DIGITAL ACCESS 10 -
SCHOLARSHIP sr HARVARD T e i Schotaty Communicatin

DASH.HARVARD.EDU

Giving Madame Denis her due: The mistaken
attribution of "La Coquette punie”

Citation
Willen, Carol Kleiner. 1979. Giving Madame Denis her due: The mistaken attribution of "La
Coquette punie”. Harvard Library Bulletin XXVII (2], April 1979: 192-208.

Permanent link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREP0S:37363668

Terms of Use

This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made available
under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material, as set forth at http://
nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA

Share Your Story

The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you. Submit a story .

Accessibility


https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37363668
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA
http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:HUL.InstRepos:dash.current.terms-of-use#LAA
http://osc.hul.harvard.edu/dash/open-access-feedback?handle=&title=Giving%20Madame%20Denis%20her%20due:%20The%20mistaken%20attribution%20of%20%22La%20Coquette%20punie%22&community=1/37363084&collection=1/37363085&owningCollection1/37363085&harvardAuthors=92db99b145de1b440bed2caffac5d0c1&department
https://dash.harvard.edu/pages/accessibility

Giving Madame Denis Her Due:
The Mistaken Attribution of

La Coquette punie
Carol Kleiner VWillesn

ME Denis, née Marie Louise Mignot,” is a familiar figure
in the annals of French society during the latcer half of
the exghteenth century. Her presence is felt throughout
Voitaire’s voluminous correspondence, for she was his
nicee, mistress, and, upont occasion, “chere muse.”” In addition, she
served as hostess and majordomo in cvery residence occupied by the
philosopher from 1750 until his death in 1778.* Volraire’s friendship
and counsel were sought by the most celebrated persons of the day;
an almost constant flow of visitors flocked to his doar. In this cosmo-
politan and cultivated milien, Mme Denis reigned supreme, exercising a
degrece of power and influence unwarranted by her native abilities, for
even those who felt the greatest antipathy towards her treated her
deferentially in the hope of gaining an audience with her uncle.

Until recent years the interest aroused by Mme Denis has been almost
exclusively historical and biegraphical. According to the pervading
view, she was a garrulous, self-importane, and volatile woman who cut
a ludicrous figure in a setting peapled by men and women whose talents
and personal worth were far superior to hers. Generally biographers
of Voltaire have noted, in passing, that she was an aspiring playwright; ®
but since they often fail to take the woman seriously, they conclude,

1 {(1512-1790).

2 During Voltaire’s sojourn in Prussia at the court of Trederick 1T (July r750-
March 1753), hts niece continned to occupy his house on the rue Traversiere in Paris.
Only onc other separation deserves mention: following a domestic upheaval at
Ferncy in 1768, Mme Denis spent approximately one and a half years in the Freach
capital (March 1768 ~ October 1769).

“Mme Denis is the author of La Coguezte punic, a five-act comedy in verse;
L’Etranger persécitté, a five-act comedy in prose; Paméla, a threc-act prosc comedy;
and three acts of a rragedy, Alceste, which she had begun to transpose from prose
Into yerse,

192
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Giving Madawre Denis ber Due 103

by 2 quirk of syllogistic logic, that her literary endeavors are to be dis-
missed as works of little or no consequence.* This characterization of
Mmc Denis, which in many ways blatantly contradicts the role she
played in the life of Voltaire, isunfortunately founded upon mcomplete
cvidence — the biased, if not malicious, testimony of a handfui of her
contemporaries,” One can assume that neither they, nor the biogra-
phers and literary historians responsible for the subsequent populariza-
tion of this view, ever had the opportunity or the inclination ta read
her plays.

Within the past decade there have appearcd two articles, based upon
actual texts, in which Mme Denis and her literary interests undergo a
mor¢ objective appraisal. Jéréme Vercruysse, in his cssay “Madame
Denis ct Ximencs ou la niéce aristarque,” demonstrates that, as a critic
of the theatre, she possessed both perspicacity and sound judgment.® In
“Madame Denis’s unpublished Pamrels: a link berween Richardson,
Goldoni and Voltaire,” Colin Duckworth examines a play whose con-
struction clearly indicates that its author was a person of a ccrtain
cultural refinement. Mme Denis’ stage adaptation of Richardson’s
novel, which “is largely a translation and adaptation of Goldoni’s
Pamela nubile,” ™ offers convincing proof of her familiarity with con-

£ Ta his biography, Voltaire ou In voyauté de Pesprit (Paris: Flammarion, 1966),
Jean Oricux presents what is perhaps the least flattering portraic of Mine Denis to
be found anywhere. Delighting in the use of avian imagery, he refers to her both
as a turkey-hen (“la dinde de la rue Traversicre”) and as a goose. Her literary
aspirations — in other words, her desire to take up the quill — permic him to play
upon ornithelogical terms. Fer example, he writes: “The actars [of the Comeédie
Frangaise] refused ro play the nonsense which fell from her quill pen [literally, the
feather of a goose].” (“Les Comédiens sc refusérent a jouer les ineprics tombées de
sz plume d’oie” —p. 415.) See also pp. 362, 464, 517, 662,

