as tragic 
heroines nor as villains, for they were not permitted the 
moral dimension or responsibility required by either of those 
roles. Feydeau lacked the originality to create a Nora or 
Hedda who could defy the restrictions of her sex, but he had 
an advantage over most of his contemporaries in his instinctive
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understanding that their conventionally subordinate place in 
society allowed women to be effective only in the role of 
clown. The most consequential of his female clowns were the 
cocottes, because as outcasts they enjoyed the traditional 
freedom from responsibility of the fool. The most ironic 
comment to be made on the folly of the society depicted by 
Feydeau is that the extravagant clowns on which his portraits 
were based did not require the license of a king or the re­
ligious sanction of a Saturnalian festival to assert their 
dominance. In some ways they did dominate society, command­
ing the center of attention and dictating its fashions.

The real position of these theoretical outcasts is 
reflected in the ease with which Feydeau's courtesans rule 
over their world. His most famous cocottes, La Mdme Crevette 
and Am§lie d'Avranches, fill their roles effortlessly and 
with supreme self-confidence. Although Amalie dominates 
the action of Occupe-toi d 'Am€lie, she does so with detach­
ment. She rarely initiates any action, but is content to 
observe the folly of others and to use it to her profit, 
cheerfully trimming her sails to whichever wind might blow. 
She need not work or scheme like the intrepid Plautine slave 
in order to make fools of others; the fools and schemers 
alike come to her, and she presides serenely over them all. 
Confident that she can profit from whatever chance throws 
her way, she is even tempted by marriage when it is thrust 
upon her. She soon rejects it, not like Etiennette in Le
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Bourgeon, with a deep sigh of regret, but with the realization 
that marriage can only mean trouble. As an outcast Amalie 
can never be more than Queen of the Fools, but in a world in 
which fear of scandal makes fools of all those who claim res­
pectability, that is the grandest title she may hope to have.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION: THOUGHTS ON THE SIGNIFICANCE 
OF FEYDEAU AND THE VALUE OF FARCE

Me dis tu que dame Folie
Est morte? ma foyf tu as menty;
Jamais si grande ne la vy,
Ne si puissante comme elle est.

Les Sotz nouveaulx, 
farcez, couvez

Limitations of Serious Criticism
The differences in the critical assessments of Fey­

deau have sometimes been extreme. According to Voltz, for 
example, Feydeau's characters are empty shells who have only 
the negative virtue of allowing talented performers free rein 
to create as they please, whereas Jean Morgan has declared 
that Feydeau excelled other vaudevi11istes purely because 
of his characters.^ Few of his contemporaries regarded his 
plays as even worthy of serious comment. In 1901 Brander 
Matthews was able to write a book about French playwrights
of the preceding century without once mentioning Feydeau1s 

2name. Even his admirers saw nothing beyond the laughs and

^Voltz, La ComSdie, p. 159; Jean Morgan, "Georges Fey­
deau et Francis de Croisset," Le Gaulois (Paris), 28 October 
1909, p. 1.

2French Dramatists of the Nineteenth Century.
228
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the mechanics of the plots. Sarcey, while praising one of
Feydeau’s plays, conceded that "vous le jetteriez dans le
creuset de Schopenhauer, il est certain que vous n'en
tireriez pas une goutte de p h i l o s o p h i e . M o d e r n  defenders,
on the other hand, claim to have discovered more than a drop
of philosophy beneath the gaiety. Feydeau has been hailed
by Paul Morand as "le seul hiriteur de la tragidie grecque"
because "il pose le grand probldme de la fatality, contre
lequel le temps ne peut rien," yet others have found an
affinity in his plays with Jarry or with Shaw, or have seen
him as the precursor of Dada, Surrealism, Pirandello, or 

2Ionesco. Roger Steiner finds that "Feydeau's plays do not 
grow old because they have nothing to do with particular in­
tellectual trends of the age, particular social attitudes 
or problems," while others see in him a hidden satirist 
(Shapiro) or an astute observer of manners and morals (Lor­
cey) .3

^Quarante ans de thicttre, 8 (1902) :179-80.
2Paul Morand, "Champignol parle au nom des dieux,"

La Parisienne 10 (October 1953):1424-25. The critics who 
have compared Feydeau to various avant-garde playwrights 
include Girard Bauer, "Occupe-toi d ’Amilie," La Revue de 
Paris, April 1948, p. 149; Claude Damiens, "Georges Feydeau, 
le maitre du naturalisme absurde," Paris-Thiitre, no. 150 
(1959), p. 3; Gilles Sandier, "Un faux Stendal, un vrai 
Feydeau," Arts, 13 (22-28 December 1965) :39; Renie Saurel, 
"Une bonne-SoTrie Feydeau," Les Lettres frangaises, no. 1197 
(31 August-6 September 1967), p. 24; Robert Kemp, La Vie du 
thiatre (Paris: Albin Michel, 1956) , p, 140.

3Roger J. Steiner, "The Perennial Georges Feydeau," 
Symposium 15 (Spring 1961):53; Shapiro, "Topical Allusions
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If the variety of interpretations proves anything, 

it is that Feydeau’s art is much more complex than was sus­
pected by his contemporaries, despite its real limitations. 
But there is a danger in these attempts to elevate Feydeau 
to respectability and admit him into the circle of durable 
artists. The Times Literary Supplement, reviewing Shapiro's 
translations of Feydeau plays, wondered at the apparent need 
felt by intellectuals to canonize past writers and performers 
of farce.

If we are honest, it may be doubted whether the intel­
lectual ever enjoys farce as much as he pretends. He 
sits through the laughs as a voyeur, watching the plea­
sure the actors give the audience without taking part 
himself. . . , Why, then, does the intellectual persist 
in trying to find some significance in a popular enter­
tainment that has nothing to do with him? . . . Deter­
mined to avoid condescension, humbled by untutored 
achievement, he can only acknowledge some primeval 
vitality— and hope by absorbing it to rejuvenate en­
ergies that may be failing in his own declining cul­
ture . ̂

If critics are to understand and appreciate farce, they must 
try to do so on its own terms, or run the risk of distorting 
it to suit their prejudices. Yet while intellectuals may 
laud the work of farceurs of other times and other cultures 
(like the French film critics who revere Jerry Lewis), they 
are apt to be suspicious of their own creators of farce. In­
tellectuals can more easily admire the irresponsible gaiety

in the Theatre of Georges Feydeau," pp. 148-50, 224, 263; 
Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, p. 199.

^"Forms of Shock Treatment for a World Out of Plumb," 
Times Literary Supplement, 18 June 1971, p. 689.

/
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of traditional farce from a distance than when the social and 
moral questions it treats so frivolously are of iiumediate con­
cern. Shaw was right to be irritated by contemporary farce.
It deliberately adopted an attitude of irresponsibility and 
acceptance toward institutions and beliefs that he was con­
vinced must be examined and changed.^ The mechanical situ­
ations to which he objected because they seemed to deny human 
will and thought are a prime symptom of the sense of fatality 
which has been discovered in Feydeau by later writers, but 
which is nothing more than the kind of common fatalism seen 
in ordinary people of any time or place: a passive acceptance 
or resignation to what is or is thought to be. It is not a 
concept that can be embraced in good conscience by the

Shaw's principal objection to farcical comedy was 
its lack of sympathy and humanity (see p. 6, above). But 
he also disliked its refusal to deal honestly with the moral 
and social questions it seemed to be raising. He felt that 
the "paradoxical wit" of W. S, Gilbert was "morally unjust­
ifiable." Gilbert had to "depend for the piquancy of his 
ridicule on the general assumption of the validity of the 
very thing ridiculed" (London Music in 1888-89 [New York: 
Vienna House, 1973], p. 283; Music in London 2 vols. [New 
York: Vienna House, 1973], 1:238), He later clarified this 
point of view:

"The worst thing that can happen in a play is that the 
people with whom the audience makes friends at first 
should disappoint it afterwards. Mr Gilbert carried 
this disappointment further: he would put forward a 
paradox which at first promised to be one of those 
humane truths which so many modern men . . . have worded 
so as to flash out their contradiction of some weighty 
rule of our systematized morality, and would then let 
it slip through his fingers, leaving nothing but a 
mechanical topsy-turvitude. Farcical comedy combines 
the two disappointments. Its philosophy is as much 
a sham as its humanity" (Our Theatres in the Nineties, 
2:230).
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intellectual, particularly the intellectual reformer.

