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This study seeks to expl.ore the way in which 

the concept of l.ibertinage is treated in Cl.arissa by 

Samuel. Richardson and in Les Liaisons Dangereuses by 

Choderl.os de Lacl.os. It attempts to examine the meaning 

and substance of 1ibertinage as a concept in its historical. 

and 1iterary deve10pment and then to anal.yse its treatment 

at the bands of two eighteenth-century novel.ists. The 

study seeks to view the ways in which Richardson and Lacl.os 

create portraits of l.ibertines, how these are used in the 

structure of their respective nove1s, the accuracy with 



which these characters conform to traditiona1, historica1 

views of the 1ibertine figure in 1iterature and to what 

extent they are divergent. A1so under consideration are 

the re1ative merits and reputations of Love1ace, on the one 

band, and Madame de Merteui1 and Va1mont, on the other, as 

prototypes and exemp1ars of a defined 1iterary character --

the 1ibertine. Fina11y, this thesis attempts to eva1uate 

on a comparative basis, the overa11 success of the nove1ists 

in achieving their artistic ends. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

• 



The word '1ibertine' has a1ways contained the 

concept of freedom. of 1iberty. In Roman antiquity it 

designated a freedman. In the sixteenth-century the name 

of 1ibertine was given to. certain antinomian sects which 

arose in Germany. France and e1sewhere on the Continent. 

The antinomians maintained that the mora1 1aw was not 

binding upon Christians under the 1aw of grace. 1645. 

By extension. peop1e who he1d free or 100se opinions about 

re1igion. free-thinkers. were known as 1ibertines. It was 

in the seventeenth-century that 1ibertine acquired the 

definition sti11 accepted by the Oxford Eng1ish Dictionary. 

-a man who is not restrained by moral 1aw. especia11y in 

his re1ations with the fema1e seXr one who 1eads a diss01ute 

1icentious 1ife.-

Tirso de M01ina gave to 1iterature its first 

unforgettab1e 1ibertiner Don Juan Tenorio. in the p1ay. 

E1 Bur1ador de Sevi11a ~ convivado de piedra (pub1ished in 

1630). Don Juan has since become a myth and his name is 

synonymous with 1ibertine. Tirso de M01ina~s Don Juan 

seduces women. ki11s a man in a due1. but sti11 counts on 

having enough time because of his youth to be reconci1ed 

to God before his death. He is. however. overtaken by 

divine retribution be~ore he can repent. because he has taken 

the name o~ the Lord in vain. 

1 
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Subsequent treatments of the Don Juan theme 

1essen the mora1 and metaphysica1 content of Tirso's drama 

and some even g10rify a hero represented to be superior to 

the conventions of the society in which he 1ives. 

M01i~re revita1ized and gave a new dimension to 

the subject. His ~ ~ (1665) is a prefiguration of 

the eighteenth-century 1ibertine. whose inte11igence has 

dessicated his heart. A1though the seduction of women 

has become second-nature to him. he dominates and ana1yses 

his p1easure. He a1so knows how to refine it, enhancing 

its f1avour with crue1ty and impiety. Feminine conquests 

are for him a means of affirming his freedom-in evi1. 

He ls a cynica1 and hypocritica1 free-thinker who finds 

de1ight in cha11enging God by corrupting His creatures. 

These 1atter he despises. 

M01i~re·s seducer is satanic. Never once does 

he show the 1east ve11eity of amendment. He at l8st con­

scious1y p1ays the part of a repentant sinner in order to 

better deceive and seduce. and because he cynica11y rea1ises 

that most peop1e act out a pretense of virtue and re1igion 
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whi1e actua11y being wicked. This portrait of the Don is not 

on1y an unforgettab1e picture of a 1ibertine, but a1so a 

crushing satire on the mora1 hypocrisy and 1icentiousness 

of the tises. 



The Regency in France saw the introduction of 

a new word into the vocabu1ary, that of roué. The name 

was first given to the prof1igate companions of the Duke of 

Or1éans, to suggest that they shou1d be broken on the whee1. 

These roués, however, were main1y 1oose-1iving, rambunctious 

prof1igates, who took sensua1 p1easure in wine, women and song. 

They had their antecedent in witt Y rakes su ch as Rochester 

in Eng1and. 

In the eighteenth-century, 1ibertinage became a 

socia1 occupation among the aristocracy. As wars became 

re1ative1y scarce and the opportunity for po1itica1 intrigue 

a1most ni1 in France, the petits-maîtres and the beaux occupied 

their 1eisure and found so1ace for t:heir boredom-in a ·sport 

that had no c10sed season and where the quarry was human and 
1 

feminine.- Libertinage, as we11 as due11ing, provided men 

with an opportunity to prove themse1ves in their own eyes and 

those of the wor1d. The ~ vivant abandon of the Regent's 

companions to their sensua1 appetites deve10ped among some 

aristocrats into a concerted effort at mastery of a socia1 

game -- a crue1 and dead1y gamet 

Si Don Juan n'est pas, historiquement, une invention 
du dix-huiti~.e, du moins ce si~c1e a-t-i1 joué par 
rapport à ce personnage 1e rô1e exact de Lucifer par 
rapport à 18 Création, dans 1a doctrine manichéenne. 
c'est 1ui qui ••• 1ui a imprimé pour toujours ces deux 
traits si typiques de l' époque. 18 noirceur et 1a 
scé1ératesse.2 

1Ian Watt, ~ Rise ~ ~ Nove1 {University 
o~ Ca1i~ornia Press, 1959~.215. 

2Denis de Rougemont, L'Amour ~ 1'Occident (Paris, 
1956), p. 194. 
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The 1iterature of the period, especia11y in France, 

abounds in Confessions, Mémoires Secrets -- those diary-type 

nove1s in which the author narrates comp1acently an amorous 

career (see, for examp1e, Ti11y' s and Casanova' s Memoirs). -­

and in Correspondances, erotic nove1s or books on the subject 

of -1iaisons-. This 1iterature appea1ed to an aristocratie 

pUb1ic, for it was set in their mi1ieu and, 1ike them, it often 

anatomised '1ove' -- a very restrictive form of 10ve at that! 

Here 10ve is not a passion or a fee1ing of the 

he art , but rather a cha11enging and inte11ectua11y stimu1ating 

sport, a warfare with we11-defined strategy and strict ru1es. 

Cerebra1 and sexua1 satisfaction make the basis of re1ationships 

between the sexes. Love in this particu1ar type of 1iterature 

gave p1ace to eroticism and passion to 1ibertinage. 

Lac10s dared to do what none of his predecessors 

had ventured, he gave away theru1es of the game. In order 

to estab1ish his reputation in society, the 1ibertine had to 

seduce as Many women as possib1e and prove it. His victims 

had to be we11 chosen -- the more difficu1t and virtuous the 

better, since precise1y such conquests enhanced his prestige. 

Once the choice of the victim is determined the seduction is 

undertaken, but the 1ibertine wi11 not debase his victory by 

having recourse to force or by using a momentary weakness on 

her part. On the contrary, he must, as in hunting, give a~1 

possib1e sporting chance to the intended prey. The f'a11 
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of the victim comes as a forma1ity which must be neat1y· 

executed. It is the pre1ude to the de1iberate separation 

which f0110ws short1y after -- the seduction not being under-

taken primari1y for physica1 gratification. The break must 

be made pub1ic and as a resu1t achieve the destruction of the 

victim. Or, as Vai11and ca11s it, using a bu11-fighting meta~ 

phor, the -mise à mort-J either rea1 or symb01ic of the victim. 

The wh01e process of 1ibertinage wou1d fai1, however, 

if the seducer shou1d a110w himse1f to fa11 in 10ve with his 

victim, since this wou1d put him in the power of another. 

Hence the 1ibertine must exercise constraint and strict contr01 

over his emotions and his senses. Libertinage, an affirma-

tion of freedom from mora1, re1igious and socia1 constraints 

is a1so, paradoxica11y, an abdication of freedom on the part 

of the 1ibertine who imposes on himse1f an exacting code and 

binds himse1f to it in 'honour'. 

Libertinage was encouraged by the far from enviab1e 

position of women in society. They were brought up away 

from the wor1d and married quite young to men chosen by their 

fami1ies. Marriages were usua11y arranged with a view to 

the socia1 and economic aggrandisement of the fami1y, not with 

regard for the compatibi1ity of the coup1e inv01ved. Tœt 

these marriages were se1dom very successfu1 and more often 

JRoger Vai11and, Lac10s ~ 1ui-même (Paris. 
195J).p. 51. 
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gave rise to scanda1 is hard1y surprising, since the partners 

soon ~ound more congenia1 objects o~ desire. Hogarth's 

Marriage à lâ ~ is a scathing i11ustration o~ a socia1 

situation ~requent1y encountered in Eng1and as we11 as in 

France. 

But i~ husbands cou1d do as they p1eased, wives 

were supposed to remain virtuous, on pain of being ostracised 

or even p1aced in Convents. Libertinage among certain strata 

of the contemporary upper c1ass transformed 10ve into a 

sophisticated and often unsavoury batt1e of the sexes, the 

woman having to exercise a11 of her cunning and wi1es in order 

to evade the predatory ma1e. Those who yie1ded to the ad-

vances o~ the seducer were b1amed by the wor1d, whi1e the 

victor was app1auded. Those who resisted were 1abe11ed as 

prudes. Natura11y, some women whose pride chafed at this 

state of ~~airs had to have recourse to a superior inte11igence 
.. 

~d cunning so as to be ab1e to overcome men on their own 

petty batt1efie1d. 