5 Perhaps the most frequently cited portraits of Mme Denis are those lefe by
| Mme d'Cpinay, in 8 letter to the Baron de Grinwn, ¢. 25 November 1757, and
| Grimm's own remarks in the Cerrespondmice littéraire of 15 April 1768. See letter

D7480 in the definitive edition of Voltawre’s correspondence, The Complete Works
of Voltaire, ed. Theodore Besterman (Genéve: Insticutr ¢t Musée Voltaire; Banbury,
Oxfordshire; Voleaire Foundation; Oxford: Tayler Institution; 1968-1977), CIL—
Correspondence, XVIII, 267. See also [[rédéric Melchior] Grimm and [Denis]
Diderat, Correspondance ltéraire, philosophigue et critigue, VIII (Paris: Gatnier,
1870}, 54.

G J[éréme] Vercruysse, “Madame Denis et Ximenés ou la ni¢ce aristarque,”
Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century, ¢d. Theodore Besterman, JLXVII
(Genéve: Institut et Muséz Voltaire, 106g), 73-90.

7 Colin Duckworth, “Madame Denis’s wnpublished Poamela: a link between
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temporary litcrature, and also helps to explain the genesis of Voltaire’s
Ecossaise,

The Houghton Library of Harvard University owns not only the
copy of Paméla which Duckworth nsed in his study,® but also a manu-
script version of Mme Denis™ initial work, La Coquette punie, a five-
act comedy in alexandrine verse.® The Jatter text, upon which my
doctoral dissertation is based, was thought to be an “inédit,” existing
only in manuscript form." In the course of my research I discovered
not only that the play has in fact been published, but also that for the
past two hundred years it has been attributed, under the title La Vewve
coqitette, to Joscph-Frangois-Edonard Corsembleu de Desmahis, a con-
temporary of Mme Denis and another of Volraire’s protéges.”’ My

Richardson, Goldoni and Voltaire,” Studies on Veltaire and the Eigbteenth Century,
LXXVI (Gencve: Institur et Musée Voltaire, 1970), 41,

§ Houghton MS Fr 232.1.

8 Houghton MS Fr z23z2. [ am indebred to Mr. W, H. Bond, J.ibrarian of the
Houghton Library, for permission to use this document. Houghton acquired the
manuscript of La Coguette punie on 13 December 1944 from an Tinglish antiquarian
baokseller, H. D. Lyon, who in turn had purchased it from Jacques Lambcere of the
Librairie de PAbbaye in Paris, The work is described in this fashion in the rg57
Librairic de 1'Abbaye catalogue entitied Voliaire, Autographbes, docrwments, mani-
serits: 154 La Coquette punie. Comedy in five act[s] and in verse. 114 plpl.
Copy in a good hand, with numerous auntograph corrections by Mme Denis, A few
passages are written on picces of paper ghued to the text.” (“154 La Coquette punie.
Comeédic en cinq acte[s] et en vers. 114 p[p]. Copic d'une bonne ¢eriture, avece de
nombreuses corrcetions autographes de NMme Denis. Quelques passages sont écrits
sur des morceaux de papier collés dans le texte.”)

An examination of Voltaire’s correspondence shows that this comedy underwent
several changes of title during its genesis. On one occasion, 19 July 1748 (D3724),
Voltaire uses the expression "Dame i la mode” in alluding to his niece’s play. On
26 September 1748 (D3767), 4 October 1748 (D3774), 22 November 1748 (12382:),
and 18 January 1749 (73385:), he speaks of the “femme 4 la mode.” On 14, 16, and
23 August 1749 (D3978, D3987, and D39p3), he refers ro “la petite maltresse.” The
ultimate title of the play, “la coquette punie,” docs not actually appear in the
philosopher’s correspondence until 3 May 1752, in a letrer from Voltaire to ’Ar-
gental (D486¢). For the leteers cited, see Volraire, Correspondence (note 5 above},

. X, 283, 322, 327, 3063, 399; X1, 124, 732, r30; and XIII, 48.

10 The other extant capy of this play, corresponding to the faltowing deseription
in Lambert's catalogne, could not be located; “i155 La Coquette punie. 130 pp.
Another copy, more polished, and clear, withott erasures or corrections. 1 he text,
campared to that of the preceding copy, offers numerous variants.” (“r55 La
Coquette punie. 130 pp. Autre copie, plus soignde, et au net sans ratures ni corree-
tions. Le texte, comparé i celul de la copie précédente, offrc de nombreuses
variantes.”)

11 Joseph-Frangois-Kdouard Corsembleu de Desmahis (1722-1761).
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attempt to formulate a hypothesis which would explain the mistaken
attribution led me to explore the relationship between Voltaire and his
disciplcs, and the social climate in which La Cequette punie was writ-
terl.