Je m'en foutisme; The Philosophy 
of Frivolous Disenchantment

If we are to accept Feydeau on his own terms, we must 
be willing to accept his irresponsibility. Having said that, 
it can be acknowledged that his irresponsibility is a crucial 
factor in his ability to outlive so many of his more serious 
contemporaries. The issues and problems that Feydeau used 
are not that different from those dealt with in varying de­
grees of gravity by his contemporaries. He may be directly 
indebted to them for some of his basic themes. The incom­
patible couple in Porto-Riche1s Amoureuse (1891), for in­
stance, might be the prototype of a number of Feydeau hus­
bands and wives. Other writers treated adultery, cupidity, 
vanity, and cynicism, but Feydeau refused to weigh his plays 
down with the moral judgments that many others could not re­
sist.^" When he once strayed from his usual practice (in Le 
Bourgeon) he produced what Lorcey is compelled to call an
"affreux m6lodrame," although the play is not at all without

2its strong points. The plays which have survived are those 
in which judgment is withheld, in which the vices of the 
characters and the situations in which they find themselves

■*Tor a brief survey of contemporary playwrights, see 
Appendix B.

2Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, p. 188,
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are regarded with a good-humored but total objectivity. It 
would be more accurate to say that Feydeau's longevity is 
dependent, not on skirting the social and moral questions of 
his age, but on his refusal to provide them with answers.

Feydeau was careful to avoid offending or shocking 
the prejudices of his audience, but he also took care not 
to affirm them.^ His plays illustrate the negative viewpoint 
that Dobr^e claims is inherent in comedy. Dobr^e speaks of 
three types of comedy: "critical" comedy, which deflates or 
satirizes; "free" comedy, which is irresponsible; and a third 
category, which deals with the "disillusion of mankind" and 
"comes when the positive attitude has failed, when doubt is

Although Feydeau attempted to keep his plays just 
within the limits of good taste, there were times when critics 
and audiences felt he had strayed over the boundary. The 
most notable of these instances was the secret chamber scene 
in Le Circuit, which several commentators found offensive 
(see Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, pp. 205-208). Another was 
the climactic scene in the second act of La Dame de chez 
Maxim, which was amended because it had displeased certain 
members of the audience. Among those offended by the scene 
was the Duchesse d'Uz&s, at whose request it was altered 
(Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, pp. 148-50). There may have been 
a more personal reason, unconnected with that scene, for 
the Duchesse's displeasure with the play, but she wisely 
refrained from mentioning it in her letter to Feydeau. Ten 
years earlier, her son, Due Jacques d'Uz&s, was financially 
ruined through his attentions to Emilienne d'Alengon, one 
of the most famous cocottes of the era. His mother broke 
up the liaison by sending Jacques to the Congo (Manson,
"Quand les trois grandes r&gnaient sur Paris," pp. 166-67).
She may have felt that Feydeau*s portrait of a duchess whose 
obsession was to protect her young and susceptible son from 
courtesans, and La Mdme's announcement, at the end of the 
play, of her coming trip to Africa, were allusions to her 
family's scandal.
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creeping in to undermine values, and men are . . . laughing 
in the face of it all." Feydeau might be said to combine 
the last two approaches. He never quite abandons the ir­
responsible clowning of his earliest plays even when his 
work more realistically reflects the attitudes of his time. 
He neither criticizes nor endorses, illustrating Dobree's 
assertion that "comedy gives us the courage to face life 
without any standpoint," and allows us to observe without 
committing us to judgment.'*'

Does this mean that the value of Feydeau lies in
the undercurrent of disillusionment and melancholy that many

2critics see beneath the gaiety and irresponsibility? It is 
hard to deny that the melancholy is there, for Feydeau him­
self underlined it in remarks about himself and his work.
He told Brisson in an interview:

Ne vous 6tonnez pas si je suis triste. Telle est, en 
effet, ma disposition habituelle. , . . Je ne ris 
jamais au th^dtre. Je ris rarement dans la vie 
priv£e. Je suis taciturne, un peu s a u v a g e . 3

He claimed that a good vaudeville should be based on a
"tragic" situation, and added, "C'est pourquoi d'ailleurs

^Bonamy Dobr6e, Restoration Comedy: 1660-1720 (Lon­
don: Oxford University Press, 1924), pp. 15-16.

2Thierry Maulnier offers one of the most extreme 
statements of this point of view, claiming that the message 
of Feydeau's characters is that "devant un monde ou l'absurde 
est l'homme meme, l'homme ressent au plus profond de lui 
'l'horreur d'etre conscient'" "La Querelle du Dindon,“
Combat (Paris), 9 March 1951, p. 2.

3Portraits intimes, 5:11.
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les auteurs que vous appelez comiques sont toujours tristes:
ils pensent 'triste' d'abord."’*’ This underlying melancholy
is seen by some to imply hidden depth. Shapiro, for instance,
praises Feydeau by asserting that "one does not have to scratch
far below the surface of a typical Feydeau comedy to find a
fatalistic vision of the human condition and, along with it,

2an undercurrent of pessimism."
But fatalism and pessimism do not make a good play­

wright. Perhaps the most significant thing about Feydeau's 
pessimism is that it is not obvious in his plays; it must be 
sought beneath the surface. It is inferred rather than ex­
perienced directly. What is manifest is a persistent refusal 
to take seriously the situations on which his plays are based 
no matter how "tragic" or "sad" he might have perceived them 
to be in life. Excepting always Le Bourgeon, there is no 
attempt to mingle tears with laughter, or even a strong in­
dication of bitterness or heavy irony in his portraits. Fey­
deau's disillusionment and melancholy are of the kind sug­
gested by Dobr6e; they lead him to eschew positive or even 
definitive standpoints and to seek refuge in laughter. He 
refuses to take seriously even his own pessimism. His atti­
tude toward the world and its troubles is no more complex

■^Quoted in Treich, "Le Dixi&me anniversaire de la 
mort de Georges Feydeau," p. 5.

2"Topical Allusions in the Theatre of Georges Fey­
deau," p. 375.
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than that expressed by Hortense in the title of his last play,
an attitude endorsed by Follbraquet when his wife tells him
of the maid's insolence:

MARCELLE.— Je lui fais une observation, elle me 
r6pond: "Je m'en fous!"

FOLLBRAQUET,— Eh bien! fais-en autant.
MARCELLE.— Tu admets 5a! Tu admets qu'elle me 

r^ponde "Je m'en fous!"
FOLLBRAQUET.— Qa prouve qu'elle a de la philosophie.

This is the "philosophy" expressed in Feydeau's plays: a 
deliberate comic indifference assumed in the face of the as­
sorted trials of living.

Feydeau and the Absurdists
His renunciation of positive values and attitudes does 

allow us to see a certain kinship, however distant, between 
Feydeau and the Absurdists. With hindsight we may see in his 
gaily anarchistic point of view a premonition of the collapse 
of traditional beliefs, a sense of a world in the process of 
disintegration. The sense of kinship is reinforced by the 
observation that the Absurdists often make use of the tech­
niques of farce. The fact that Beckett uses clowns as the 
protagonists of Waiting for Godot, and Ionesco calls Les 
Chaises a "tragic farce" suggests that there is something in­
herent in the nature of farce that lends itself to their 
vision of futility and hopelessness. But if they use farce, 
they also radically alter it. To begin with, expressions such

•’■Vol. 1, Hortense a dit: "Je m'en fous!11 > sc. 2,
p. 234.
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as "the human condition" are relevant to the discussion of 
the Absurdists in a way wholly inappropriate to Feydeau and 
the generations of traditional farce writers that preceded 
him. Feydeau's subject matter is nothing so sweeping or ab­
stract as "mankind." His situations and characters are always 
specific, defined, and limited precisely where Beckett, Io­
nesco, and Pinter are abstract, inexplicable, and undefined.
The Absurdists achieve universality through a lack of speci­
ficity. It is difficult to discuss their work without using 
broad, abstract terms because they often permit no more 
limited frame of reference. Feydeau's world is carefully 
limited to specific places, times, and circumstances. No 
matter how relentlessly foolish the characters that inhabit 
that world, or how absurdly terrifying the situations in 
which they inevitably find themselves, there is no reason to 
conclude that this is the only world possible, or that it 
represents anything so inescapable as human existence.