Both Samue1 Richardson and Choder10s de Lac10s 

were ardent ~eminists4 who dep10red the condition of women, 

and who depicted in C1arissa and ~ Liaisons dangereuses the 

e~~ects o~ contemporary marriage arrangements, of the education 

~c10s' concern ~or women is disp1ayed in 
bis three unfinished essaysl ~ 1'Education des Femmes. 
They are the strongest p1ea, in his age ~or the equa1ity of 
rights ~or .en and woaen. His arguments in these essays 
throw 1ight on soae aspects o~ bis nove1 as wi11 be seen 
subsequent1y. 



given to women and especia11y the ravages of 1ibertines in 

society. 

This thesis sets out to examine the way in which 

the concept of 1ibertinage informs these two nove1s, 

to ana1yse the two writers' portraits of 1ibertines, and 

fina11y to eva1uate their overa11 success. 

? 



II. "LA MERTEUIL. UNE EVE SATANIQUE" 
(.oaude1aire) 



Paradise was 10st when Eve, not respecting the 

c1ause by which she was to show due submission -- inte11ect­

ua11y and physica11y -- to Adam, decided to 1ead. 

The mora1 degeneracy which eventu211y 1ed to the 

Revo1ution in France is to be ascribed, in part, to the 

socia1 and mora1 conditions in which Eves of the eighteenth­

century p1ayed an active part. 

In the merci1ess batt1e of the sexes into which 

10ve among the bored aristocracy 211 too often degenerated, 

women proved to be sometimes as or even more -- dangerous 
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than men. The deceit invo1ved in seduction seemed in keeping 

with their nature. The 1ibertine woman had an additiona1 

and more difficu1t ro1e to performl that of remaining in 

the face of the wor1d, a Virtuous Woman. The danger being 

far greater with an unsuspected enemy who wore the mask of 

respectabi1ity, the corruption and hypocrisy of which some 

women were capab1e was bound1ess. Moreover, if we are to 

"be1ieve the testimony of contemporaries, women themse1ves 

were often to b1ame for the 1icentiousness of the timesl 

-Les femmes de ce temps n'aiment pas avec 1e 
coeur, e11es aiment avec 1a t3te,- dit 1'abbé 
Ga1iani. Des wdébauchées de 1'esprit,- ajoute 
Wa1po1e, donnant peut-3tre 1a mei11eure formu1e 
du don-juanisme féminin. Car c'est 1a femme 
qui rêve Don Juan, et s'i1 se trouve pour 
incarner ce rêve des Riche1ieu et des Casanova, 
je suis moins sûr de 1eur réa1ité que de ce11e 
du désir qui 1es crée.1 

lde Rougemont. p. 193. 
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It 1s thanks to the Céci1es that we have the Va1monts. 

The Céci1es were a11 too ready to engage in '1iaisons 

dangereuses', and the Merteui1s rejected and desecrated 

matrimony and chi1d-bearing. They desired man in so far 

as he served as an instrument of p1easure and by so doing 

they often abdicated their right to his esteem and respect. 

Eighteenth-century nosta1gic writings on the 

subject of man in his primitive state are in part, the 

expression of a wish to go back to a period where things 
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ware not so 'sophisticated', so abnorma1, So much against 

naturel they are man's ~nconscious desire to return to Eden 

to find the t~le Eve. The fact that Lac10s started three 

times, without ever finishing it, an essay entit1ed ~ ~'Educa­

liQ!l ~Femmes. suggests .that he despaired of the possibi1ity 

of such an education so 10ng as the structure of society 

remained unchanged. Yet, if unab1e to sustain for 10ng the 

description of an idea1 state of things, Lac10s had no diffi­

cu1ty depicting the actua1 facts of the Ancien Régime in its 

state of decadence. 

-J'ai vu 1es moeurs de mon temps, et j'ai pub1ié 

cee Lettres.- This is the quotation from Rousseau that 

Lac10s found fit to p1ace at the beginning of the Liaisons 

Dangereuses, and, when Madame Riccoboni raised indignant cries 

at the portraya1 of the Marquise de Merteui1, sayinga 

On vous reprochera toujours, Monsieur, de présenter 
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à vos lecteurs une vile créature, appliquée d~s sa 
premi~re jeunesse à se former au vice, à se faire 
des principes de noirceur, à se composer un masque 
pour cacher à tous les regards le dessein d'adopter 
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les moeurs d'une de ces malheureuses que la misère 
réduit à vivre de leur infamie. Tant de dépravation 
irrite et n'instruit pas. On s'écrie à chaque pages 
cela n'est point, cela ne saurait être! L2exagération 
ôte au p~cepte la force propre à corriger. 

Laclos. anticipating the objection and written 

previouslyr 

M. de L •••• assure avec chagrin. mais avec sincérité. 
qu'il ne pourrait effacer aucun des traits qu'il a 
rassemblés dans la personne de U~e de M. sans mentir 
à sa conscience, sans taire au moins une partie de 
ce qu'il a vu.3 

Laclos' contemporaries preferred not to accept 

the possibility of the existence of such a woman as Merteuil 

and w~~ted to see in her a fabricated monster, but that 

Laclos intended to draw a realistic picture of Madame de 

Merteuil is well in keeping with his theory of the novel 

which he expresses in his review of Fanny Burney's Cecilia. 

A novel, he tells us, amuses. instructs, and interests. 

But it can only combine the useful and the agreable if it 

expresses a deep knowledge of the mind and heart of man. 

Actually, a novel in his view is the only genre where one 

can obtain such knowledSe. He askst "Mais qU'on nouS"dise 

donc où l'on peut apprendre ailleurs à connaître les moeurs, 

les caractères. les sentiments et les passions de l'homme?·4 

2t..corresponda..'"'lee d&- Laclos et de Madame Riccoboni· 
in Oeuvres Complètes (Pléiade, 1959), p. 693. 

30euvres Complètes, p. 687. 
4-Critique Littéraire" in Oeuvres Complètes, p. 500. 



The novel is superior in this respect to either 

history or drama. for in it alone. "on peut. on doit 

peut-être donner aux tableaux qu'on pr~sente toute la force 

de 1.a vérité."5 

His final appreciation of Cecilia is made on the 

ground that Fanny Burney's novel nposs~de éminemment le 

mérite de peindre les moeurs et les usages; qu'il ~st 

rempli d'observations fines et profondes, qu'en général 

les caract~res et les sentiments y sont vrais et bien 

soutenus. n6 The same judgement applies to the Liaisons. 

There is not one character in Laclos' book which does not 
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attain a fu1.1-f1.edged roundness. yet that of Madame de Merteuil 

(like that of Shakespeare's Iago) achieves a stature of its 

own. She towers over al1. the other characters because her 

persona1.ity ts more powerful than theirs. She holds the 

strings which will force them to act according to her w111. 

and thus transform their lives. 

It is interesting to note that the Marquise's 

letters are relatively few yet her presence is all-pervading. 

There is hardly a letter in which the other characters do not 

refer to her or which is not addressed to her. Everyone 

1s to sorne extent subordinated to her. Cécile sees in her 

a standard and a guide on which to pattern her behaviour. 

50euvres Comnl~tes. p. 500. 

6Qeuvres Comp1.~tes. p. 521. 
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The virtuous Madame de V01anges cites the Marquise to the 

Présidente as a rare examp1e of uncontaminated virtue. And 

Va1mont, the 1ibertine, the seducer, acts in front of a mirror 

which is no other than the Marquise's eyes. She dissects 

each report that he submits to her, comments on its weakness, 

and offers constructive suggestions on the basis of her know-

1edge of the human heart. She a1so discusses shrewd1y the 

Présidente's 1etters and points out to the Vicomte his advan-

tages. He eventua11y becomes a to01 in her bands and she is 

cynica1 enough to ca11 herse1f his -Fée bienfaisante-. It is 

probab1y his rea1isation of his subjugation to her in their 

demonic contest of wi11s that caused the Vicomte to fee1 

contrite for his sins after his fina1 due1. 

In a se1f-ana1ytic and autobiographie 1etter 

(1etter LXXXI), one of the 10ngest in the book, the Marquise 

gives a fu11 account of herse1f and of her princip1es. She 

began her career at a remarkab1y ear1y age. A se1f-made 

woman, she has guided her 1ife according to a strict discip1ine 

which she has imposed on herse1f to suit her princip1es, -Je 

puis dire que je suis mon ouvrage~7 This is one of the many 

factors which make her fee1 superior to Va1mont. The discip1ine 

she subjected herse1f to in order to become the paragon of 

7Les Liaisons Dangereuses in Oeuvres Comp1~tes. 
LXXXI. 176. Subéequent references to the nove1 wi11 be made 
in parenthesis within the body of the texte 



dissimulation--dissimulation being the indispensable way 

to get to her ends --is such that, had it been employed ~or 

higher ends. it would have made o~ her a saint. S Here is 
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an essentia1 duality in the Marquise's character. she is 

undeniably an être supérieur and thus compels our admiration. 

but she uses this superiority to such unnatural ends that we 

cannot but regard her as a monster. a prodigy o~ nature. 

In defining her character, she makes it a point to distinguish 

herself from other categories of women. She is not a -femme 

à sentiment-, she has never identified love with the lover. 

The latter is no more than an instrument and he is to be 

treated as such. Nor is she a -~emme sensible-. Love 

interests her insofar as it is a means to domination, not a 

feeling. Love is everywhere mentioned in this book and seldom 

has it been so well blasphemed. The most cynical and vitriolic 

comments on the subject come from the Marquise's pen. They 

al1 derive from her conviction that "l'amour que l'on nous 

vante comme la cause de nos plaisirs n'en est au plus.que 

le prétexte • (LXXXI. 178). 