Literary and socialogical circumstances intertwine in mid-cigh-
teenth-century France. A contagion which can only be termed “théa-
tromanie” — the vogue of writing, directing, and presenting plays, not
to mention, of course, assiduously attending dramatic performances —
helps to account for the profusion, as well as for the mediocrity, of the
comedics written both by aristacrats and by the bourgeois who at-
tempted to emulate them, all of whom were “amatcurs™ in the primary
sense of the word. Directly related to this literary phenomenon is a
particular feature of life in Parisian salons which has great bearing upon
the present study: the custorn of sharing one’s work with friends, by
readmg plays aloud or by circulating them in manuscript form. The
comments and criticisms arising from the ensuing discussions might
then be used by the author in preparing a revised text. Nothing could
be further removed from the notion of hiterary exclusivity, of jealously
concealing one’s work until a polished script was ready for production.
Playwrights sought and received assistance, not only from experienced
mentors, but also from well-meaning friends of dilcteante status. These
circumstances illuminate the attribution of an early version of AMme
Denis’ comedy to Desmahis.

My discovery of the second text was the providential consequence
of a search for structaral or thematic similarities between La Coguette
punie and other seventeenth- and eighteenth-century comedies which
Mme Denis might have read, scen, or heard discussed in the highly litee-
ate atmosphere of which she was a part. What struck me inttially about
La Veuve coguette, the first work in the sceond volume of the Buvres
de M. Desmabis, Premicre édition complette, Publiée d aprés ses Mmiu-
serits, avee son Eloge historique, Par M. de Tresséol,'* was the list en-
titled “Acteurs’’: ** the dramatis personae bore the samie names as the

12 [ es (Buvres de M. Desinabis, Premiére édition completie, Publiée d'aprés ses
Manuscrits, avec son Eloge bistoriqgue, Par M. de Tresséol (Paris: Humblot, 1778).
This edition, containing two volumes bound as one in the original leather cover, is
owned by the Freiberger Library of Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland,
Ohio, to whose head librarian, Mrs. Ann Drain, I vrould like to express my apprecia-
tion. {Sce Fig. 1},

13 *Volume II, containing the plays” (“Tome second, contenant les picees de
théatre), p. 2.
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characters in La Coguette punie. This comeidence, while it naturally
arouscd my curiosity, proved nothing in itsclf, for the use of stock
figures bearing conventional names was common practice in the French
comic tradition. One would expect Géronte to be a “barbon,” a cur-
mudgeon upon whom the fortunes of young lovers depended; “Lisette”
and “Frontin” were necessarily the names of servants, and so on, Since
the first portion of the exposition happens to be quite different from
that of La Coquette punie, it was not until I had read a dozen or so
Jmes that I realized I knew by heart much of the text I was examining.**

My 1nitial reaction was to doubt that La Coquette punie had in fact
been written by Mmec Denis. The prcfatory material, however, was
extremely hclpful in proving my suspicions ill- founded. In fact, the
most telling comments in this regard arc oflered by the editor himself,
Pierre Ignace Roubaud de Tresséol, in the “Lloge historique™ which
precedes the first volume. This edition, published in Paris in 1778, is
posthumous; Tresséol explains that he had undertaken the task of as-
scmbling the collecred works of Desmahis because the public, “eager to
garner the literary heritage of celebrated Authors, had been demand-
ing for a long time the collection of Monsieur Desmahis’ complete
Works. The Person charged with this trust desired, with the same
ardor, to satisfy its cagerness, & to fulfill this last obligation to friend-
ship.” *°

As editor, Tresscol took great liberties with the materal at his dispo-
sal. Several of the plays, he explains, were found in an amorphous state,
consisting of nothing morc than scemingly incoherent thoughts, hastily
penned, which, though meaningful to their author, scemed to possess
neither rhyme nor reason.

It was necessary . . . to corréct, to improve, to fill the gaps, to treat another’s
property as one's own. [t was necessary to guess the Author’s intent, to form
with him a community of intelleet & talent; & in this company to yield to him

14 Shortly before his death in May 1778, Voltaire reccived from Roubaud de
Tresséol a copy of this edition of Desmahis® works. Although his letter of thanks
(January 1778; Dzogpo: Correspondence [note 5 above], XLV, 168) is Loth cordial
and eomplimentary, it is doubtful whether he paid much attention to the contents
of the two volumes. In any case, it is clear that Voltaire did not realize that L«
Veuve coquette was simply a version of his nicee's play.

16 %, , . avide de recueillir T'héritage littéraire des Autewrs cclebres, demandoit
depuis long-tems le recueil des (Luvres entieres de M. Desmahis. La Personue,
chargee de ce dépdt, desiroit, avec la méme ardeur, de satisfaire 4 son empressement,
& de rendre ce dernier devoir a 'amitié” {1, xxi).

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXVII, Number 2 (April
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all the honor of the successful issue, The Public . . . will exercise indulgence
towards an Iditor who . . . did not at all hesitate to work for the fame of the
Author, by drawing to himself alone all the criticism.®

In the case of La Venve ceguette, the cditor admits that he inserted
lines according to his own discretion.” Unfortunately these additions
are not identified.