The abstract and undefined nature of the Absurdists' 
world also distinguishes it from that of Feydeau in the 
treatment of causal relationships, so central to the Absur­
dist modes. The situations that they portray are often "ab­
surd" in the traditionally farcical sense of being ridiculous 
or ludicrous. Pinter, for example, often makes use of far­
cical misunderstandings (although not, like Feydeau, to sus­
tain the plot) and occasionally employs ancient lazzi, such as 
the quarrel over the bag in the second act of.The Caretaker.
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But by avoiding answers to questions of causality, he cre­
ates an absurdity that is not contingent on specific causes 
or motivations and is therefore absolute and unconditional.
The vision of despair and the sense of menace derive in large 
part from our inability to define causes for the madness.
It seems unavoidable because it is inexplicable and unpre­
dictable. The opposite situation prevails in Feydeau's plays, 
in which everything that happens, no matter how bizarre, is 
explained, regulated, and made logical and comprehensible.
Even events which in life are subject to chance are made to 
seem predictable through the logic of theatrical convention. 
Feydeau^s characters may seem to have little control over 
their respective destinies, but the world in which they exist 
is ordered and predictable. This contrasts with the worlds 
of Ionesco and Beckett, whose characters must submit to an 
unknowable and mindless universe.

The Value of Frivolous Objectivity
Order and clearly explained causal relationships are 

characteristics Feydeau shared with nearly all of his contem­
poraries. Like many of them, he presents a strictly defined 
world that reflects his urban bourgeois audience. He differs 
from them in his refusal to be taken seriously, in maintain­
ing an atmosphere of frivolity even while treating subjects 
that others regarded with gravity. Frivolity has its uses,

^See pp. 111-13 above.
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for it allowed him a kind of amoral objectivity that produced
a picture of his society more honestly observed than that of

1many more serious writers. Feydeau’s observation of people 
is exaggerated and extreme, but the distortions are easily re­
cognized as such. They are not the result of attempts to in­
terpret, explain, or philosophize. Beneath the extravagance 
his audience would recognize characteristics they could have 
seen in themselves or their neighbors. Only in that atmos­
phere of fantasy could they see themselves so honestly por­
trayed without offense. This is true not merely for Feydeau's 
favorite themes of marriage, love, and adultery. It can be^ 
seen even in an atypical play like Cent millions qui tombent. 
Feydeau's picture of a society that values money, particularly 
the lavish expenditure of money, as the principal criterion 
of worth and respectability might almost have been drawn from 
Thorstein Veblen's The Theory of the Leisure Class. As an 
observation of human society, Cent millions qui tombent com­
pares most favorably with Mirbeau's Les Affaires sont les 
affaires and Becque1s Les Corbeaux, the two best known plays 
of the period on the subject of greed. Both of the latter 
plays have their virtues, but each portrays greed in tradi­
tionally moralistic and melodramatic terms, pitting a cynical 
and consuming passion for money against a virtuous lack of

Jacques Charon has commented that "il y a plus 
d'observation, de sens du r6el dans une extravagance comme 
Un fil £ la patte que dans un pesant m§lo, pseudo-philosophique 
comme La Course au flambeau [by Paul Hervieu]." "Le ThS&tre 
de Georges Feydeau," Les Annales, July 1962, p. 26.
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concern with material profit. Respectability, it is implied, 
is on the side of virtue, and the desire for money corrupts 
both. Feydeau comes closer to the truth when he equates 
money with respectability and leaves virtue entirely out of 
the picture. For all his frivolity, Feydeau's portrayal of 
his society's attitudes toward money is actually more per­
ceptive and honest.

Feydeau and Shaw
Interestingly, the moral objectivity of Feydeau brings 

him closer, in certain limited respects, to the purported 
optimist Shaw than to a pessimist such as Becque. Despite 
his objections to conventional farce, Shaw was not above 
occasionally indulging in what he called "tomfoolery," a 
practice he defended by saying that "irresponsible laughter
is salutary in small quantities."'*' His clearest example of
"irresponsible" foolishness is Passion, Poison, and Petri­
faction (1905), a piece of extravagant buffoonery which is

2passed over xn embarrassed silence by most Shaw authorities. 
The farcical treatment of Edward III in The Six of Calais 
(1934) is less fantastic but equally free of Shaw's more 
serious concerns. You Never Can Tell (1896) employs themes

■^'Preface: Trifles and Tomfooleries," Complete Plays 
with Prefaces, 4:723.

2Arthur H. Nethercot, one of the few to mention the 
play, dismisses it as "the worst farce Shaw ever wrote."
Men and Supermen: The Shavian Portrait Gallery (New York: 
Benjamin Blom, 1966), p. 36.
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and devices of conventional farcical comedy in unconventional 
ways, and The Millionairess (1935) is enlivened by scenes 
that verge on pure slapstick.^

Shaw also used farce for his own special ends, at­
tempting to transform it and make it more responsible. Shaw’s 
efforts to "humanize" farce are described by Meisel, who re­
fers to the Shavian "Discussion Play" as a "kind of cerebral 
farce." According to Meisel, Shaw uses the fastpaced action
of farce in order that plot might "keep pace with thought"

2and help "keep the intellectual pot bubbling." Shaw's use 
of farce in this fashion is less unusual than it might seem, 
because even conventional farce uses action to dramatize 
"ideas," although such ideas are on a considerably lower plane 
than Shaw's and are not often actually discussed. Meisel 
himself cites Divorgons1 by Sardou and Najac as an example 
of a conventional farce in which "discussion" plays an impor-

3tant role, and compares it to Shaw's Getting Married. Dis­
cussion has a part in the plays of Feydeau as well, but with 
Feydeau it is limited to the expression of ideas and attitudes

^On You Never Can Tell as a farcical comedy, see 
Meisel, Shaw "and the Nineteenth-Century Theater, pp. 253-56, 
and Charles A. Carpenter, Bernard Shaw & the Art of Destroying 
Ideals; The Early Plays (Madison; University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1969), pp. 127-31.

2Shaw and the Nineteenth-Century Theater, pp. xii,
264.

^Ibid., pp. 265-66.
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which, however common, are at odds with conventional morality, 
and he never suggests that attitudes or institutions should 
be changed. The best example of this type of discussion in 
Feydeau is in the first act of Le Dindon, which is almost en­
tirely devoted to a discussion of attitudes toward marriage, 
adultery, and the double standard of sexual morality.

In a limited way, and for his own serious ends, Shaw 
also takes advantage of the frivolity and consequent freedom 
from judgment that farce provides. In a review of an English 
adaptation of L'H6tel du Libre-Echange, Shaw made note of the 
"fantastic atmosphere of moral irresponsibility" that is nec­
essary to farce.^ In a play like Getting Married, the fan­
tastic atmosphere of farce that frees Feydeau's characters 
to commit outrageous acts permits those of Shaw to express 
outrageous ideas. The situations in Getting Married could 
provide plots for several farces if Shaw had his characters
act out the difficulties they experience with marriage and

2divorce. Instead, the various complications and dilemmas 
are described, and several unusual ways of resolving them are

^Our Theatres in the Nineties, 2:121.
2For example, a situation comparable to the triangle 

in Shaw's play involving Sinjon, Leo, and Reginald provides 
the plot of Divorcons 1 The Sinjon-r-Mrs. George— George Collins 
triangle is a Shavian version of the happy cuckold theme that 
is the basis of numerous plays, including Labiche's Le Plus 
heureux des trois and Becque's La Parisienne. The difficulties 
that Cecil anticipates if he marries Edith and becomes res­
ponsible for her actions are realized in Feydeau's Hortense 
a dit: "Je m'en fous!"
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discussed. In accordance with the Bishop^s belief that the 
devil must be given a fair hearing, even the most bizarre 
notions can be examined. Addressing an audience as easily 
shocked by ideas as by action, Shaw uses farce's immunity from 
judgment to forestall the outright condemnation of unusual 
proposals and thus permit a genuine dialogue to take place.

Limitations to the 
"Absolutely Comic11

Shaw, Pinter, and Ionesco, in their diverse uses of 
farce, demonstrate that it has greater versatility than is 
generally suspected of this slightly regarded form. But they 
are serious writers, and in utilizing farce for their own ends, 
they must necessarily alter it drastically. They include 
farce in a larger vision that finally transcends farce. By 
contrast, Feydeau neither adds nor subtracts, but stays en­
tirely within the boundaries of the farcical mode, devoting 
himself to developing to the fullest the possibilities con­
tained within that circumscribed view of the world. The de­
votion to the narrow aims of farce gives Feydeau's work a 
kind of "purity" that has been noted by a number of critics. 
Yahiel, for example, feels that the essence of Feydeau's 
theatre is a "notion de comique pur et objectif. And 
Versini writes that Feydeau's vaudevilles "appartiennent au 
theatre pur." They operate, he says, in accordance with

Georges Feydeau et son oeuvre," p. 215.
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unchanging laws and have not aged because they are "en dehors 
de la vie et par id mdme du temps."'*' Richard Hayes made a 
similar comment in a review of Hotel Paradiso, Peter Glen- 
ville's adaptation of L'H&tel du Libre-Echange. Hayes refers 
to the distinction Baudelaire makes "between the 'signifi­
cantly comic'— an imitation— and the 'absolutely comic, or 
grotesque'— a creation." He places Hotel Paradiso with the 
absolutely comic, for "it is a parody of nothing but itself;
not even remotely does it suggest an ideal of the useful or 

2the rational."
The "absolute" or abstract side of Feydeau's art is 

only one part of his complex method, but it is one that may 
appear more obvious and important to us than it did to his 
contemporaries. The mechnical and abstract aspect of farce 
is but one side of a careful balancing of contrasting ele­
ments. Farce needs the constant reference to daily life, to 
life as it is seen and felt, in order to maintain its vital­
ity. As the context in which they were written becomes in­
creasingly remote, Feydeau's plays will probably appear even

^"Georges Versini, Le Thiatre frangais depuis 1900 
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1970), p. 13.