8In his analysis of Madame de Merteuil, Hugo 
Friedrich (-Immoralismus und Tugendideal in Liaisons 
Dangereuses·, Romanisehe Forschungen, 1935, XLIX, pp.317-}42), 
sees in her sel~-examination, self-analysis and sel~-control 
the principles by which the Stoics, the Cartesians and the 
Jesuits governed themselves. He points out that the 
Marquise uses them in order to attain a mastery o~ soul 
that enables her to dominate others in~~libly. 



Since Merteui1 and Va1mont, in their 1ucid ration-

a1ity. choose Power over Love, they deny themse1ves both the 

emotiona1 com~orts and the sexua1 satisfaction~hey provide 

~or their victims. Love as the exchange o~ two peop1e, 

the 10sing o~ onese1~ in another. cannot be experienced by 

the seducer whose princip1es ob1ige him (or her, in the case 

o~ Madame de Merteui1) to ~ind his happiness· within himse1~ 

(herse1~) and never ~o owe it to someone e1se. I~ 10ve is 

the surgica1 operation that Baude1aire spoke 0~,9 then the 

seducer is a1ways the surgeon. 

The Marquise and the vicomte discuss 10ve as a 

strategy. This game o~ 10ve bas been compared by Roger 

Vai11and to a Spanish corridas 

Le 1ibertinage, te1 que nous 1'a dépeint Lac10s, 
ressemb1e bien davantage à 1a corrida qu'au whist. 
C'est un.jeu dramatique, avec des ~igures bien 
détermine es aboutissant au -moment de vérité- et 
à 1a -mise à mort-.10 

The Marquise's exposition o~ her strategy is a 

treatise on 1ibertinage. The war~are she has engaged in 

is one in-which -i1 ~aut vaincre ou périr- but she has so 

mastered the art that she is convinced no one wi11 vanquish 

her. She bas preordained a combat in which nothing is 1e~t 

to chance. This se1~-1iberation o~ the 1ibertine from 

contingencies is the important point that Georges Pou1et 

9Char1es Baude1aire, Oeuvres Comp1~tes 
(P1éiade, 1964), pp. 1249 and 1257. 

1OVai11and. p. 51. 

14 
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~tresses about Les Liaisons Dangereuses in his La Distance 

Intérieure 1 "une pensée calculatrice [the seducer' e!J qui se 

fixe sur l'avenir pour lui imposer la forme qu'e11e s'est 

donnée comme fin."ll The seducer or seductress despises 

15 

the "occasion", they fight destiny. A victory either Valmont 

or La Merteui1 wou1d gain through circumstances would in fact 

be a defeat. Their code of libertinage is a strict one. 

The 1ibertine knows beforehand the issue of the intrigues 

he has set in motion. His interest in the affair is hence 

concentrated in the observation of the individua1 performances 

given him by his victims and in his active contribution to the 

timing of events • Pou1et appraises the Liaisons in these 

termsl 

••• 1'ivresse à froid, l'ivresse purement inte11ectue11e 
qu'exha1e un tel roman, réside dans la conscience aigüe 
de cette domination du temps par la vo1onté humaine • 
••• Au dessus de Va1mont 1e surveillant, le contrôlant, 
le critiquant, Mme de Merteuil se présente comme une 
sorte de superconscience de Valmont, qui, de haut et de 
loin, sera toujours 1à pour juger si 1'ouvrage exécuté 
correspond à 1'ouvrage projeté. 12 

Merteuil's firmness of purpose assured her success 

in becoming an examp1e of hypocrisy and earned for her 

Baudelaire's remarkl -Tartuffe femelle, tartuffe de moeurs, 

tartuffe du XVIIIe si~cle."lJ 

llGeorges Pou1et, ~ Distance Intérieure 
(Paris, 1952), p. 71. 

12Poulet. p. 72. 

lJSaude1aire, p.-642. 
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The manif01d and successive masks that Merteui1 assumes 

in order to remain in character, are of a different if not 

contrary qua1ity to those of the Neveu ~ Rameau. A1though 

indispensab1e to her, they are used s01e1y to hide her 

identity. They hide from the uninitiated a sou1 too ug1y 

to be seen naked. and a firm, unswerving purpose. And when 

Madame de Merteui1 is unmasked and disfigured by sma11-pox, 

the Marquis de *** epigrammatica11y observes that -1a ma1adie 

1'avait retournée, et qu'à présent son âme était sur sa 

figure~ (CLXXV, 398). The Marquise's sou1 was her -portrait-, 

it grew 01der and ug1ier 811 the time whi1e she 100ked unchanged. 

Merteui1 is the i11ustration of the extent to which 

society has forced some women of that age to deceit and which 

Lac10s has described in his essay on the Education. 

The Marquise's erotic tendencies existed in her 

since her youth. When fifteen, she married, and her wedding 

night was an objective, detached "~xpérience- for her. The 

p1easure she sought out of 1ife was not the -distractions 

futi1es- that one gathers in the -tourbi110n du monde" but 

that of depravation and corruption. She is devoid of the 

1east human affection and her epitaph for her dead husband 

i8 -et. quoique. à tout prendre. je n'eusse pas à me p1aindre 

de 1ui, je n'en sentis pas moins vivement 1e prix de 1a 1iberté 

qu'a11ait me donner mon veuvage et je me promis d'en bien 

profiter.- (LXXXI, 178). 
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She uses people merely as instruments for her 

pleasure, objects over which she can exert power. If 
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anyone obstructs her plans or even gives her the slightest 

offense, she avenges herself by destroying the offender. 

Vengeance, especially against men who think everything is 

permitted to them, is one of her prime motivationsl Cécile 

must be corrupted because Gercourt, Merteuil's former lover, 

has the intention of marrying her, Prévan~s career must ce 

ruined because he has spoken lightly of her, Madame de TourVel 

sacrifi~ed because Valmont has fallen in love with her, and 

Valmont killed because she feels she is losing her hold on him. 

Because she regards people as instruments, the 

Marquise enjoys perverting them to her own ends. She needs 

to possess their souis, to be their "divinité". She was 

original1y interested in Cécile because she had hoped to make 

use of her as an understudy, but when she discovers that the 

young girl will never become more than a "machine à plaisir~, 

a "femme facile", she decides on her destruction. Any 

person who allows himself to be governed by an urge, by 

something less than pure will, is distasteful to the Marquise. 

The seducer is to be independent not on1y from people but 

also from human passions. 

-N'étant emportée par aucune passion" is the reason 

for her success but also the Marquise's MOst sinister feature. 

For none of her doings has she the excuse of being blinded 



by her passions. Her animating motives -- whether revenge 

or p1easure -- are co1d-b1ooded, de1iberate, and crue1. 

She has not the excuse of the passionate 10ve of a Medea, or 

that of the mega10manic ambition of a Lady Macbeth~ The 

Marquise is proud of having annihi1ated a11 spontaneity in 

herse1f. 14 
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Madame de Merteui1 has a sovereign contempt for 

humanity in genera1 which she considera as perverted as herse1f, 

but far 1ess strong and inte11igent. Her contempt is due to 

humanity's inabi1ity to surmount its weakness as she be1ieves 

she has done, ahd its need to hi de it under other names. 

As an opponent the Marquise is the equa1 of any man. 

She knows 811 the stratagems of 1ibertinage, and hence no 

seducer, however c1ever, can outwit her. Where an honest 

woman 1ike the Présidente is trapped and vanquished, no man 

can c1aim victory over the Marquise. Honesty is at a dis-

advantage against deceit, whi1e deceit can fight deceit. 

And Merteui1 has over the ma1e 1ibertine the advantage of being 

incognito. 

14Her tota1 1ack of mora1 sense is not on1y disp1ayed 
in her 1ibertine activities. Of the tria1 on which her 
who1e fortune depends, she writes to Va1mont. ·Ce n'est pas 
que je sois inqui~te de 1'événement, d'abord j"ai raison ••• , 
et quand je ne 1"aurais pas! Je serais donc bien ma1adroite, 
si je ne savais pas gagner un proc~s, o~ je n'ai pour adver­
saires que des mineurs encore en bas âge et 1eur vieux tuteur!­
(CXIll, 271) 
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The extent to which she has succeeded is obvious 

when one compares her true face with her pub1ic one, and the 

interest of the book is reinforced by this constant dramatic 

irony. One of the most scathing instances of this irony is 

to be found when both Céci1e and her mother turn to Madame 

de Merteui1 for advice on the day fo11owing Céci1e's rape 

by Va1mont. 

-Le sty1e c'est 1'homme même- said Buffon, and one 

can think of few better examp1es than Madame de Merteui1. 

In the same manner as she wears masks impeccab1y she adopts 

the tone MoSt suitab1e to her correspondent. She has an 

unequa1ed abi1ity for driving peop1e to say or do wha~ she 

intends for them. She twists 10gic in such an amazing manner 

that her poison petrifies her vict~ before the victim is even 

aware of the injection. She exercises the fascination of the 

snake hypnotizing its prey before its imminent death, its 

b100d wi11 be shed, not hers. 

The Marquise tires quick1y of her worshippers. 

The steri1ity of her p1easures, the 1imited va1ue of her pursuit 

makes her demand constant variety. She is a praying mantis, 

once she has used the ma1e, she destroys him. But even more 

than constancy. her mascu1ine pride resents the comp1ete confi­

dence of a man in her. 