Tresséol himself recommends that the reader be circumspect in ex-
arnining this collection of poetry and plays. In the “Eloge historique”
he does not hesitate to mention that “the manuscripts of Monsieur
Desmahis offered what amounted to only a confused heap of loose
sheers,” 1* Nevertheless, the state of disorder in which the documents
were found, the tentative and incomplete character of 2 number of
works, were the Jeast of the obstacles confronting Tresséol as editor:

Another difficulty presented itscll, from which it was not casy to cscape.
Monsieur Desmahis, who read a greac deal, used te copy, sometimes without
indicating the sources, pieces which he was very glad to have at hand, & which
he lcft mingled with his own productions, relying with good rcason upon
himself to take care not to appropriate the werk of another, & to render to each
his due. An Editor would need a felicitous memory and great patience in order
to perform this separation of goods, so to speak, & save his Author from the
reproach of plagiavisin.!?

Could La Veuve coquette not then be the work of another, copied by
Desmahis for personal use?

It scems that, in his eagerness to pay homage to his friend, Rouband
de Tresséol literally appropriated whatever he found among the papers

16« fallgit . . . corriger, réformer, remplir des lacunes, disposer du bien d'auerw,
comme du sicn propre. 1l falloit deviner I'Auteur, faire avec lui société d'esprit &
de talens; & dans cette société lul céder taut 'honneur du succés. Le Public . . .
usera dindulgence envers un Lditeur, qui . . . n'a point balancé 3 travailler pour la
gloire de I'Autcur, en artirant sur lni seul toute fa critique” (I, xxii-xxiii).

17 4] supplied several lines which the first [play] was lacking.” (*J’ai supplée
plusieurs vers qui manquoient 2 la premicre [piece]” —1, xxv.)

18 “Les manuscrits de M. Dcesmahis noffroient presque qu'un amas confus de
feuilles valantes™ (I, xxii).

19 “I[ se présentoit un autre embarras, doot il w'était pas facile de sortir. M.
Desmahis, qui lisoit beaucoup, copinit, sans indiquer quelquefois les sources, des
morceaux qu'il étoit bien aise d'avoir sous sa main, & qu'il laissoir confondus avec
scs propres productions, e reposant avec raison sur Ini-méme du soin de ne pas
s'approprier 'ouvrage d'auvtrui, & de rendre a chacun ce qui lui appartenoit, Un
Editeur avoit besoin d'unc hienreuse mémoire, & d*une grande paticnce pour faire cetee
séparation de biens, si je puis ainsi parler, & sauver son Auteur du reproche de
plagiat™ (I, xxiii-xxiv),
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of the deceased. During Desmahis’ lifetime, there had been consider-
able confusion as to the authentcity of the literary works attribured to
him. Tress¢ol’s well-intentioned zeal succeeded only 1 further com-
plicating the issue.

There exists sufficient textual evidence not only to link the two
versions of the play, burt also to cstablish irrefutably the anteriority of
La Veuve cogqueette. Perhaps the most cogent proof is provided by the
treatment of four passages which appear in the printed version; on the
manuscript of La Cogquette punie they have been vigorously crossed
out. The deleted words, however, correspond exactly to the text of
La Vewve coguette” After carctully retracing the gencsis of La
Coguette punie, and after reconstructing the cvents of the peried 1547-
1752 which captured the attention of the Parisian theatre public, I have
hypothesized that the version of the play presented by Tresséol was
probably written prior to the middle of 1749,* while the manuscripe at
Houghton (sce Figs. 2—3), bearing the date 1752, may very well have
been written during the latter half of 1752.%

One finds no other contemporary allusion to Desmahis’ having
created a play bearing this title, or even one which remotely resembles
“Veuve coquette,” or “Coquette punie.” However, Tresséol’s edition,
perhaps because of its generous two-volume format, has somehow come

20 These variants are indicated in the critical edition of La Coquette punie which
accompanies my dissertation. They correspond to the following lines in my tran-
scription of the manuseript: 6o1-6o2; 679, 681; 1319, 1321; and 1397-1308,

21 The most compelling evidence is invernal. La Coguette punie contains a pas-
sage (I, 1i1) on the subject of women’s rights in the literary domain which is not
found in La Venve coquette. These lines seem to be AMme Denis’ response 1o the
presentation of two plays which had caused a stir in the theatre public: Les Anuzones,
by Mimne Du Boceage, which had its premicre 24 July 1749 and was played eleven
times that year, and Mme de Grafligny's Cénie, first presented 25 Junc 1550, which
ran for twenty-five performances. The first version of Mme Denis’ comedy was
practically completed before these plays appeared. See D3830 (24 December 1748)
and D368 (27 July 1740) — Voltaire, Correspondence (note 5 sbove), X, 381, and
X1, 11g4~-115.