2"The Mathematics of Farce," Commonweal, 10 May 1957, 
p. 154. Baudelaire describes an English pantomime in which 
Pierrotf an incorrigible thief, is guillotined, and true 
to his thieving nature, steals his own head and stuffs it 
into his pocket. "The pantomime is the refinement, the 
quintessence of comedy; it is the pure comic element, purged 
and concentrated." "On the Essence of Laughter, and, in 
General, on the Comic in the Plastic Arts," trans. Jonathan 
Mayne in Comedy: Meaning and Form, ed. Robert W. Corrigan, 
p. 462.
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more dominated by their fantastic, grotesque, and mechanical 
side. In the process, they will lose a significant part of 
their power to amuse. Except as an exercise in a certain 
"style," the "absolutely comic" may turn out not to be very 
funny.

Feydeau's observations of the society in which he 
lived are less obvious to us than might be the case because 
the end result of his theatre is not observation of reality, 
but its distortion. He was not offering new insights or 
attempting to make his audience see what they had never seen 
before. He showed them an image of themselves with which they 
were already most familiar, but he presented it through a car­
nival mirror. He could rely on their recognizing their image 
beneath the distortions, but we, less familiar with the lines 
and colors of the original, might be tempted to dismiss Fey­
deau's extravagant rendering of it as sheer fantasy, unre­
lated to anything in reality. Our confusion could be in­
creased if we do not realize that even many of the distortions 
themselves would have been recognized by Feydeau's public, 
for they often parallel the fears, anxieties, and frustra­
tions that change the way the world is perceived. While it 
represents no "ideal of the useful or the rational," and 
exists for no purpose greater than or beyond itself, Fey­
deau's theatre is not created purely of imagination, but is 
based on a rather sophisticated form of "imitation."

The evaluation of Feydeau's work must rest finally
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on the fact that within the context of its determined friv­
olity, it represents a highly developed art, which, while 
avoiding serious ends, is nevertheless deeply relevant to 
an essential part of our human nature. His excellence lies 
in his ability to choreograph his ordinary characters in a 
dance of mathematical precision, and to set emotions and 
motivations worthy of the naturalists into patterns that 
seem as delightfully artificial as a Gilbert and Sullivan 
patter song. He did not set out to satirize the world in 
which he lived, to point out its foibles, but that may have 
been an indirect result of his efforts. He simply took ad­
vantage of what his age provided, of the outlandish for­
eigners who visited Paris, of the sensational cocottes, and 
above all of a society whose obsession with appearances and 
sexual scandal was ideal material for his sophisticated and 
highly civilized farce.

It is more difficult to say what the study of Fey­
deau reveals about the nature of farce in general. Feydeau 
represents a highly developed stage of the art and shows 
some of the complexity of which it is capable. But despite 
the complexity that can be seen beneath the surface, there 
is justification for the view that farce is simple if sim­
plicity is understood to mean a lack of intellectual preten­
sion. Although perpetually scorned by those who would con­
fine our vision to loftier things, traditional farce has 
maintained its popularity by unashamedly exploiting our most
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basic and primitive emotions. It is not afraid to use simple 
and universal images to reach us at this most elemental of 
levels, where our responses are strong, automatic, and vir­
tually instinctive. Pratfalls and sudden blows, frantic 
chases, and lost trousers are all images to which we react 
almost without the intervention of thought. They are among 
the most direct and universal symbols of violence, speed, and 
humiliation. Farce is not limited to such things, but be­
cause it is alone in its acceptance of them, they have become
its most distinctive and obvious feature. They are basic to
farce not because farce is crude and physical, but because 
it is shameless. It freely accepts all that we dislike, fear, 
and censor in ourselves. It includes our elementary res­
ponses to violence and sex, our basic bodily needs and func­
tions, although it is capable of going well beyond them. It 
allows us to acknowledge the baser side of ourselves, our 
laws, and our institutions, and lets us admit how much lower 
than the angels we really are.

For the Love of Foolish Things
Farce can do this because it is irresponsible. It

would be tempting to say, in defense of farce, that it pre­
sents a closer and franker look at ourselves under a cloak of 
irresponsibility, but that would not be quite accurate. The 
irresponsibility of farce is not a "cloak," an external cov­
ering that serves to conceal its true face. Irresponsibility
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is at the heart of farce, and it often conceals nothing more 
penetrating than playful silliness. Like the traditional 
court fool, farce is granted license to say what it pleases, 
not because it voices criticisms in a clever or amusing way, 
but because it i£ foolish and need never be taken seriously. 
Farce invites us to join in the foolishness, to expose, even 
to celebrate, our own folly. It resists all efforts at re­
form because to make it responsible would be to change its 
essential nature. Defiantly incorrigible, it perversely 
offers little assistance to those who would defend it. The 
defense of farce, like the defense of folly, can never be 
wholly serious. Erasmus, the most famous defender of folly, 
is still an excellent guide for those who would accept folly 
even while maintaining their own claims to seriousness. Al­
though there is a great deal of ironic criticism in The Praise 
of Folly, Erasmus is not really a crusader against folly. He 
exploits the ambiguities inherent in the concept of folly, 
and, in the main, is "inspired by a wise humor that accepts

ifolly as a necessary part of life."
It is appropriate that Erasmus wrote The Praise of 

Folly during a visit to England, because the English have a 
long tradition of viewing folly and seriousness as part of an

1 .Willard Farnham, '<The Medieval Comic Spirit in the 
English Renaissance," in Joseph Quincy Adams Memorial' Studies, 
ed. James G. McManaway, Giles E. Dawson, and Edwin E. Wil­
loughby (Washington: Folger Shakespeare Library, 1948), p„ 429,
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integrated whole. It is an attitude that can be seen in the 
combination of farcical and serious elements in the medieval 
cycle plays, in the plays of Shakespeare, and even in the 
fond tolerance that the English have always had for their ec­
centrics. Feydeau belongs to a different tradition, one that 
by segregating folly from the serious pursuits of life has 
allowed it the full and unhampered development that produced 
Pathelin, Pantagruel, and La Mome Crevette. The French de­
corum, their isolation of the foolish from the serious, has 
left them uneasy in the presence of their own rich comic 
inheritance. Trying to understand why his countrymen failed 
to fully appreciate Feydeau's talent, Nozi&re observed that 
the French have always been suspicious of those who make them 
laugh. "Ils adorent la galt6 , mais ils ne l'estiment pas."'*' 
They fear that to value comics would imply taking them ser­
iously, and the French are never so comfortable as the English 
with the notion that the love of foolish things is compatible 
with, even necessary to, a serious life. Yet the French seg­
regation of the important from the trivial is more apparent 
than real. It is a matter of aesthetics and literature, not 
of life; a question of treatment rather than subject matter,
If the French are disinclined to see life as simultaneously 
foolish and serious, they acknowledge the pervasiveness of 
folly in the unequaled thoroughness, scope, and richness of

■^Fernand Weyl [Nozi&re] , "Georges Feydeau," p. 1.
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their greatest comic writers, who are allowed to range un­
hampered through every aspect of life. Although France could 
have never produced a Shakespeare, only she could have given 
birth to Rabelais. Like Rabelais, Feydeau also represents 
something unique to the French comic genius. The differences 
between the two, although vast, are in part a consequence of 
the ages in which they lived. Each encompassed the experience 
of his epoch in a world limited to folly and laughter. Each 
has frustrated serious admirers who recognize genius but can­
not comprehend the refusal to be serious. Like the theorists 
who strive to enlist laughter in the service of reason, these 
sober critics sense wisdom and philosophy in the midst of 
the frivolity and conclude that there must also be order and 
reason, if it could only be found. But the wisdom of laughter 
is that same wise humor of Erasmus, and its philosophy teaches 
one only to tolerate a world so often unreasonable and incom­
prehensible. The point is not that we should laugh at the 
folly of others, nor even that we should laugh at ourselves, 
but just that we should laugh.