Je remarque surtout 1'insu1tante confiance qu'i1 
prend en moi. et 1a sécurité avec 1aque11e i1 me 
regarde .comme à 1ui pour toujours. J'en suis vraiment 
humi1iée. (CXIII, 211) 



She disp1ays a very masculine sexual pride when she declares 

to the Vicomte. "J'ai pu avoir quelquefois la prétention de 

remplacer à moi seule tout un sérailr mais il ne m'a jamais 

convenu d'en faire partie ,"' (CXXVII, J07). On1y a man she 

would consider superior to herself could fix her affections 

(if this word can be used at all in connection with the 

Marquise). Apart from Valmont for whom ~he has a certain 

respect, and once even felt something resembling love, she 

evaluates men from her superior position as no more than 

-manoeuvres d'amour". Furthermore, the masculine quality 
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of Madame de Merteuil is displayed in her physical attraction 

to Cécile and in the way in which she seduces Danceny. 

Her independence and pride are total. Merteuil 

does not narrate her adventures to Va1mont because she is in 

need of a confidant. Rer self-sufficiency does not require 

advice or moral support. The correspondence with Valmont 

is on1y another facet of the erotic enjoyment she extracts 

~rom life. It confirms her in her cynical superiority, 

and arrogantly she enjoys the praise of an a1most equal. 

Narrating her adventures is a way of reenacting them on a 

higher intellectual level. 

n though she has mastery of the techniques of 

love-making and greatly enjoys sexual relations (as an expert 

in the sport), she never permits herself to be ruled by 



sensua1ity a10ne. She enjoys her own expert performance 

both objective1y and subjective1y. There can never be for 

her the hea1thy physica1 abandonment of a Wife of Bath. 
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Her acceptance of sexua1 p1easure is subordinated to rationa1 

motives. This strict se1f-contr01 ensures that she never 

gives herse1f to p1easure without an inte11ectua1 decision 

to do so. 

-Caract~re sinistre et satanique- wrote Baude1aire 

of ~ Liaisons Dangereuses. Both these traits are MOst 

prominent1y disp1ayed in Merteui1. A11 human fe~1ings are 

suppressed in her. She i11ustrates perfect1y Baude1aire's 

axiom,'-La v01upté unique et suprême de 1'amour gît dans 

1a certitude de faire 1e ma1.-- Et 1'homme et 1a femme savent 

de naissance que dans 1e ma1 se trouve toute v01upté.- 15 

The portrait of Madame de Merteui1 is not an anti­

feministic one. Because the Marquise has renounced her 

feminine attributes, she is in a c1ass by herse1f. Lac10s 

is not using her as a satire against women. He had fee1ings 

of respect, tenderness and affection for them and was a firm 

be1iever in the -sensibi1ité- of women. What Lac10s so 

bri111ant1y exposed through Merteui1 is the society which made 

such a woman possib1e. Other eighteenth-century nove1ists 

have sketched simi1ar fema1e portraits (Lady Be11aston in 

15Baude1aire, pp. 1249-1250 



Tom Jones, Madame de la Pommeraye in Jacques le Fataliste, 

to mention but a few) but none have achieved so complete and 

detailed a portrait as Laclos. 

The key to the Marquise's character lies in her 
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eroticism. She is a being incapable of the passion of love. 

The seduction she indulges in is always accompanied by 

corruption both mental and moral. She is tota11y devoid of 

sensitiveness. 16 That her eroticism is mainly intellectual 

is illustrated in Letter X where she says that she read, while 

waiting for her lovers ·un chapitre du Sopha, une Lettre 

d'Héloïse et deux Contes de La Fontaine, pour recorder les 

différents tons que je voulais prendre.n ' (X, JO). 

The only literary character which to my mind, from 

the point of view of seduction and eroticism, bears a remark­

able resemblance to Madame de Merteuil is Kierkegaard's 

Johannes in the Diary of ~ Seducer. Because they both are 

unable to experience love, they take pleasure in provoking that 

passion in others in order to observe it and degrade it. 

The fact that Merteuil is a woman adds to her character a more 

awesome aspect but then, -ici comme dans la vie, la palme de 

la perversité reste à la femme.- 17 

16These traits conform with Claude Elsen's definition 
of -Homo Eroticus- in his article of that name in La Table 
Ronde (11, 1948),.p. 1910. He says in particular:--Mme de 
Merteuil est absolument détachée de toute notion de l'amour, 
sa passion est purement négative, désensibilisée. désincarnée. 
Elle nous rapproche de Sade-. 

17Baudelaire, p. 641. 
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Madame de Merteui1, on the evidence o~ Lac1os. 

is a composite character made out of traits o~ severa1 women. 

On insiste et 1'on me demandes Mme de Merteui1 
a-t-e11e jamais existé? Je 1'ignore. Je n'ai 
point prétendu faire une 1ibe11e ••• mais j'ai pu ••• 
rassemb1er dans un même personnage 1es traits épars 
du même caractère. J'ai donc peint. ou au moins 
j'ai vou1u peindre 1es noirceurs que des ~emmes 
dépravées s'étaient permises~ en couvrant 1eur vice 
de 1'hypocrisie des moeurs. 10 

To make his point c1ear, Lac10s compares his method to that 

by which Mo1ière describes his Tartuf~e. And Madame de 

Merteui1 is indeed a character as unforgettab1e as that of 

a Tartuffe or a Don Juan. 

Women, Lac10s te11s ÙS in ~ 1'Education ~ Femmes. 

in order to combat the s1avery to which they are subjected by 

men, deve10ped the power of dissimu1ation. The Marquise is 

the extreme examp1e of this type. The rea11y worthwhi1e 

woman. the Présidente. is the on1y -~emme nature11e- (cf. 

Letter VI, describing her and the chapter on the victims). 

She finds it her dut y to make the happiness of the man she 

10ves even at the expense of her own. The state of affairs 

which ca11s for the existence of women 1ike Merteui1 endangers 

the existence of women like the Présidente. The eighteenth-

century c1imate of opinion which offered man permission to 

refine and enjoy the 1ibertine's code denied compensating 

privi1eges to women. Thus it is not surprising that a woman 

of exceptiona1 qua1ities. in strugg1ing against this injustice 

180euvres Comp1ètes. pp. 690-1. 
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shou1d find it necessary to abdicate feminine characteristics. 

and therebycha11enge the exc1usive rights of men. 

Lac1os, the champion of women's equa1ity, knew 

that he was fighting for an a1most impossib1e cause. He 

says in ~ 1'Education. "I1 n'est aucun moyen de perfec­

tionner 1'éducation des femmes.- 19 And Madame de Merteui1, 

-née pour venger mon sexe et maîtriser 1e vôtre,- is the best 

case in point. trying to equa1 man, she has on1y succeeded 

in overreaching her mark, she has become his superior. 

190euvres Comp1ètes, p. 403. 



IIT. LOVELACE, "THE ONLY DON JUAN 

IN ENGLISH FICTION" 
(V.S. Pritchett) 



( 

Of Richardson's ma1e characters, the one who has 

attracted most critica1 attention is Love1ace. Towards the 

end of the eighteenth-century he had become a symbo1. 

His name was used to identify a certain category of menl 

the dashing, bo1d and irresistib1e seducer who makes of 

seduction a dead1y game in which he expends a11 of his 
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energya -Love1ace est, avec Va1mont, des Liaisons Dangereuses, 

1e type de 1a ga1anterie du sièc1e d'~ Riche1ieu ou d'un 

Ba1timore. L'amour s'appe11e 1'intrigue, 1a 1utte, 1e 

sang versé,·1 says Texte, and 1ater adds, ·Va1mont, c'est 

Love1ace français.- 2 Mario Praz a1so refers to Va1mont 

as -the French Love1ace,·3 whi1e A.O. A1dridge writes, 

·Va1mont descend aussi du vrai Don Juan ang1ais, non point 

du muf1e absurde du Libertine, de Shadwe11, mais 1e roué 

accomp1i du roman de Richardson, C1arisse Har1owe.·4 

A1though the character of Love1ace is suggestive 

of the archetypa1 seducer, an ana1ysis of his speech and 

actions revea1s certain characteristics which are contrary 

to the type he is supposed to exemp1ifY. Va1mont has a much 

1Joseph Texte, Jean-Jacques Rousseau et 1es 
or~gines ~ Cosmopo1itisme 1ittéraire (Paris, 1~5r;-p. 22). 

2Texte, p. 275. 

3Mario Praz, ~ Romantic Agonx (New York, 1956), 
p. 201. 

4 A1fred Owen A1dridge, Essai ~~ personnages 
~ Liaisons dangereuses (Archive des 1ettres modernes, 1960) 
p. 29. 
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better c1aim to Love1ace's reputation than Love1ace himse1f. 5 

This chapter wi11 consider. on the one band. the e1ements in 

Love1ace's character which conform to those of the 1ibertine. 

and. on the other. the traits and actions which. by contra­

dicting these e1ements.negate them. 

Por Richardson. Love1ace is a representative of 

a certain section of the nobi1ity and as such he embodies 

the va1ues Most opposite to those of the bourgeoisie. He is 

wbat Richardson secret1y fears and probab1y envies and admires. 

Love1ace presented a very intricate artistic prob1em for 

Richardson. to paint an arch-vi11ain who wou1d nonethe1ess 

have qua1ities that wou1d exp1ain his heroine's attachment 

to him and her preference of him to other men. and at the same 

time make this vi11ain meditate upon womankind and the diffi­

cu1ties of being evi1 in order to instruct the readers. 

Hence the difficu1ties in creating such a character stem from 

Richardson's desire to endow Love1ace with attractive as we11 

as repu1sive traits of persona1ity. What Richardson considers 

to be attractive qua1ities are puritan virtues. which if they 

might appea1 to C1arissa are out of keeping with the character 

of a 1ibertine. Rad he mere1y made Love1ace pretend to possess 

these virtues. instead of endowing him with them. his character 

5H.T. Hopkinson. in his artic1e. -Robert Love1aces 
The Romantic Cad.- Horizon. X (1944). pp. 80-104. considers 
Love1ace as the supreme examp1e of the cad in 1iterature. 
superior to Va1mont. Yet. in order to define the cad, he 
uses quotations from Va1mont's 1etters! 



wou1d have been more convincing. Tn answering contemporary 

objections to the authenticity of Love1ace"s character. 

