PrROGRAM NOTES

Moliére and his Moment

Jean Baptiste Poquelin (who later took the stage name Moliére) was born
in 1622 to the upper middle class in Paris. He became a writer and performer
only after rejecting a career in the law. His father was a prosperous and successful
upholsterer, who was eventually granted royal favour and became a courtier with
the title Tapissier du Roi, upholsterer royal.

Moliére began his career by forming his own company, llustre-Théatre,
where he wrote and performed semi-improvised farces in the style of the
commedia dell’ arte. He later went on to write full-length plays but was always
deeply influenced by his love for the uproarious style and ribald nature of the
Italian tradition.

His first great success in Paris came in 1659 with his one act, Les
Précieuses Ridicules, (The Precious Ladies Ridiculed) a bawdy farce in which fine
ladies are seduced by valets and then humiliated by their suitors. The Learned
Ladies, the penultimate play of Moliére’s career, draws strongly from Les
Précieuses Ridicules witﬁ its themes of repressed emotionality and pretentiousness
among women of the haute-bourgeouisie.

The Learned Ladies was written and performed in 1672 when Moliére’s
company was at its height, supported through the King’s official patronage and
ensconced in Paris at the Palais Royal, in repertory with the Italian commedia
company of Giuseppe Bianchi.

During the late 17th century, France was in a period of enormous
economic and cultural development spurred by Louis XIV and his ministers.
Culture and art were seen as important weapons in France’s battle for dominance
over its European rivals. Great energy was directed towards the cultivation of
superior French achievement in the decorative and fine arts, as well as in literature
and philosophy. V

17th century French intellectuals, politicians and the ruling elite used
debates over style, manners and grammar, to define power and class. The great
salons of Paris, as well as the court, were tournament grounds where reputations
and careers were made or broken. The striving upper-middle class that Moliere
portrays in The Learned Ladies are ridiculed for their pretensions towards
intellectuality, but indeed the most powerful of the Parisian salon hostesses and
their eminent intellects ushered in the Enlightenment.

] In the next century the spirit of Revolution and consciousness of :
inequities in class and gender would issue forth from the drawing rooms of Paris.

This Production .

For this production at the University of Washington we have adapted
Les Précieuses Ridicules into a commedia-style “parade” and present it along with
The Learned Ladlies. In commedia dell’arte parades were bawdy comic interfudes
presented before and sometimes throughout the main program. The
Divertissement (evenings of entertainment) of the French Court also featured
parades, as well as dancing bears and geese. The closest surviving example of the
parade form is probably the “ballyhoo” before a circus.

The influence of France and its aristocratic tendencies is still felt today in
America, where the American dream often expresses itself as a fantasy of the
French aristocratic experience. Los Angeles, as a landscape of those fantasies and
my home, insinuates itself into this production.
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