APPENDIX A

ON PERFORMING FEYDEAU

In the preceding discussion of Feydeau and the nature 
of farce there has been little mention made of individual 
productions or the contribution of actors, directors, and 
designers to the final theatrical event. This might seem 
a surprising lack in view of the acknowledged theatrical and 
visual nature of farce. Had the discussion centered on the 
type of farce that is organized around the personality of 
the clown, such an omission, if possible, would have been 
inexcusable. But one can conduct a comprehensive discussion 
of Feydeau's plays primarily on the basis of the texts because 
they are remarkably detailed, and written so as to permit any 
intelligent reader, acquainted with the theatre and accustomed 
to reading plays, easily to imagine the effect intended by 
the author. The avoidance of the elements of production was 
made necessary, or at least highly desirable, by the ephemeral 
nature of the performing arts. The information that may be 
gleaned about past performances is sketchy at best. When 
one reads that a given actor was "very natural" or that a 
certain actress was "charming and viviacious," one probably 
learns little that could not have been guessed by reading 
the text. More importantly, the text can be studied and

251
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reexamined; the comments that any critic offers may be ques­
tioned or refuted on the basis of evidence to which all have 
access. The observations of the critic of a performance, 
once the performance is no more, must be accepted or rejected 
on little better evidence than the observer's word. For 
these reasons it was thought wise to.keep the discussion of 
performance separate, even though it is too important a mat­
ter to ignore altogether.

One reason it may be assumed that the texts of Fey­
deau's plays closely reflect their actual performances is 
that Feydeau, like many Vaud'evillistes, was nearly always 
his own metteur en scene. It was a task he enjoyed. He 
was fascinated with the mechanics of ..theatrical production 
and took great pains over the smallest of details. The 
ample stage directions and notes in his published plays are 
aimed less at the general reader than at potential producers, 
and in his notes he attempts to anticipate all major problems 
of production. In addition to advice to actors and detailed 
instructions on how to achieve certain special effects, he 
provided contingency plans in the event that a desired effect 
failed to work or the theatre was not equipped to produce 
it properly. He was fond of stage tricks, but was well aware 
of the effect they had on an audience. In Les Fiances de 
Loches he suggests that the bathtubs in the third act be 
equipped with practical faucets and wrote a section of dia­
logue which was to be eliminated if real running water could
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not be provided. The dialogue, he noted, "n'a 6t6 6crite que 
pour occuper le temps pendant lequel le public, distrait par 
l'effet de l'eau, ne peut preter l'oreille I. ce qui se dit,"

Feydeau enjoyed all aspects of production, not just 
the gimmicks and tricks. Louis Verneuil relates how Feydeau 
came to his rescue during the staging of Verneuil1s first 
play. The young writer's play was being offered as a curtain 
raiser, but the director was busy with the main piece and had 
left Verneuil on his own. Feydeau, one of whose plays was 
also on the bill, chanced to come into the theatre, noticed 
his colleague's inexperience, and immediately took over the 
staging. By the time of the opening he had transformed the 
play, discovering things in it of which its author was un­
aware. Verneuil adds admiringly that "apr&s Victorien Sardou, 
Georges Feydeau fut certainement 1'auteur qui savait le 
mieux mettre ses pieces en sc^ne." If we are to believe Fey­
deau's own protestations of laziness and distaste for writing, 
he was more enthusiastic about staging his plays than about 
preparing the manuscripts. Those who had never seen him in 
rehearsal, wrote Robert Dieudonn^, "ignorent tout d'un homme 
que le theatre transformait; cet indolent animait ses inter- 
prites d'une vie intense, ce sceptique apportait, a l'heure

■̂ Vol, 7, act 3, sc, 3, p, 72.
2 xLouis Verneuil, Rid'eau a neuf heures (New York: 

Editions de la Maison Franpaise, 1944), p. 92.
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de la realisation, un souci de perfection inattendu.

Feydeau was intensely concerned with the production 
of his plays, but what did he demand of his performers, and 
what sort of style did he develop? These are much more dif­
ficult questions to answer. It is probable that his own style 
changed in keeping with theatrical fashion, and that he had 
the flexibility, necessary to all intelligent directors, to 
utilize the talents of his actors rather than to impose on 
them an interpretation for which they were not suited. Ar- 
mande Cassive, the creator of the role of La Mdme Crevette 
and thereafter Feydeau's favorite actress, described her re­
luctance to play the role of LSontine in Monsieur chassel, 
which Berthe Cerny had originated eighteen years earlier.
She had protested to Feydeau that her style was much differ­
ent from that of Cerny, exclaiming:

Voyons . . . je ne pourrai jamais etre calme comme elle."
"Evidemment, sourit mon auteur, mais Cerny ne 

pourrait pas se remuer comme vous..."
II parait qu'il faut se remuer beaucoup en 1'an de 

grace 1911. C'est ce que se dit Feydeau et il doit avoir 
raison. II y a dix-huit ans, quand on a donn£ pour la 
premiere fois Monsieur chasse, on raffolait des acteurs 
au comique lentT Raimond dtait un comique lent, Saint- 
Germain 6tait un comique lent. Mme Cerny, en pareille 
compagnie, avait un jeu pos£. Aujourd'hui . . . il faut 
jouer une pi&ce, serait-elle intitul^e comedie, dans un 
mouvement endiabl§.2

Feydeau himself may have been partly responsible for 
the popularity of that "mouvement endiabl6"? it is in any

iQuoted by Lorcey,- Georges Feydeau, p. 177.
oQuoted by Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, p. 212.
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case a characteristic for which his productions were noted.
Even more than his concern with le mouvement (very roughly 
the equivalent of "pacing," but applicable to plot as well 
as to staging), Feydeau was known for his attention to detail 
and his demands for precision. Herv6 Lauwick quotes Fey­
deau as saying, "Je tiens beaucoup . „ . aux intentions & 
leur expression exacte, et au ton de la moindre remarque.
C'est pourquoi j'ai notd musicalement tous les oh et les ah 

The last statement, of course, is an exaggeration, 
but in one instance it was literally true. Not knowing how
else to indicate the exact intonation he wanted for an impor-

2tant exchange, he wrote it out on a musical staff. His em­
phasis on precision is echoed by Peter Glenville, writing 
about the performance of Hotel Paradiso: "However wildly 
pandemonium may reign in the play, the actors need the con­
trol and exactitude of tumblers and tightrope dancers. . . .
This precision is a far cry indeed from the inner probings

3of the actor of the Stanislavski school
There is much more to playing farce than just precision 

and energetic pacing (as many amateurs have discovered, much
v v

^■"Georges Feydeau, distrait, souriant et melancolique," 
in D 1Alphonse Allais a Sacha Guitry (Paris: Plon, 1963), 
pp. 90-91.

2Vol. 1, Occupe-toi d *Amelie, act 3, 1st tableau, 
sc. 7, p. 134.

3"Feydeau: Father of Pure Farce," Theatre' Arts,
April 1957, p. 87.
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to their chagrin). Unfortunately, Feydeau did not leave a 
complete analysis of the technique of presenting his plays, 
but a number of observers have made interesting and helpful 
comments since his time. Surprisingly perhaps, in view of 
Glenville's remark about the "Stanislavski school," Stanis­
lavski himself was quite perceptive on the subject of the 
vaudeville. According to Gorchakov, Stanislavski said that 
a special "world of feelings" was involved in this particular 
type of acting.