*2 The Houghton manuscript of La Coguette punie bears the date 1752, We
know, however, according to a letter written by Mme Denis to Pierre Robere Je
Cornier de Cideville on 1y July 1752 (Dggy8: Volwaire, Correspondence [note
abovce], K1IT, 108), that she continued to work on the text during the summer of
that year, even after sending a revised version of the play to Voltaire in Potsdam.
Moreover, the actors of the Comeédie Frangaise often demanded changes as well.
(Mme Denis had submicted her manuscript for their consideration in August 1752,
and had withdrawn it towards the end of November.) It is thus possible thar the
play underwent cxtensive revision during the latter part of 1752,

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXVII, Number 2 (April
1979)
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to be regarded as the definitive collection of Desmahis’ prose, poetry,
and plays.” Consequently, in such reliable works of reference as
Brenner’s Bibliographical List of Plays in the French Language 1700-
1789, La Veuve coquette 1s credited to Desmahis.*

Convinced that this comedy was in fact the work of Mme Denis, I
began to explore the possibility of personal ties between the real author
of the play and the individual to whom it had been posthumously attri-
bured. I found the human dimensions of this story to be far more in-
teresting than any textual constderations.

While it 15 difficult to establish the precise circumstances in which
Desmahis first met Voltaire, we know that the philosopher’s ties with
the Corsembleu family of Sully antedate 1722, the year of the young
poet’s birth.* Upon his arrival in Pans in 1740, Desmahis sought a
mentor and Maecenas, and Voltaire, who took great interest in the
careers of aspiring writers, adopted the eighteen-year-old as a protége,
introducing him to the habitués of the most prominent salons of the
day. His carliest literary endeavors, works of occasional verse, were
very well received.

In his late twenties Desmahis turned to writing for the comic theatre.

25 Desmahis’ first attempt at theatrical writing was L'fonpertinent, and his last,
L’'Homnéte Honwvne, a five-act comedy of which only fragments exist, since the
author fell ill doring its genesis. In scveral biographical sources, meation is made of
a onc-act comedy, L'Inconséqueit. Tresséol comments, on this subjece: “It has
heen printed that Monsicur Desmahis had almost complered 2 comedy enticled
L'Inconséguent: we found only a few halves of scenes from ir, of which we were
not able to make any use.” {“On a imprimé que M. Desmahis avoit presque achevé
une comédie intitulée Plneonséguent: nous nen avons trouvé que quelques moitiés
de scenes, dont nous n’avens pu faire aucun usage” —I, xI-xhi.) While Tresséol
thus dismisses L'fuconséguent, he is the only editor to include among the works of
Desmahis Le Triomphe du sentinrent, “in one act & in verse, .. . a clever play
which has not yet been printed” (“en un acte & en vers, . . . une piece ingénieuse
qui n'2 point encore €té imprimee” — I , xxxviit), and La Venve coguette.

24 In his Bibliographical List of Plays in the French Language 17001780 (Berkeley,
California: 1947), Clarence D. Brenner appears to rely solely upon the Tresscéol
edition, listing only L'Honnéte Hownnne (5487); L'lmpertinent (5488); Le Trionphe
du senthient (5480¢); and La Vewve coquette (5490).

"8 Volraire nade three trips to Sully-sar-Loire, In 1716 he was “exiled” there
as punishment for having written a satirical epigram, the target of which happened
to be the Duchesse de Beery, davgheer of the Regent, Philippe d'QOrléans. Volraire
revisited Sully — of his pwn volition —in 171g, and again towards the end of 1722.
Pesmahis, who was born on 3 lebruary 1722, was therefore less than a year old
at the time of Voltaire's last stay in that region.
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’Impertinent, a onc-act comedy in verse, was first presented on 30
August 1750. On the third of September, in a letter to her friend
Cideville, Mmc Denis commented: *“Today they’re performing a little
play of Desmai’s. Tintend to go.” **

Did Mme Denis kuow the author of L'Imzpertinent at that time? All
indications are positive. Both belonged to the most literate and literary
segment of Parisian society. Under Voltaire’s patronage Desmahis
“was welcomed with eagerness, & encouraged by protectors & lovers
of Letters,” *" and had acquired a reputation as poet and “bel esprit.”
Mme Denis had taken up residence m Paris in the spring of 1744 after
Josing her husband, Nicholas Charles Denis, commissary of the regi-
ment stationed at Lille. By 1950 she was a well-known hostess and
devotce of the arts. In the successful salon which she had established
in 1747, she attracted many of her uncle’s protéges, in addition to her
own coterie. Jean Frangots Marmontel, who thoroughly enjoyed him-
self in the ambiance she created, reports in his Mémoires:

The lady and her gnests were scarcely more reasonable nor less joyous than 1,
and when Voltaire could ¢scape from the bands of his marquise du Chatelet and
bis society suppers, he was only too happy to comc and roar with laughter
with us.28

Mme Denis’ concupiscence is as well documented as her cordiality.
A maternal though sensual woman whose behavior was at times nothing
short of licentious, she savored the company of talented men, par-
tlcularl} those who were young and charming, and who shared her
interest in literature and the theatre. Holding 2 salon legitimately
afforded her the opportunity to create a masculine entourage; Desmahis,
a successful poet ten years her junior, possessed all the requisite mem-
bership qualifications, In any case, they were unqucstlonably part of
the same general milieu; and, of course, both “meétromancs” enjoyed the
protection of Voltaire, with whom Mme Denis had shared a common
residence since 1750, Clearly, the two had mer before 1755, In August

23 “On joue aujourdhui une petite piece de Desmai. Je Compte vy aller” (3
September 1750, Dg2:1: Voltaire, Correspondence [note 5 above], X1, 145).