Richardson wrote on two occasions to his friend. Aaron Hï11s 

With regard to the Character of Love1ace ••• I must 
own that I am a good dea1 warped by the Character of 

and. 

a Gent1eman I had in my Eye. when I drew both him 
and !IIr. B. in Pame1a. The best of that Gent1eman 
for the 1atter. the worst of him for Love1ace. made 
sti11 worse by ming1ing the worst of two other 
Characters. that were we11 known to me. of that 
Gent1eman"s Acquaintance. And this made me say in 
my 1ast. that I aimed at an uncommon, a1tho" I 
supposed, a not quite unnatura1 Character. 6 

I had not in my Aim, to write, after anything I ever 
read, or heard ta1k"d of, tho" I had in my Eye some­
thing I had seen Years ago. 7 

Despite these assertions, it is difficu1t to imagine a rea1 
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Love1ace. Richardson"s 1ack of fami1iarity with the nobi1ity 

-- he came from a fami1y of -midd1ing note- is at odds wi th 

his fascination with them and exp1ains some of the incongruities 

in Love1ace's character and behaviour. 

Richardson repeated1y te11s his reader that 

Love1ace is a rake and a 1ibertine, who prides himse1f on 

seducing young gir1s and, true to the 1ibertine code, is more 

interested in the process of the chase than in the actua1 

consu1DlDEJtion. He writes to Joseph Leman. 

I do assure you, Joseph, that I have ever had more 
p1easure in my contrivances, than in the end of them. 

6Se1ected Lettera of Samue1 Richardson, ed. John Carro1 
(O~o~, 1964), p. 79. --

7Se1ected Letters. p. 76. 



l am no sensua1 mana but a man of spirit -­
one woman is 1ike another -- you understand me. 
Joseph. In coursing. a11 the sport is madeby 
the winding hare -- a barn-door chick is better 
eating --~ YOU ~~. Joseph. 8 
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Once his purpose is achieved he is no 10nger interested in 

his victim. but he does not forget to provide for her and her 

offspring -according to the degree of its mothera
. (II.xJ.i.148). 

His 'mora1ity' makes him -shun common women -- a piece of 

justice l owed to innocent 1adies. as we11 as to myse1f ••• 

marry off a former mistress. if possib1e, before taking a 

new one- (II, x1i. 148). He is easi1y shocked by 1ax sensua1 

behaviour and congratu1ates himse1f on the fact that he a1most 

never contributed to adu1tery. which he considers to be a 

grievous sin. 

In fact, Love1ace manages his 10ves with the same 

prudence and economy with which C1arissa manages her father's 

househo1d or distributes a1ms to the -deserving poor~~ The 

mora1 ob1igation that Love1ace fee1s towards his victims 

as we11 as his generosity -according to degree- -- smacks more 

8C1arissa, II, x1i, 147. 
the Everyman edition (London, 1967). 
wi11 be to this edition. 

The text is that of 
Subsequent reference 

The very emphasis with which Love1ace asserts his 
1ack of sensua1ity -- the a1most hysterica1 need to have his 
correspondent be1ieve him -- arouses the reader's suspicions 
about his statement. It ref1ects Love1ace's basic insecurity 
in the rô1e of a rake. To be accepted as a rake is one thingl 
to fee1 the need to persuade others, verba11y, is quite another. 
The very 10quaci ty of Love1ace, .hen set against his compara­
tive 1ack of activity, justifies a be1ief that the character 
of raite does not sit easi1y upon his pers ona1ity ! 



of a puritan nouveau-riche than of a true 1ibertine, if on1y 

because it arises from his need, -whenever l have committed 

29 

a very capita1 enormity, to do some good by way of atonement-

(l, xxxiv, 173). A1though he constant1y prides himse1f on 

being wicked, his evi1 deeds fi11 him with gui1t and he takes 

refuge in the thought -that it ls not out of my power to reform." 

(l, xxxiv, 173). 

As Love1ace's sensua1ity, a1beit strenuous1y 

denied, is a characteristic which prevents him from being 

c1assified as a true libertine, so too does his proc1ivity 

for good works. This busy conscience, over1adened by a 

distinctive snobbery or c1ass-consciousness, May we11 ref1ect 

Richardson's attempt to achieve psycho10gical rea1ity, but 

it cannot he1p but detract from a portrait of libertinage. 

One senses more the socia1 and mora1 values of the author 

(and one doubts the soci010gica1 insight of Richardson's 

narrow, midd1e-c1ass out100k where nobi1ity is concerned), 

than the natura1 motivation of the character. 

Where his -honour- is at stake, however, Lovelace 

does have the 1ibertine pride and code of vengeance. In fact, 

pride is the mainspring of his behaviour and forces him to 

act against his inc1ination, -I am Mad with love, fired by 

revenge. puzz1ed with my own devices, my invention is my curse, 

my pride my punishment - (II, cxvii, 460). He will punish 

C1arissa for not 10ving him and for preferring her fami1y to him. 
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He finds satisfaction in p10ts and contrivances. 

On the subject of C1arissa, he writes to Be1ford, "there are 

so Many stimu1atives to such a spirit as mine in this affair, 

besides 10vel such a fie1d of stratagem and contrivance. 

which thou knowest to be the delight of my heart.·' (l, xxxi, 150). 

Statements such as these are from the true 1ibertine creed 

and are often found in Love1ace's correspondencel "more tru1y 

de1ightf~1 to me the seduction process than the crowning act," 

(II, xciv, 337), and, "I 10ve, when l dig a pit, to have my 

prey tumb1e in with secure feet and open eyes". (II, xxviii, 102). 

But, here again, the statements of faith which pepper his 

1etters, are contradicted by the rea1ity o~ action, that wi11 

be considered 1ater. 

To estab1ish more forcefu11y and remarkab1y his 

.reputation, to give him more g1amour, Richardson makes 

Love1ace the 1eader of a coterie of 1ibertines. In this 

capacity he offers advice on seduction and provides his friends 

with 1engthy written reports on his own activities -- for their 

edification! Yet at the end of the book, whi1e trying to 

excuse his conduct to Be1ford. Love1ace accuses the 1atter of 

having initiated a great dea1 of the seduction from which he 

(Love1ace) benefitted because of his good 100ks. 

In the two thousand pages which constitute C1arissa, 

the reader has amp1e opportunity to become acquainted with 

Love1ace, a1though it is not unti1 Letter xxxi that one actua11y 
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me.ets him. The early letters conta in descriptions of him; 

reports and anecdotes about him,9 which lead one to expect 

a highly Lntelligent, ruthless young nobleman who would subtly 

and successfully capitalize on his powers of seduction, and 

who is exceptionally talented in the art of manipul.ating human 

beings. Yet when one finally meets h~ and sees h~ in action, 

one is sadly disappointed. Lovelace, unl.ike the true libertine, 

has little control over his emotions and he is easily checked 

by Clarissa"s defensive virtue. His machinations are quickly 

discovered and despised by her watchful intelligence, as she 

writes to Miss Howe. 

To threaten as he threatens; yet to pretend, that 
it is not to intimidate me; and to beg you not to 
tell ~, when he must know how you would, and no­
doubt 1ntended that you shoul.d, is so meanly artful! 
The man must think he has a frightful fool to deal 
with. CI, lv, 281) 

At the first substantial challenge to h~ as a 

seducer, Lovelace"s plots remain simply in his mind, for he 

lacks the ruthless and determined ability to overcome her 

9To cite but a few. his clever behaviour in getting 
rid of Arabella Harlowe (l, ii), his successfu1 fanning of 
resentment in the Harlowe familYJ C1arissa"s comment on his 
letters to her, -if he has a design by this conduct Csometimes 
complaining of my shyness, at others exul.ting in my imaginary 
favours) to induce me at one t~e to acquiesce with his compli­
ments, at another ta be more complaisant for his complaints; 
and if the contradiction be not the effect of his inattention 
and giddiness J l sha1l th:ink h~ as deep and as artful. (too 
probably, as practised) a creature as ever lived. w (l, xxvi,124) 

.1 



outraged protestations. In his final assau1t, he permits 

himse1f to be inf1uenced and even aided by Mrs. Sinc1air 

and her 'nymphs' in the brothe1, so that the final crisis is 
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as much of their making as of his own. That he is driven to 

such straits is due in part to the fact that he has no insight 

into C1arissa's persona1ity and cannot formu1ate a psych010gical1y 

sound p1an for attaining her 10ve. Confronted by C1arissa, 

a11 of Love1ace's powers fai1 him. He is at a 10ss how to act 

with her. His perp1exity is that of a shy admirer, not of a 

we11-seasoned seducer. His juveni1e and b1ustering methods 

of seduction which Richardson considers b01d and daring 

are revea1ed in this candid ref1ectiona ·what can a 10ver say 

to his mistress if she wi11 neither 1et him 1ie nor swear?· 

(II, iv, 15). 

It is not surprising that Love1ace is unab1e to 

understand C1arissa. His seduction of Sa11y Martin and 

P011y Horton, described in the Conc1usion, reveal that, 

heretofore, he had found 'victims' who were more than ready 

to be seduced. The confrontation of Love1ace and C1arissa 

is of an entire1y different order. It is a thin version of 

a batt1e of the sexes su ch as that which opposes Valmont and 

Madame de Merteui1. Both protagonists see themse1ves as 

champions of their sexes and it is a war for supremacy which they 

wage. Love1ace exc1aims, ·suRh a triumph over the who1e sex, 



if l can subdue this 1ady!- (II, iv, 15). He is fond of 

making wi1d genera1izations about women, just as C1arissa is 

about men. 
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Whatever suc cess Love1ace can c1aim in this war 

against C1arissa is not due to the inf1uence he has over her 

not once is her wi11 subservient to his -- but to intimidation. 