I intentionally use the word 'world,' because vaudeville 
is a world of its own, inhabited by creatures whom one 
does not meet in comedy, drama, or tragedy. There is an 
accepted notion that vaudeville is a very special kind 
of symbolic form, and that, as a result, you should not 
be guided by the laws of logic and psychology in 
directing vaudeville. The world of vaudeville is a 
perfectly realistic one but the most unusual incidents 
occur in it every step of the way. The life in 
vaudeville flows according to all laws of logic and 
psychology, but it is constantly interrupted by the 
unexpected. Characters in vaudeville are ordinary and 
realistic. One should not consider them strange 
creatures. On the contrary, they are most ordinary 
people. Their only strangeness is their absolute cre­
dulity about everything.1

Stanislavski was not referring to Feydeau, yet his remarks
apply to the world Feydeau created: a special world which has
its own laws and probabilities, inhabited by characters who,
despite being quite ordinary and realistic, are disposed to
automatically accept appearances as reality. Most important
is his observation that the actors should never regard the

1Nikolai M. Gorchakov, Stanlslavski D irects, trans. 
Miriam Golding (New York: Funk & Wagnalls Co., 1954), 
pp. 204-05.
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characters they are playing as "strange," no matter how ex­
traordinary the situations in which they find themselves, 
or how bizarre their behavior may seem. This cardinal rule 
of playing any form of comedy is almost second nature to the 
gifted comedian, but is often forgotten by the amateur, 
with inevitably disastrous results. Peter Glenville affirms 
the rule when he says that "the outrageousness of the char­
acters in the play [Hotel Paradiso] requires the utmost sin­
cerity in the playing."'1' And Cassive wrote of the art of 
playing vaudeville;

La sobri§t6 des gestes est indispensable. Le vaudeville 
ne demande pas qu'on s'agite autant qu'on le croit, 
L'essentiel est qu’on reste dans la v$rit6 et qu’on 
s'approche le plus possible de la vie. . . .

Je crois qu'il faut jouer avec une grande sincgrite 
et que le public ne sente pas le travail du r81e. Pour 
ma part, j ’obtiens de gros effets en disant des Snormites 
avec une apparence naive. L'effet d ’inconscience 
apparente est un effet trfes sur. Je me garde soigneuse- 
ment pourtant de tout effet grossier. La triviality, 
le ridicule du costume, les maquillages outre: ce 
sont des procydys que je m'en voudrais d ’employer et 
qui, cl mon avis, sont inutiles.2

Naivety may seem a surprising quality to find in the 
actress who became famous as Amyiie and La M6me Crevette, 
but it corresponds exactly to the credulity mentioned by 
Stanislavski. Both are instances of farcical oblivion, that 
blindness to enormities which would ordinarily evoke either 
skepticism or embarrassment. This oblivion is what makes

1"Feydeau; Father of Pure Farce," p. 87. 
oQuoted by Lorcey, Georges Feydeau, pp. 253-54,



258
sincerity especially important in playing farce. If the act­
ress appears to be commenting on, or in any way emphasizing, 
the enormity, the effect is lost. The more outrageous the 
situation or behavior, and the greater the discrepancy be­
tween it and the performer's reaction, the more important it 
is that the actor "believe" in his role.

The need for "belief" in farce goes well beyond 
specific reactions to individual situations. It extends to 
all those involved in the production, including those who 
never appear on stage. It creates a particular problem for 
contemporary stagings of Feydeau, produced at a cultural re­
move from the climate in which the plays were written. The 
original production of Look After Lulu, NoSl Coward's adapta­
tion of Occupe-T-toi d 'Amelie, provided an example of the major 
hazard Feydeau faces in the hands of modern directors. The 
critics were generally unfavorable, but Kenneth Tynan's 
remarks were particularly perceptive. He complained that 
Cyril Ritchard's direction and Cecil Beaton's costumes seemed 
based on the assumption that the play itself "is unactable, 
and must therefore be parodied. . . .  We are encouraged to
laugh not so much at the piece itself as at the period in

Xwhich it was thought funny." Compare Jacques Charon's com­
ment on his successful production of A Flea in Her Ear for 
the National Theatre: "The aim , . . is to be natural within

■^"Putting on the Style," New Yorker, 14 March 1959,
p. 80.
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the style; not to turn the style itself into a joke."1

Eric Bentley is another who stresses the importance 
of a sense of reality in the production of farce. In his 
essay on farce psychology he makes it clear that neglect of 
the reality of farce is often both more hurtful and obvious 
in the visual aspects of production (recall Cassive's advice 
against using ridiculous costumes and outrageous make-up).
He makes his point by contrasting photographs of modern pro­
ductions of Labiche (elegant but unreal) with a drawing made 
of the first production of An Italian Straw Hat. In the draw­
ing

the clothes are clothes— a little drab, perhaps, as 
is proper to the period and the milieu, yet, with 
their high collars, their bulgy trousers, their bul­
bous bodices, full of drama. Here the associations 
would not be operetta, period charm, "stylization," 
but realistic plays, immediacy, forthrightness.2

The point could be made perhaps even more strongly with phot-
3ographs of Feydeau's plays then and now. It could reasonably 

be argued that praising the original productions of Feydeau's 
plays for their commonplace realism is a clear case of faute 
de mieux. There were then few alternatives to realistic 
scenery in the staging of contemporary plays. But such an

1Quoted by Michael Billington, "A  Flea in Her Ear,"
The Listener, 3 March 1966, p. 315,

2 "The Psychology of Farce," p. xviii.
3See the photographs reproduced in the Theatre complet, 

esp. vol. 3, La Main passe 1, pp. 64, 80. These could be com­
pared to photographs of a 1965 production of La Daftie de Chez 
Maxim in Arlette Shenkan, Georges Feydeau (Paris: Editions 
Seghers, 1972), p. 97.
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objection would miss the point. The problem is that modern 
scenic and costume designers, faced with the receding reality 
of older comedies and farces, almost inevitably use their art 
to increase the cultural gap, emphasizing fantasy and unreal­
ity, rather than helping to give these plays a sense of im­
mediacy.

It is, however, much easier to point out the common 
mistakes and pitfalls of producing farce than it is to pre­
scribe a reliably correct formula. The best that can be done 
is to offer a few basic and somewhat obvious guidelines. It 
is obvious that the producer of Feydeau should emulate the 
contrapuntal techniques of the writer; he should balance the 
chaos of the situations with precision in his actors, match 
outrageousness and lunacy with sincerity and sobriety, and 
above all strive to weld a stark sense of felt reality onto 
all of the extravagant fantasy. The vaudeville, as Feydeau 
said simply, should be played like a tragedy.'*' It should 
also be added that the director and actors of farce must not 
ignore what Bentley calls the "inner experience," the in­
tense reservoir of fundamental emotions from which farce de­
rives so much of its force. But here a note of caution is 
needed. This is the area that demands the greatest skill and 
delicacy. Handling powerful emotions is like working with 
high explosives. Great skill is required to direct the

Michel Perrin, "Feydeau, 1 *impitoyable," La Revue 
de Paris, July 1963, p. 91.
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explosive force into its proper channel— laughter— rather 
than allowing it to degenerate into unpleasant vulgarity and 
bad taste. It was this sort of mistake that was obviously 
feared by one critic of a Feydeau play in English when he 
noted with relief that the director had "managed to persuade 
an English cast to present embarrassing situations instead 
of identifying with embarrassed characters," Skillful use 
of the indispensable tool of farcical oblivion is required 
to control, but not to defuse, the response to a charged 
situation. The importance of that magical oblivion might 
prompt one to hazard a final, somewhat riskier, suggestion.
It is probable that the difference between the successful 
actor of Feydeau's kind of farce and the actor in other forms 
of drama lies less in what is added in performing Feydeau 
than in what is taken away. The special key to Feydeau's 
characterization, the thing that sets his people apart from 
the most ordinary run of humanity, lies in that curious blind­
ness to emotional pain and moral guilt. It is this lack, 
this deficiency, that paradoxically permits these limited 
and ordinary creatures to convey the feeling of freedom and 
abandon that impelled one observer to exclaim: "L'aimable

x 2privilege d'&tre fou avec cette exageration!"

^■"Buoyant French Farce," Times (London), 11 January 
1966, p. 12.

2Jean Morgan, "Georges Feydeau et Francis de Croisset," 
Le Gaulois (Paris), 28 October 1909, p, 1,
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Such a meager list of rules and suggestions will 

never guarantee a successful performance, Even if the list 
were expanded, the director must ultimately put his trust in 
the talents of the performers. Puzzling over what he felt to 
be the erratic nature of farce, Kierkegaard concluded that 
while the supporting players in farce achieve their effect 
"by means of that abstract category, ’the general,'" success 
depends upon two or three geniuses who abandon themselves 
confidently to the spirit of laughter.^ This seems a very 
apt description of farce in the style of the Marx Brothers, 
but Feydeau too had a core of players on whose talent he 
relied. There were three in particular— Cassive, Germain, 
and his good friend Marcel Simon— whose work may well have 
given him almost as much inspiration as his writing gave to 
them. One should never underestimate the importance of a 
gifted clown in the performance of farce, even farce as dis­
ciplined as that of Feydeau. But Kierkegaard's assessment 
needs to be amended in one important respect. A dancer may 
be originally inspired by the same vision of effortless grace 
that is finally communicated to the audience, but the means 
by which the appearance of light, graceful beauty is achieved 
in performance involves the straining of disciplined muscles 
to their limit. Just so the inspired farceur cannot obtain 
the necessary effect of effortless spontaneity by simply 
abandoning himself to the spirit of laughter. He conveys

"^Sbren Kierkegaard, "Farce is Far More Serious," p. 6.
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that spirit to his public through a medium that is as complex( 

varied, and exacting as any in art.