21 ¢ . . fut accueilli avec empressement, & encouragé par les protecteurs & les
amateurs des Fettres” (TEresséol, I, xxxi).

28 “La dame et ses convives n'étoient guere plus sages ni moins joyeux que moi, ck,
quand Voltaire pouvoit s'échapper des liens de sa marquise du Chatelet et de ses
soupcers du grand monde, il etoit trop heurcux de venir rire aux ¢clats avec nous.”

Mésmaires de Marnronrel, ed. Maurice Tourncux (Paris: Librairic des Bibliophiles,
1801 ), I, 188.
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or September of that year, Voltaire wrote to the young man, “Madame
Denis’ remembrance of you is as fond as mine.” *

As stated above, the version of her play found among the manusceripts
of Desmahis dates from around 1749; L' Imzpertinent, the play for which
he 1s best known, was first presented the following year. The practice
among playwrights of sharing their unfinished or newly completed
works with friends before unveiling them publicly lends support to the
hypothesis that Desmahis, who was engaged in writing a comedy at
the same time as Mme Denis, had borrowed from her a copy of the
text on which she was then working. ™ It is highly plausible that she
knew Desmahis in the Jate 17405 and early 1750s, and willingly assented
to his reading the play.

The similarities between La Coguette punic and L'lwmpertinent sug-
gest communication between their aunthors. In fact, it can be argued
that Desmahis not only borrowed Mme Denis’ play, but also borrowed
from it. The re-routed letter which provides the critical situation
(“noend”) in the intrigue of La Cogrette punie furnishes all there is in
the wayof dramatic action in L'fmipertinent — which was originally
entitled Le Biflet perdu, “the lost note.”

The thematic sinvlarity berween the two plays is even more import-
ant than their structural resemblance. Both fall under the rubric “le
thédtre des méchants,” created by Laurent Versini in [us study of Les
Ligisons dangereuses, Laclos et lo tradition® Perhaps the best-known
play of this typc is Le Méchant, by Jean-Baptiste-Louis Gresset, first
performed in 1747.* Such works are reflections of “la méchanceté a
la mode,” a fashionable manifestation of worldliness conjoined with
wickedness, gratuitous yet premeditated cruclty which the moralist
Charles Pinot Duclos actually views as a social phenomenon among

8 “Made Denis est anssi sensible que moi 4 votre souvenir” (Dég5#: Voluaire,
Correspondence [note 5 above], XV, 265). This is the first solid evidence of the
fact that Mmc Denis and Desmahis knew one anothet.

30 See note 21 above.

21 Lacles et la tradition: Essai str les sources et a techuique des Linisons dange-
reuses (Paris: Klincksieck, 1968).

32 Tn chis category one might also include Le Chevalier a la wode (1687) of
Florent Carton de Dancourt; Le Flatteur (1696} of Jean-Baptiste Rousseau; Lifngrat
(1712), Le Médisant (1715), and Le Glorieur (1732) of Philippe Néricault Des-
touches; Le Petit-Maitre corrigé (1734) of Pieree Carler de Chamblain de Marivauy;
Le Fat puni (1738) of Pont de Veyley Les Debors trowpeurs, ou L’Howuwime du jour
(1740} of Jonis de Boissy; L'fwnpertinent (1950) of Desmahis; and La Cogquette
corrigée (1756) of Jean Sauvé d¢ La Noue.
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members of the upper crust. Beneath a veneer of charm and poise lurked
scandal and subterfuge. A careful torn of phrase, a whispered innucndo,
a scintillating albeit stinging barb — these were the means by which
the “méchant” succeeded both in dazzling and n manipuiating his
peers. “Wickedness,” observes Duclos, “has ceased to be odiaus,
without cven losing its name . . . Today wickedness is reduced to an
art, it takes the place of merit in those who have none other, and often
gains them consideration,” *

Central to each of the plays which Versini assigns to this catcgory is
an audacious character who strives rclentlessly for social dominance,
performing evil decds with a delectation that is at once unholy and un-
wholesome, Eager to distinguish himself at any cost, the “méchant”
does not shrink from the wanton destruction of reputations — or hives,
Both Damis, the impertinent protagonist of Desmahis’ work, and
Rélise, the chief character in Mme Denis’ comedy, bear a strong re-
semblance to the exemplar of the specics, Gresset’s Cléon, and thereby
exhibit the key psychological traits which distinguish the role of
“méchant,” Onc can account quite simply for the popularity of such
comedies: contcmporary playwrights had discovered that the be-
havior of these scoundrels provided titillating theatrical fare. Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, whosc vehement opposition to mest forms of dra-
matic representation is yet another aspect of his singularity,™ lamented
that Cléon had failed to shock the audience because he gave the impres-
sion of heing merely “an ordinary man; he was, they said, like cvery-
body else.”” ¥