He a1ways endeavours to subdue her physical1y. When she makes 

her decision to go offwith him he takes h01d of her arm and 

tries to pu11 her after him. He proceeds with her seduction 

by physica1 means on1y. He hopes that by arousing her senses 

he wi11 possess her. He continua11y tries to kiss and fond1e 

her and stages episodes (such as the fire scene), to 1ead her, 

preferab1y in astate of.lundress, into his arms. He cannot 

understand that the 1iberties he tries to take with her serve 

on1y to frigbten and disgust her. 

The discrepancy between the projected image and 

the rea1ity of Love1ace as a 1ibertine, stems from the strugg1e 

which takes p1ace within him between his pride (and his desire 

for revenge against the Har1owes), and his admiration for 

C1arissa's virtue, as we11 as his rea1 10ve for her. 

Richardson has 1aboured to endow his seducer with 

some of the abi1ities necessary to a true 1ibertine. Love1ace 

is ingeni.ous. He speaks the truth as if it were falsehood 

and pretends that events caused by him are fa1se1y imputed 



to him. Clarissa immediately writes to Miss Howe. 

-he regrets my indifference to himr which puts a1l the 

hope he has in my favour upon the shocking usage l receive 

~rom my friends. n (I. lxxv, 368). . He confesses his 

actions in order to hide his motives: he tells Clarissa 

that he has asked a friend to inform the Harlowes that he 

will not permit them to carry her to her uncle. 
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However, once C1arissa is in his power. Love1ace, 

out of sheer delight in p1aying parts and inventing p1ots, 

continues his machinations even though they are quite un­

necessary and bound to be discovered, hence achieving a con­

trary effect to that desired, by making C1arissa despise him 

the more. He behaves Most of the time as if he were com­

pu1sively 1ed to act against his own avowed interests. This 

self-sabotage is difficult to understand from the artistic 

point of view and can on1y be attributed to the censorious 

work of Richardson's puritanisme 3ecause of it Lovelace, 

who wou1d give his sou1 to be 10ved by C1arissa. manages to 

become insufferable to her (see II, x1vi, 167). C1arissa 

writes, -he took care, great care, that l shou1d rein in 

betimes any passion that l might have had for him. had he 

known how to be but common1y gratefu1 and generous!- (IV, 

x1viii. 111). 

Lovelace's clever device of iso1ating Clarissa and 

encouraging her persecution by her relatives achieves his end 



and furthers his p10t. C1arissa cannot he1p comparing 

the attitude and behaviour of her fami1y towards her with 

those of Love1ace, to his great advantage. (I,x1). As 

effective as his feigned charac12ristics and his stratagems, 

are his natura1 qua1ities. He is, for examp1e, generous 
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and shows a 1argesse with money entire1y opposed to the 

grasping stinginess of her fami1y. C1arissa responds to 

these natura1 qua1ities without any need for Love1ace to 

invent them. He is at the same time prudent in money matters 

and repays his debts, a fact which not on1y further endears 

him to C1arissa, but which a1so betokens something of a 

bourgeois business sense. In fact, apart from his attitude 

towards "the Sex," Love1ace is a 'respectab1e' nob1eman; 

"this l May venture to say, that the principa1 b10t in my 

escutcheon is owing to these gir1s, these confounded gir1s. 

But for them l cou1d go to church with a good conscience. 

but when l do, there they are. Everywhere does Satan spread 

his snares for me!" (II, vii, 24). 

This one deviation from respectabi1ity Richardson 

attributes to a first unrequited 10ve, which bas made Love1ace 

decide to avenge himse1f for the unfaithfulness of one woman 

on a11 women. (l, xxxi). Having become a 1ibertine through 

circumstances more than by temperament, he has a 10nging for 

true and pure 10ve, envying those who experience it; "wbat 

would l give to have so innocent and so good a heart as either 



my Rosebud's or Johnny's·, (l, xxxiv, 172),and he admits 

that he hates 1ove, ·because 'tis my master. M 

For a11 of his boasting Love1ace manages to con­

travene the 1ibertine code because he is obvious1y a man of 

repressed sensua1ity, who fa11s in 10ve with 'one wornan' and, 

worst crime of a11, when it comes to the u1timate test of his 

power, he rapes his victim. By raping C1arissa he shows 

his weakness, not his strength. He revea1s a 1ack of confi-

dence in his powers of contrivance by using brute force and 

not 'spirit' as the means of physica1 possession. What set 

out to be the conquest of C1arissa, ends as the destruction 

of Love1ace. 

The situation is rendered even more pathetic and 

incongruous in the 1ight of Love1ace's ear1ier views on the 

subjectl Mrapes are unnatura1 thingsl and more rare than are 

imagined, Joseph. l shou1d be 10ath to be put to such a 

strait. l never wasM: (II, x1i, 148), -abhorred be force, 

be the necessity of force, if that can be avoided! There is 

no triumph in force. No conquest over the wi11. No pre­

vai1ing by gent1e degrees, over the gent1e passions! Force 

is the devi1!- (II, ciii, 398). The reader cornes to the 

rea1isation that a1though Love1ace can be generous and manage 

his estate, he actua11y has very 1itt1e contro1 over his 

repressed senses, whi1e he can disp1ay, for a certain period, 

a chi1d's amazing and unbending opinionatedness when he desires 
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something. He appears cynica1 yet, in spite of Richardson"s 

statements to the contrary, he is not sophisticated enough, 

part1y because Richardson himse1f 1acked sophistication. 

Love1ace is very much a "stage rake" of Richardson"s own 

imagination, his own puritan repressions, compensation and 

sadisme He permits himse1f to be prompted by the very 

creatures he despisesl prostitutes. Love1ace takes C1arissa 

to Mrs. Sinc1air's house because he cannot re1y upon his wit 

a10ne to master her. He needs other peop1e and a degrading 

setting to accomp1ish thisl -1 am ashamed to te11 thee what 

a poor creature she made me 100k 1ike! But l cou1d have t01d 

her something that wou1d have humb1ed her pretty pride at the 

instant, had she been in a proper p1ace, and prope~ company 

about her.- (II, ix, 32). This is why he fee1s it necessary 

to set C1arissa up in Mrs. Sinc1air's 10dgings. Va1mont, 

by cont~ast, seduces Madame de Tourve1 by an appea1 to her 

emotions in her own 1iving-room! 

Not on1y does Love1ace fina11y betray the princip1es 

by which he professes to 1ive, but a1so MOSt of his 'positive" 

characteristics as a 1ibertine are not convincing. -In his 

pre fat ory chapter to the Works ~ Richardson, Sir Les1ie 

Stephen writesl 

Love1ace, in spite of the c1everness attributed 
to him, is rea11y a MOSt imbeci1e schemer. The 
first princip1e of a vi11ain shou1d be to te11 as 
few 1ies as wi11 serve his purpose. but Love1ace 
invents such e1aborate and comp1icated p10ts, 



presentlng so Many chances of detection and 
introducing so Many persons into his secrets. 
that it is evident that in rea1 1ife he wou1d 
have broken down in a week. 10 
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It is not mere1y the authenticity of Love1ace as a be1ievab1e 

person which is in question. but a1so the accuracy of Richardso~s 

portrait of a 1ibertine. 

A wi1d andexa1ted imagination seems ~o be Love1ace's 

inspiration. It manifests itse1f in hare-brained schemes and 

1eads him to irrationa1 behaviour and thinking. In this 

respect he is the exact opposite of the Va1mont type of eighteenth­

century 1ibertine. who is quintessentia11y a rationa1 man. 

Love1ace is rea11y a pre-Romantic character. who 1ives in a 

wor1d of day-dreams constant1y dashed by rea1ity. a1though 

without 10sing his se1f-satisfaction or his pride in what he 

considers to be his superior ta1ents. He is much c10ser to 

some of Prévost's heroes than to ~he 1ibertines of Restoration 

comedy. to Don Juan. or to Va1mont. 

In his Postscript to C1arissa. Richardson te11s 

his readers thatl 

it has been thought. by some worthy and ingenious 
persons. that if Love1ace had been drawn an infide1 
or scoffer. his character. according to the taste 
of the present worse than sceptica1 age. wou1d have 
been more natura1. (IV. 559) 

but the arguments which he uses to defend his character's 

re1igious creed are tota11y unconvincing. Love1ace's be1ief 

10Sir Les1ie Stephen. ed. The Works ~ Samue1 
Richardson. l (London. 1883-84). x1ix=ï. 



in God and the afterwor1d, his disquisitions on the sou1. 

(II, xvii, 59, IV 1vi; IV cii) ,are s~p1y another aspect 

of his mudd1ed persona1ity. Furthermore, he is not on1y 
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bien-pensant. He has a pr01ific tendency towards mora1iza-

tion and often can express himse1f -- quite serious1y -­

a1most as edifying1y as the virtuous C1arissa herse1f. 

of this l am abs01ute1y convinced, that if a man 
ever intends to marry, and to enjoy in peace his 
own ref1ections, and not be afraid of retri­
bution, or of the consequences of his own examp1e, 
he shou1d never be a rake. (III, cxiii, 475) 

If Love1ace too often expresses views that are out of keeping 

with his 1ibertine attributes, it is because Richardson, 

intent on edification above a11 e1se, uses his arch-vi11ain 

no 1ess than the other characters to educate contemporary 

young 1adies in their conduct. He fee1s that remarks on 

women and the way in which they shou1d behave wou1d be MOSt 

appropriate from the pen of one supposed to be so we11 

acquainted with them; he does this at no 1itt1e cost to 

aesthetic and psych010gica1 propriety as grasped by modern 

sensibi1ity. 