APPENDIX B

FEYDEAU AND THE FRENCH THEATRE: A CHRONOLOGY

Georges Feydeau was born on December 8, 1862, and 
died, June 5, 1921. Much of the thirty-nine year period from 
the production of his first play to his death was marked by 
intense theatrical activity in France. It was the time of 
Antoine and the Theatre Libre, and of Lugn^-Poe and the 
Th6Atre de l 1Oeuvre, a time of experimentation and apparent 
revitalization in French theatre. The decade of the 1870's 
had been one of transition. Other than Emile Zola (1840- 
1902), no major playwrights had appeared to challenge the 
dominance of Second Empire "Realists" like Alexandre Dumas 
fils (1824-95) and Emile Augier (1820-89). But between the 
production of Henry Becque's (1837-99) Les Corbeaux in 1882 
and the turn of the century, many young playwrights had 
emerged, both on the Boulevard and in the experimental houses, 
to give the theatre a sense of renewed life and innovation.
Yet few of those writers are remembered today. Most of them 
were realists or naturalists who attempted to portray life 
more honestly than had been done before, but, with few excep­
tions, the playwrights who are read today did not produce 
realistic dramas. The best known play of the period is Edmond 
Rostand's (1868-1918) heroic comedy Cyrano de Bergerac.

2 64



Alfred Jarry (1873-1907) and Maurice Maeterlinck (1862-1949) 
anticipated the nonrealistic trends of the twentieth century. 
Paul Claudel became a major figure in modern French drama, 
but his work went unrecognized during his most creative 
period. Of the many playwrights who were first produced by 
Antoine, only Georges Courteline (1858-1929) survives. Others 
who are still read and performed, at least in France, were 
thought inconsequential by their contemporaries: Jules Renard 
(1864-1910), Tristan Bernard (1866-1947), and, of course, 
Georges Feydeau.

The principal themes dealt with by the realistic 
playwrights of the time were those of Feydeau: love triangles, 
adultery, and divorce. The French playwrights at the turn of 
the century, as Maurice Coindreau has observed, seemed ob­
sessed by the question of divorce.'*' Earlier authors had used 
the stage to argue for the establishment of a divorce law 
(e.g., in Dumas's La Femme de Claude [1873] and Augier's 
Mme Cavelet [1876]), but the issue did not die when the law 
became a reality in 1883. Paul Hervieu (1857-1915), whose 
thesis plays were in the tradition of Dumas fils, raised the 
question of adultery and divorce in most of his works. His 
Les Paroles restent is about the lasting effects of scandal.
In Les Tenailles, a couple finds their legal bond is too 
strong to break despite the divorce law, and La’ Loi de

Maurice Edgar Coindrea^, La Farce est jou6e: Vingt- 
cinq ans de theatre frangais: 1900-1925 (New York: Edxtions 
de la Maison Frangaise, 1942), p. 24~.
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de l 1homme concerns the double standard of sexual morality. 
Many of his plays seem to show that divorce is an inadequate 
answer to adultery. In Connais-toi, two men forgive rather 
than divorce their wives, despite their conviction that such 
a choice reveals moral weakness, and in L'Enigme, a husband 
decides that forcing his faithless wife to continue living 
with him will be a more severe punishment than killing her.

Less didactic than Hervieu, Georges de Porto-Riche 
(1849-1930) pictured adultery as the consequence of the dif­
ferent sexual natures of men and women. While men cannot be 
satisfied with one woman, women are fiercely possessive and 
become unfaithful in their search for a man whom they need 
not share. Maurice Donnay (1859-1945) followed the lead of 
Porto-Riche in creating plays of strong sexual passion. His 
Amants involves a triangle of a woman and her two lovers in 
which money wins out over love, and L'Autre danger is based 
on a rivalry between mother and daughter for the same man. 
Jules Lemaitre's (1853-1914) best-known play, Le Pardon, ends 
when both husband and wife agree to forgive the other's in­
fidelities. Poliche and Le Scandale by Henri Bataille (1872- 
1922) are also plays of adultery. In Renard's Le' Pain de 
manage, two people are tempted by adultery, but finally reject 
it. The conflict between sexual passion and the bonds of 
marriage was not monopolized by the realists. Maeterlinck 
exploited the theme in both Pelleas and Melisande and Monna 
Vanna, in each of which a woman is torn between a lover and
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her loyalty to a passionless marriage. Other plays took up 
the theme of Feydeau^s Uh' Fi-1 it la patte and Les PavSs de 
1 1 ours; a man leaving his mistress to gain respectability and 
money. In Bataille's La’ Femlme' hue, as well as in La Veine by 
Alfred Capus (1858-1922), a man becomes successful with the 
help of his mistress, then leaves her when he finds she is 
an embarrassment to his newly-acquired respectability,
Renard's Le Plaisir de rompre is a scene of parting in which 
a man leaves his mistress for an advantageous marriage.

Some writers combined sex with other themes, partic­
ularly avarice. In Le Prince d 1Aurec by Henri Lavedan (1859- 
1940), the portrait of a cynical, dissolute prince is compli­
cated by the attempts of a Jewish banker to seduce the arisr 
tocrat's wife, In Capus*s Brignol et sa fille, an opportunis­
tic father seeks financial gain by exploiting a young man's 
lust for his daughter. Henry Bernstein's (1876-1953) Le 
Voleur is about a woman whose theft of a large sum of money 
causes her to be suspected of adultery when an admirer tries 
to protect her. In Lavedan's Le Duel, the quarrel of two 
brothers over a woman develops into a debate between science 
and religion. The writers least concerned with sexual mores 
and passions were Frangois de Curel (1854-1902) and Eugene 
Brieux (1858-1932), Curel dealt with the role of the aris­
tocracy in modern bourgeois society in Les Fossiles and Le 
Repas du lion. He broached a number of other subjects, in­
cluding atheism and the ethics of science in La: Nouvelle idol



and the effects of guilt and self-punishment in L'Envers d 1une 
sainte. Brieux, more than any other French playwright, was 
interested in the causes of social ills rather than their 
effects. In Les Trois: :filles: de M. Dupont, he blames the 
system of dowry marriages for producing the unhappy bonds 
whose consequences preoccupied other writers. Some of the 
many questions he examined were the effects of divorce on 
children (Le Berceau), syphlis (L 1AVari^s), and abortion and 
birth control (Maternity).

The following chronology of the decades from 1880 to 
1920 corresponds roughly to the span of Feydeau's career.
It lists the premieres of all of Feydeau's plays as well as 
the important revivals in his lifetime. The list of important 
events in the French theatre during that time is selective, 
intended only to illustrate the background against which 
Feydeau was working. Unless otherwise noted, plays are listed 
under the date of their first presentation in France. The 
symbol "R" stands for revival; "NP" means "never published"; 
and "UF" designates those plays left unfinished at Feydeau's 
death.

Feydeau French Theatre
1880

Zola^ "Le Naturalisme 
au theatre"

6 Dec. Sardou & Najac, Divorgons



Feydeau
1881

French' Theatre

1882
1 June, Par la fenetre

1883
28 Jan. Amour et piano 
1 June, Gibier de potence 
5 July, Par la fenetre (R)

1884
23 Dec. Gibier de potence 

(R)

1885

20 Feb. Gibier de potence 
(R)

1886
2 9 Mar, Fiances en herb 
17 Dec, Tailleur: pour 

dames

25 Apr, Pailleron,' Le Monde ou 
l1on s ’ennui

14 Sept, Becque, Les Corbeaux 
11 Dec. Sardou, Fddora

26 Dec. Sardou, Theodora

19 Jan. Dumas fils, Denise 
7 Feb. Becque, La Parislenne

1887

23 Dec, La Lyc£enne
1888

17 Jan. Dumas fils, Francillon 
Mar. Antoine founds Thficltre 

Libre
24 Nov. Sardou, La Tosca

10 Feb, Tolstoy, The Power of
Darkness (Theatre Libre) 

3 Mar. Bisson' '&' Mars, Les Sur­
prises du divorce



270
Feydeau French Theatre

13 Apr, Un Bain de manage 
19 Sept, Chat en poche 
27 Sept. Les' Fiancds de 

Loches
1889

12 Jan. L'Affaire Edouard
Claudel, Tete d'or 
(date written)

1890
10 Mar. C'est une fetnme 

du monde 
10 Mar. Le Mariage de 

Barillon 
25 Apr. Mademoiselle 

Nounou (NP)