The portrayal of wickedness is curbed by the common form to which
these plays adhere. They constitnte a catcgory under the morc general
heading “comedy of character.” * According to the traditional schema
of character plays, the principal figure manifests, and 1s ulomately pun-
ished for, some type of anti-social eccentricity. Once tus true character

33 L a méchanceté a cessé d'ftre odieuse, sans méme perdre son nom . ..
Avjourd’hui Ja méchanceté est réduite en art, elle tient liew de mérite 3 ceux qui n'en
ont point d’autre, et souvent leur donne de la considération,” Duclos, Considéra-
tons sur les mceurs (1751), in the Buwres de Duelos (Paris: A Belin, 1821), 1, 96.

84 See Rousseaw’s Lettre d M. d'Aleinbert sur son article “Genéve,”

8% "un homme ordinairc; il étoir disoit-on, comme tout le mondce.” Rousseau,
“Préface 3 Narcisse on PdAwant de li-wiéme” (Bwvres cowtpléies, eds. Beornard
Gagnebin and Marcel Raymond, 11 {Paris: Bibliotheque dc |a Pl¢iade, 1961), 964, note.

3¢ Clagsical comedies were generally categorized in twa groups: those based

upon “character” and those based upen “intrigue.” In many instances this distinction
is a precarious one,
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is unmasked, his actions are criticized; yet good fellowship prevails,

and gencrally he is offercd the opportunity for rehabilitation. In the

“théatre des méchants,” however, the chief character is more dangerous

than ridiculons. Oncc his machinations have been revealed, they are

condemned, as before, but in this case, castigation and ostracism arc

far less likely to imply reform. On the contrary, the “méchant” secs

his embarrassing situation as 2 temporary setback, his failure to gain

control as a mere slip-up.® He therefore scrambles to his feet, brushes

himself off, and sets out to find another group of gulls. '
Eightcenth-century critics such as Collé, (Grimm, and d’Argenson

were quick to pomt out the similarity between L’lmpertinent and

Gresset’s Méchamnt,* and subsequent judgments of Desmahis’ play con- !

form to the observations made by the author’s contemporaries.® Siill

more striking, however, are the resemblances between La Cogrrette

punie and Le Adéchant. ITn my view, Mme Denis’ comedy, while by no

mcans a flawlcss play, can nevertheless be considercd a superior illustra-

tion of the “théitre des méchants.” Like the brazen Cléon, Bélise is

supremely egotistical and utterly callons. I'ndowed with a real flair {or

the dramatic, she is constantly preoccupied by the necessity of staying

in the limelight. The charm which she can exude at will enables her to

8T Jacques Truchet, in his remarks on Gresset’s A4échair, rakes issue with the line
“He is punished enough when shame overcomes him.” (“Il est assez puni quand
I'opprobre 1'aceable” [V, x].) Truchet observes: “Opprobrium does not overwhelm
him at all. His failure is only an abortive attempt. He will stare again.” (“L'opprobre
ne {'accable pas du tout. Son échec n'cst qu’un coup manqué. Il recommencera.™) :
‘Truachet, ed,, Thédtre du XV1ile siecle, 1 (Paris: Bibliothéque de ]a Pléiade, 1972), !
1474 i

3% See Charles Collé, Journal et Mémnoires sur les bonnes de leftres, les onvrages
dranatigiies et les événemesnts les plus mémorables du végne de Louis XV (1745~
1772), ed. Honoré Bonhomme (Paris, Firmin Didor, 1868), I, 219; Grimm and
Diderot, Correspandance littéraire, 1 (1877), 473; and René Louis de Voyer de
Paulmy, macquis d’'Argenson, Notices sur les (Euvres de thédive, ed. 1. Lagrave,
Studics on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century, XLII (Les Délices, Gendve: Institut
et Musée Voluaire, 1966), 424

3% The comments made upon this filiation by Léon Fontaine and Frédéric Deloffre
arc representative of later critical reaction. Fontaine, in Le Thédtre et la philosaphie
aw XVIIe siccle (1879; rpt. Genéve: Slatkine Reprints, 1947), describes Cléon
as the progenitor of a “lignéc nombrense,” 2 prolific and infamous line of cynical
schemers, and refers to L'zpertinent as *son premicr-né,” his first-born (p. ty8).
In the introduction to his critical edition of Marivaux® Pegit-AMaftre corrigé ((Genéve;
Librairie Droz, 1955}, Deloffre writes: “Close to the Réchant, the characeer of the
‘Indiscret’ [sic L'Tmpertinent], creeted shortly thercafter by Desmahis, goes further
in certain respects.” (“Proche du Méchant, le caractére de 1' ‘Indiscret’, créé peu
apres par Desmahis, va plus loin 4 certains égards” — p. 36.)
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conceal the fundamental perversity of her nature, and to gain the
confidenee of her potential victims.