This over-riding high-seriousness of purpose a1so 

he1ps to undermine Richardson's efforts to endow his hero 

with 'wit'. It is hard for a modern reader to find Love1ace's· 

heavy-handed bantering either witt Y or amusing. In his 1etters 

1ightness of sty1e, 1ike that which he adopts with Be1ford, 

consists main1y of invective and insu1ts to his correspondents, 

as we11 as postured boasting about himse1f. 

" . 
, 
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Wa1ter A1len says of Lovelace that "he stands 

out with the daemonic magnetism of a figure of myth,"ll 

yet he fails to inspire the awe and fear which evil engenders. 

On the contrary, he is rather pitiful in his bungling libertin-

age because he is obvious1y oversexed and thus tormented by 

passions he cannot contro1. 

The co1lection of contradictory traits -- often 

mutually cance11ing one another -- which constitute Lovelace's 

character, far from showing a man who acts according to a 

firm set of belie~s, reveals a schizophrenie personality. 

He is constantly tom between a strong sex-drive and a desire 

to be virtuous on the one hand, and a delight in mischief on 

the other. This delight in mischief is accompanied by sado-

masochistic12 traits which he shares with other characters in 

the novel, especially with the contemptible Solmes. He 

greatly enjoys Clarissa's confusion and tears, "1 find ~ 

pleasure in olaying the tyrant ~ what l love". (III, vi, 65). 

Whenever she expresses her contempt for him in scathing terms, 

he admires and loves her more than ever; ·your scorn but 

augments my 1ove!· (II!, x1vi. 261). 

l1Walter Al1en, The English Novel (London, 1958),_ p.50. 
l2·Sa dism is, no doubt, the-ultimate form which the 

ei~~teenth-century view of the mascu1ine rôle invo1veds and 
it makes the female rôle one in which the woman is, and can 
only be, the prey: to use another of Lovelace's metaphors, 
man is a spider. and woman is the predestined f1y.- Watt. p.2)1. 
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In the sexual altercation between good and evil, 

the widow Sinqlai~ and her nymphs personify Lovelace's pen­

chant for evil, they are his satanic alter-ego, while Clarissa 

is the embodiment of his aspirations towards virtue. Lovelace's 

soul is according to Richardson, the battlefield between God 

and Satan. Belief in God and moral retribution, the choice 

of evil with the full consciousness of doing wrong, relate 

Lovelace more closely to the seventeenth-century or the romantic 

notion of a libertine than to Valmont, whose rationalism makes 

him a true eighteenth-century man. Yet, whereas the rake of 

the seventeenth-century sets himself in defiance to God, 

Lovelace is so steeped in Richardson's own imagination that 

he hopes to reconcile himself to Rim. 

In the final analysis, Lovelace is nothing more than 

a young oversexed nobleman spoiled by the facilities obtained 

by his birth, his good looks and his fortune. He is a pri-

vileged young aristocrat who intends to sow his wild oats 

as gaily as possible (in a pre-romantic fashion) during his 

youth, yet with the ultimate intention of eventually settling 

down respectably -- a rather unbalanced young man, endowed 

with a strong sexual drive, .puritan repression, and sado-

masochistic fantasies. His only tragedy is the meeting and 

falling in love with Clarissa too early, before he has grown 

out of his post-pubertal complexes. 



If, very often, insofar as reports and professions 

of faith are concerned, Love1ace appears to be the prototype 

of the 1ibertine, in practise he is simp1y a wou1d-be stage 

1ibertine13 who has fai1ed. Libertines, Richardson style, 

are frustrated, over-sexed enthusiasts, doomed to wretched 

lives and ends (1ike Love1ace), un1ess they happen to be 

rec1aimed like Belford. 

13por interesting studies on Richardson's debt to 
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the theater. see H.G. Ward. -Richardson's Character of Lovelace-. 
Modern Language Revie •• VII (1912). 494-98; George Sherburn. 
-Samue1 Richardson's Nove1s and the Theaters A Theory Sketched-Oy 
Phi10lofica1 Quarter1x. XLI (1962), 325-29. and Leo Hughes, 
-Theatr cal Convention in Richardson. Some Obs~rvations on 
a Nove1ist's Technique-, Restoration ~ Eighteenth-Century 
Literature. ed. C.C. Camden (Ch1cago. 1963). 



IV. "LE VICOMTE DE VALMONT. DON JUAN 

DE METIER. EXPERT ET DIABOLIQUE­
(André lt1aurois) 



In a preface to ~ Liaisons Dangereuses, 

André Gide writes of the Vicomte de Va1mont. 

That demoniac hero fosters in himse1f an inf1exib1e 
hatred of everything pure ••• he gives himse1f up 
to it with a fixed and tenacious app1ication which 
a1most takes in him the p1ace of virtue ••• He does 
not abandon himse1f to evi1, he does not weak1y 
consent to iti he strives after it, out of vanity, 
out of pride. 

In contrast to Richardson, Lac10s has created in the character 

of Valmont the true prototype of the libertine. a man who 

has rationally set for himse1f a code of behaviour and who 

1ives in accordance with it. This code inv01ves the seduction 

and manipulation of human beings. It is exacting and does 

not a110w se1f-indu1gence, "1a vertu qu'exige 1e 1ibertinage 

demande une longue formation et un continuel exercice. 11 

en est ainsi de toute vertu. n'importe que1 manuel de Jésuites 

nous 1'apprend."2 

The usual end of seduction, the physica1 possession 

of another person, is re1atively unimportant: what matters 

are the steps leading to it and the abs01ute contr01 of the 

inner life of the victim. The satisfaction of the seducer 

springs from the fee1ing of superiority he has over others, 

who se 1ife and actions he contro1s at wi11. In an era where 

bedroom prowess was rather common, the 1ibertine added interest 

to his 1ife, as we11 as a sense of being, by a sophisticated 

1André Gide, "Preface.- Les Liaisons Dangereuses, 
trans1. Ernest Dowson (London, 194007 p. ix-x. 

2Vai1land, p. 61. 
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system of destruction of his victims 1 •• séduire, c'est aussi 

se rendre rée1 et se rendre nécessaire. Le Séducteur est 

ce1ui avec qui 1'on ne peut pas ne pas compter."J Once 

Va1mont knows that the Présidente de Tourve1 is in 10ve with 

him, his main concern is to avoid too easy a seduction,4 

a "séduction ordinaire !"'. 

mon projet au contraire, est qu'e11e sente, 
qu'e11e sente bien 1a va1eur et 1'étendue de 
chacun des sacrifices qu'e11e me fera; de ne 
pas·.1a conduire si vi te, que 1e remords ne puisse 
1a suivre, de faire expier sa vertu dans une 
1ente agonie, de 1a fixer sans cesse sur ce 
déso1ant spectac1e, et de ne 1ui accorder 1e 
bonheur de m'avoir dans. ses bras, qu'apr~s 
1'avoir forcée à n'en p1us dissimu1er 1e désir. 
(LXX, 14J) 

A seducer of Va1mont's c1ass despises faci1ity, 

he must prove his daring by confronting obstac1es worthy 

of him. Renee Va1mont's de1iberate choice of the 

Présidente. "sa dévotion, son amour conjuga1, ses principes 

aust~res· (IV, 17), make her an idea1 object of a 1ibertine's 

conquest, "Loin de moi de détruire 1es préjugés qui 

1'assi~gent! i18 ajouteront à mon bonheur et à ma g10ire " 

(VI, 22). 

Va1mont makes painstaking and de1iberate use of 

his inte11ect in the seduction of Madame de Tourve1. He 

knows that in dea1ing with her he must 1ie as 1itt1e as possib1e, 

JC1aude E1sen, ~ Eroticus (Paris, 195J), p.47. 
4Wher~as Love1ace, as soon as by means of the 

ipecacuanha p10t rea1izes that C1arissa 10ves him. wants 
immediate1y to attempt her virtue! 



so he tells her, ·comme en m'accusant,· what sort of man 

he really is. His letters to her are full of irony. He 

tells her open1y what he will do to her while pretending 

that this is what he would have done had he not, owing to 

her influence, given up "ses erreurs." His letters to her 

are woven through with false sincerity, double-entendre and 

feigned virtue. 

Like any true libertine, Valmont is profane and 

cynical. In order to touch the Présidente de Tourvel's 
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sense of charity, he saves a poor family from the bailiff 

and asks them, in return for this gesture of generosity 

(which he knows will impress the Présidente), "de prier Dieu 

pour le succ~s de mes projets- (XXI, 48-49), that is, the 

Présidente's seduction. He feels that Madame de Tourvel's 

abdication of her pious principles will make him the rival 

of God. (VI. 22). 

Where Lovelace, in one of his exa1ted moments, dreams 

of intruding on Clarissa disguised as a clergymani Valmont 

succeeds in convincing a priest of his (Valmont's) good faith 

in regard to Madame de Tourvel. And thanks in part at least 

to P~re Anselme's genuine plea on his behalf, Valmont succeeds 

in seducing her. 5 

5Emile Dard, in Le Général Choderlos de Laclos (Paris, 
1936), compares Valmont to:Lovelace (_hom he finds more attractive) 
and attributes the "voltairien ricanant- aspect of Valmont and 
his "esprit sec et lucide" to the chronological difference 
between the novels. -Par là' (in the depicting of the effects 
o~ vanity in love] son livre d'une originalité si profonde, 
prend une portée historique considérable- p. 73. 