1891

30 May,

25 Apr. 
21 May,

Ibsen, Ghosts (Theatre 
Libre)

Porto-Riche, Amoureuse 
Maeterlinck, L 1Intruse

1892

23 Apr. Monsieur chassel

5 Nov. Champignol 
malgri lui

30 Nov. Le Syst^me 
Ribadier

1893

25 Jan. 

1 June,

17 Nov. 
29 Nov.

27 Apr. 
17 May,
22 May,
27 Oct,

Curel, L'Envers d'une 
sainte
Lavedan, Le Prince 
d 'Aurec

Hervieu, Les Paroles 
restent
Curel, Les Fossiles

Courteline, Boubouroche 
Lugn^-Poe opens ThdStre 
de 1 ’Oeuvre
Maeterlinck, P^lleas et 
M^lisande
Sardou & Moreau, Madame 
Sans-Gene
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Feydeau

1894'
9 Jan. Un’ Fir it la patte 
11 Feb. Notre futUr 
24 Feb. Le Ruban

2 May, Champignol
ntalgr§ lui (R)

24 Nov. Monsieur chasse! 
(R)5 Dec. L'Hotel du Libre-
Echange

1895

1896

French1 Theatre

26 Feb, Villiers de 1 1Isle-Adam, 
AxSl

23 Nov. Capus, Brignol et sa 
f ille

11 Feb. Lemaitre, Le Pardon 
28 Sept, Hervieu, Les Tenailles 
5 Nov. Donnay/ Amants

8 Feb. Le Dindon 
26 Sept, Les Pavls' de 

1 'ours
10 Dec. Jarry, Ubu roi

1897

29 Mar. 
29 Apr.
10 May,

Stance de nuit 
Dormez, je le 
veuxl
Le Dindon (R)

6 Feb. Richepin, Le Chemineau
15 Feb. Hervieu, La Loi de

1 1homme
16 Mar. Renard, Le Plaisir de

rompre

Sept. Antoine opens Th^Stre 
Antoine

8 Oct, Brieux, Les Trois filles 
de M. Dupont 

26 Nov. Curel, Le Repas du lion 
28 Dec, Rostand, Cyrano dd 

Bergerac 
30 Dec. Porto-Riche, Le Passg
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Feydeau

1898

11 May, La Bulle d'amour 
(ballet scenario, 
NP)

1899
17 Jan. La Dame de Chez 

Maxim

I Apr. Un FIX '3' la
patte (~R)

5 Dec. L*Hotel du Libre- 
Echange ,(R)

II Dec. La Dame de chez
Maxim (R)

1900

8 May, Champignol
malgr6 lui (R)

26 July, Le D m d o n  (R)
14 Nov. Stance de nuit (R) 
14 Nov. Tailleur pour 

dames (R)

1901

French Theatre

Mar. Renard, Le Pain de 
manage

Dec, Brieux, Le Berceau

\Feb, Bernard, L*Anglais tel 
gu^on le' parle 

Mar. Curel, La' Nouyelle idol

Dec. Courteline, Le Commis’- 
saire est bon enfant

Mar. Renard, Poll de carotte 
Mar, Rostand, L'Aiglon 
Mar, Brieux, La Robe rouge

Dec. Courteline, L 1Article 
330 "  '

Apr, Capus, La Veine 
Apr. Hervieu, La Course du 

flambeau 
Nov, Hervieu, L ’Eriigme

16

19

28
11

16

2
15
15

12

2
17
5



Feydeau

23 Feb. 
3 ' Apr.

30 Aug. 
3 Dec.

2 Apr.

1902
Le Billet de 
Josephine (NP) 
Dormez, je le 
veux! (R)
Un Fil 3. la 
patte'(R)
La Duchesse des 
Folies-Berg£re~

1903
L 1HStel du Libre- 
Echange (R)

1 9 0 4

1 Mar. La Main passe I

1905

1 May, L'Age d'or 
5 June, Champignol

malgri lui (R)
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17 May, Maeterlinck, Monna Vanna

22 Dec. Donnay, L 1Autre danger

20 Apr. Mirbeau, Les Affaires 
sont les affaires 

25 Nov. Courteline, La Paix 
chez soi

9 Dec. Brieux, Maternity

Claudel, Partage de 
midi (date written)

22 Feb. Brieux, Les Avari£s
(perf. at Lidge in 1902) 

17 Apr. Lavedan, Le Duel

1906

I Mar. Le Bourgeon
21 Mar. La Dame de chez 

Maxim (R)
II May, L 1HStel du Libre-

Echange (R)
27 June, Un Fxl k  la 

patte (R]
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1907
Mar. La Puce a: 1'Oreille

7 Dec, 
10 Dec.

17 Oct,

1908

15 Mar. Occupe-toi 
d'Am§lie

15 Nov, Feu la mfere de 
Madame

1909

29 Oct. Le Circuit
1910

27 Feb. 

7 Apr.

29 Mar.
30 Mar.

Cent millions qui 
tombent (date writ­
ten, UF)

28 Jan. Feu la mere de
Madame (R)

12 Apr. On purge B6b6l
27 June, La Dame de chez

Maxim (R)

1911
20 Jan. Monsieur chassel (R)
29 Apr. Champignol

malgrd lui (R)
10 May, Un Fil d la 

patte (R)
10 May, Feu la rn^re de 

Madame (R)
23 Oct. Monsieur chassel (R)

12 Oct,

French Theatre
Bernstein, Le' Voleur 
Bataille, Poliche

Bernard, Monsieur 
codomat

Bataille, La femme hue

Flers & Caillayet, Le 
Roi

Hervieu, COnnais^toi 
Bataille,' Le Scandale

Bernard, Le Petit cafe



275

25 Nov. 
9 Dec.

26 Apr. 
17 June 
8 Oct.

Feb.

30 May, 
1 June,
15 July
15 July

17 Feb.

8 May,
18 June 
10 Oct.
19 Nov.

Feydeau French; Theatre
'"Mai's' n ’ te pr'otn&ne '•

' done pas tQutC: nuel11 
LSonie e'st en • 
avan'ce

• m 2
On purge Beb61 (R)
Le Dindon (R)
Stance da nuit (R)

20 Dec, Claudel, L 'Annohce f aite 
h, Marie

1913
On ya faire la 
cocotte (date 
written, UF)
Le Bourgeon (R)
La Dame de chez 
Maxim (R)
Un Fil ct la 
patte (R)
'"Mai's' n ’te pro- 
mdne done pas ~ 
toute nue! " CR)

Oct. Copeau opens Th^^tte 
du Vieux Colombier

1914
Je ne trompe pas 
mon m a n

5 June, Claudel, L fOtage
July, Theatres closed (until 

Mar, 1915)
1915

8 Apr, Guitry, La Jalousie
Un Fil & la 
patte (R)
Monsieur chasse1 (R)
Stance de nuit~(R)
La Puce a I 1oreille
7r )
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14 Mar. 
16 Apr.
30 May,
14 June
9 Sept.
26 Oct.
9 Dec.

19 Feb. 

30 Oct.

17 Jan. 

16 Apr.

16 Apr. 

28 May,

Feyueau
1916

Le Dindon (R)
La Dame de chez 
Maxim (R)
L 1Hotel du Libre- 
Echange (R) 
Hortense a dit; 
"Je m'en fous!"
Un Fil A la 
patte (R)
La Dame de chez 
Maxim (R)
Je ne trompe pas 
mon mari (R)

French Theatre

1917

Champignol 
malgrg lui (R)

Occupe-toi 
d'Am^lie (R)

Claudel, L'Ours et la 
lune (date written)

24 June, Apollinaire, Les
Mamelles de Txrlsias

9 Nov. Bataille, L 'Amazone
1919

Champignol 
malgre lui (R)

La Dame de chez 
Maxim (R)

15 Apr. Bataille, Les Soeurs 
d 1 amour

2 Dec. Lenormand, Le Temps est 
un songe 

22 Dec. Curel, L'Ame en folie
1920

"Mais n'te pro- 
mdne done pas~ 
toute nue!11 (R)
L 1Hotel du Libre-
Echange (R)

2 Feb. Cocteau, Le Boeuf sur 
le toit

22 May, Lenormand, Rates
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13 Aug, Champignol
roalgr& iui CR)

27 Aug. L*Hotel du Libre 
Echa'nge (R) —

25 Nov. La Dame de chez 
Maxim (r!

French Theatre

20 Dec, Crommelynck, Le Cocu 
' magnifique
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