Every classical French comedy is both an exercise in imitation and
an attenipt at innovation. In La Coquette punie, Mme Denis has not
only created a work which possesses multiple afhinities with the other
comedics of cruelty mentioned here, but has also made 2 notable con-
tribution to the genre by her departure from the traditional portrayal

- of the principal character: for the first time in the evolution of the
“théitre des méchants,” center stage is occupicd by a female, “la meé-
chante.” If, as Jacques Truchet suggesis, onc views Gresset’s Cléon as a
forchear of Valmont, the marquis in Chodcrlos de Laclos’ Les Liaisons
dangerenses,”® then surely Bélisc can be considered a precursor of his
female counterpart, the formidable Mmc de Mertenil*

Desmahis was captivated by “la méchanccré a la mode,” and par-
ticularly by the social behavior of worldly women, “mondaines.” One
has only to glance at the “Pensées détachécs sur les femmes” which
appear in the Tresséol cdition of his works to appreciate the nature of
this fascination, The most valuable evidence of his intercst in what
might be termed femininc psychology lies n his best-known prose
picce, the article “Fernme (moral)” which he contributed to the sixth
volume of L'Encyclopédie (1756). In this essay Desmahis traces the
progressive moral corruption of a fictitious female in the descent from
ingénue to coguette to courrcsan.™

What little biographical data we possess on Desmahis thus substan-
tiates the hypothesis that he knew Mme Denis, and that he at some point
borrowed from her the text of her comedy. As protégés of Voltaire,
they must have had numerous mutual acquaintances; as ardent theatre
enthusiasts, they prabably attended performances of many of the
same works, Furthermore, at approximately the same time both were
cngaged in the business of writing plays: all of her theatrical picces were
created between the years 1747 and 1459, and those of IDesmahis, during

40 Truchet {note 37 above}, I, 1474.

41 L aclos possessed a vast kaowledge of the theatre and, according to Laurent
Versini, knew Le Aféchant by heart (Laclos et la tradition [note 31 above], p. 86).
He would not, however, have been familiar with Le Coquette puie,

i2 Desmahis’ other entry in the sixth voluine of the Encyclopédie is the artcle
“Fat” (“Fop”). Considerably shorter than the ¢ssay “Femme,” it can nevertheless
be regarded as a sort of companion piece. Written in the style of the Caractéres of
La Brayére, this brief sketch offers additional proof of the author’s interest in the
milicu of the “mondains” and “mondaines.”
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the period 1749-1761. The date on which L'Impertinient was first per-
formed, 30 August 1750, represents roughly the half-way mark in the
genesisof what was to become La Coguette punte. inally, the subject
of “la méchanceté 4 la mode” held a strong appeal for both Marie
Louise Denis and Joseph-l'rangois-Edouard Corsemblecu de Desmahis,
especially as it related to the moral degeneration of women.

To be sure, the discovery that a version of Mme Denis’ Coguette
punie has for two centuries been incorrectly attributed to another play-
wright will create no tremors in the scholarly world. What is import-
ant, it seems to me, is the explanation for this occurrence, The altruis-
tic zeal with which Roubaud de Tresséol undertook the project of
“collecting” Diesmahis’ works accounts quite simply for the cditorial
error; the real issue is the very presence of Mme Denis’ comedy among
the manuscripts left by one of her contemporaries. 'The social pheno-
menon of “théitromanie” illuminates the proliferation of amatcur
theatres m eighteenth-century France, as well as the “epidemic” of
authorship, resulting in a profusion of playwrights and plays. The
custom of cxhibiting and cven circulating inchoate or incomplete texts
helps to explain how the manuscript of a work by onc author mighe
have found its way to the writing-table of another.

The real key to the conundrum, however, 1s the name “Voltatre,”
for it was towards this eminent figure that both Mme Denis and
Desmahis gravitated. When the young widow left the garrison of Lille
in 1744, her decision was based in part upon the attractivencss of the
French capital, locus of the most intense artistic, intellectual, and social
activity on the Continent; the principal factor, it appears, was the
knowledge that her uncle and lover awaited her there. Upon leaving
Sully-sur-Loire, Desmahis, too, sought Voltaire in Paris: surcly this
eminent friend of the Corsembleu family would take under his broad
wing a fledghing poet. Bonds of fricndship in onc case, and a more than
avancular affection in the other, guaranteed them a warm reception.
Membership in the Voluircan milieu practically assured their eventual
meeting; what made this encounter inevitable was the similarity of their
literary activities and Intercsts —a passion for the theatre, 2 desire to
write plays, and a particular fascination for “la méchanceré & la mode.”
All circumstances considered, the presence of Mme Denis’ play among
the (Euvres de Ad. Desmabis is uncxpected but not mexplicable.™

43 T should like to acknowledge the assistance of my brother, Stuart J. Kleiner,
who proof-read this article for me and offered suggestions for its improvement.
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