Va1mont's cynicism and comp1ete profanation of 

10ve is disp1ayed in the Emi1ie episoder an episode which 

far surpasses in its incisive wit the doub1e-entendre of 

Love1ace, or his p1acing of C1arissa in a bawdy house. 

Va1mont's 1etter to the Présidente (XLVIII), shows his pure 

inte11ectua1ity, his wit, and his 1ack of what we 1ike to 

think of as -human attributes.- His méchanceté reaches 

a1most Satanic proportions here. 

The seducer has no remorse for his actions and 
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finds it natura1 to perpetrate the MoSt horrib1e deeds, but 

shou1d a Madame de V01anges w~ite to a Madame de Tourve1 

exposing his misdeeds, thereby harming him, he has no scrup1e 

in avenging himse1f in a MOSt crue1 manner. 6 In so doing 

he experiences an inte11ectua1 p1easure equa1 to that of 

seduction, since they.are both based on a sense of power over 

others. The 1ife of the 1ibertine is condensed in these 

1ines that Va1mont writes to the Marquise after having persuàded 

the maid to pick Madame de Tourve1's pockets and provide him 

with her private correspondence, -j'ai dévoi1é un doub1e 

myst~re d'amour et d'iniquités je jouirai de 1'un, je me 

vengerai de 1'autre, je vo1erai de p1~sirs en p1aisirs.-

(XLIV. 92). 

~ove1ace, incensed by Miss Howe"s 1etters to 
C1arissa because they expose him. e1aborates a fantastic 
p1an to avenge himse1f. which he never does, never cou1d, 
put into action. 



Madame de Volanges, who has no illusions about 

Valmont, describes his libertine designs accurately: 

Sa conduite est le résultat de ses principes. 
Il sait calculer tout ce qu'un homme peut se 
permettre d'horreurs sans se compromettrer 
et pour être méchant et cruel sans danger, 
il a choisi les femmes pour victimes. (IX, 26) 

The Présidente's answer to Madame de Volange's cautionary 

letter, -enfin, si j'avais un frère, je désirerais qu'il 

fût tel que Monsieur de Valmont se montre ici- (XI, 32), 

is a tribute to the mastery Va1mont has ~cquired in the art 

of deception, and to his knowledge of people, which allows 

him to assume the _ ch~racter most appealing to his chosen 

victims. 

The idea of seducing Cécile does not particularly 

fascinate Valmont because her inexperience and youth make 

her an all too easy prey. As a matter of fact, Cécile for 

him is such an easy victim that he goes on with the scheme 

for the most part to please Madame de Merteuil. Lovelace, 

on the other hand, is entranced by the freshness of Rosebud 

(vlrginity is a balt for him and an essential prerequisite 
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to attract his attentions). Had he succumbed to his desire, 

Lovelace would no doubt bave been satisfied merely with 

physica1 possession. Valmont cannot stop at that. His 

seduction ls more complexl it is much more moral corruption 

than physica1 possession. He makes it a point to deprave 

Cécile and he knows exactly what steps to fol1ow to achieve 



this since he has done it before (Letter ex). As he has 

used père Anse1me to further his seduction of Madame de 

Tourve1, so h~ cynica11y and ironica11y uses eéci1e's young 

suitor, Danceny, in order to possess her. 
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It is not so much the need for mutua1 confidence 

that prompts Va1mont to correspond with Madame de Merteui1. 

They are both se1f-sufficientl but each wishes to reca11 

their adventures, and, to describe them in detai1 is a way 

of re-enacting them. Thus verba1ization p1ays its part in 

the erotic enjoyment. It is a mirror which ref1ects for 

onese1f and for others the crucia1 actions, and in so doing, 

mu1tip1ies them. A1so, the Vicomte and the Marquise have 

enough appreciation for each other's abi1ities to know that 

the events narrated wi11 be just1y va1u~d. They 1ike to 

judge and emu1ate one another. 

The stre~gth of the seducer rests essentia11y in 

his avoidance of emotiona1 invo1vement, or, at 1east,in his 

rationa11y deve10ped technique of contro1 over tender fee1ings. 

He arrives at this non-inv01vement through a discip1ine to 

which he submits himse1f in order to suppress a11 fee1ings 

within himse1f. When, by accident, Va1mont does become 

invo1ved in sincere emotion with Madame de Tourve1, he fee1s 

the need to ap010gize to Madame de Merteui1 for this fai1ure 

in f0110wing his code. Both he and the Marquise be1ieve 

themse1ves to be superior beings and they are such in so far 
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as they are devoid of human sentiments 1ike 10ve and 

compassion. which require unse1fishness. However. Va1mont. 

as we sha11 see. is not as impervious to these gent1e 

emotions as is his accomp1ice. 

The two chief motives which govern Va1mont's 

behaviour are "g10ire" and w p1aisir." But of these. g10ry 

is the Most important and he wi11 unhesitating1y sacrifice 

his p1easure to it. The g10ry which the 1ibertine con­

stant1y seeks has no resemb1ance to that after which seven­

teenth-century men strove (Va1mont writes of his intended 

seduction of Madame de Tourve1. "son succès m'assure autant 

de g10ire que de p1aisir" (IV. 17). and the word "g10ire" 

appears constant1y under his pen in connection with the 

Présidente). Cornei11e's heroes. faced with a choice between 

their 10ve and their duty. found 'g10ire' in choosing duty. 

For the 1ibertine. however. there is no strugg1e between the 

two concepts. since he either negates 10ve or defines it 

simp1yas 'v01upté'. and on1y recognizes the dut y to his sense 

of power which he owes himse1f. The psych010gica1 conf1ict 

of a Corne1ian or Racinian drama which arises from contending 

emotions or duties within an individua1 is superseded by one 

in which the conf1ict is due to an externa1 socia1 situations 

a war between the sexes. Each sex strives after dominations 

men by seducing women and women by permitting themse1ves 

to be seduced in order to ens1ave the men. This situation 



rend ers seduction easy since the woman in such manoeuvres 

becomes man's accomp1ices 

Love is a miniature batt1e, a sham fight. • •• Ostens-
i~ t~e r01e of the fema1e is to be "defeated" by the 
predatory ma1e; she derives her g10ire from a 
spirited "defence" which in the nature of things is 
"hope1ess." Yet the defeated woman is not so much 
a victim a$ an accomp1ice; the success of the 
performance depends on ••• "wi11ing co-operation." 
The engagement does not end in "victory" for one 
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party and "defeat" for the other. It is a combin­
ation of the two, victory -- and -- defeat, which gives 
both the ambiva1ent fee1ing of g10ire ~ p1aisir.7 

Natura11y the accomp1ished 1ibertine soon tires of this 

pre-arranged game and of its g10ire - p1aisir. To enhance 

the fee1ing of both he adds the refinement of crue1ty to 

his performance. He attacks unsuspecting and uninitiated 

women who wi11 be pure1y victims and not accomp1ices. Once 

he has reduced them to comp1ete dependence on him he abandons 

them, causing their socia1 and psycho1ogica1 ruine The 

g10ire which he thus achieves is simu1taneous1y private --

a se1f-satisfying confirmation of his abi1ities -- and pub1ic 

-- the reputation which he derives from his activities. 

This wi11 to domina.te,. this search for fu1fi11ment 

in the possession and contro1 of others, prefigure on the 

psycho1ogica1 1eve1 the objectives of the Marquis de Sade. 

The main difference between Lac1os' seducers and de Sade's 

protagonists is that the former ne ver indu1ge in physica1 

sadisme 

7Martin Turne11, ~ Nove1 in France (London, 1951). 
p. 58. 



G10ry and p1easure are two expressions of the 

1ibertine's preoccupation with one thing on1YI himse1f 

as he appears in his own eyes and in those of the wor1d. 

Va1mont is interested in his p1easure. in the effect he has 

on and over peop1e. in the injuries done to him by others. 

in the image he bui1ds of himse1f in his 1etters and in 

Madame de Merteui1's appraisa1 of his exp1oits. This 

intense preoccupation with himse1f. which he shares with 

the Marquise. has encouraged their sadistic tendencies and 

deve10ped in him. as definite1y as in her. a 1atent homo­

sexua1ity (LXXII.148). 
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The greatest tribute to Va1mont's unique abi1ities 

1ies in Madame de Merteui1's regard for himl he a10ne was 

deemed worthy by this remarkab1e and superior woman of her 

confidence. She confesses that he is a1so the on1y person 

for whom she had a fee1ing resemb1ing 1ove. -1e Valmont que 

j'aimais était charmant. Je veux bien convenir même que 

je n'ai pas rencontré d'homme p1us aimab1e.~ (CLII. 360). 

3ut the Marquise is stronger than her accomp1ice whem she ho1ds 

through his greater desire for her -- desire which she shares. 

but o~ which she is comp1ete master. In his 1etters to her 

Va1mont o~ten resorts to a de~erentia1 tone which she wou1d 

never 10wer herse1f to use. ·~aites-moi passer vos sub1imes 

instructions. et aidez-moi de vos sages consei1s. dans ce 

moment décisi:r- (LXX. 144). and in answer to a particu1ar1y 



harsh letter from the Marquise, "à présent, ma belle amie, 

j'en appelle à votre justice, à vos premières bontés pour 

moi; à la longue et parfaite amitié, à l'entière confiance 

qui depuis ont resserré nos liens: ai-je mérité le ton 

rigoureux que vous prenez avec moi?" (CXXIX, 312). 

There· is in Valmont a latent des ire to be Madame 
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de Merteuil's sole, or at least permanent, 10vers "souvent 

même je désire ••• de finir par donner, avec vous, un exemple 

de constance au monde." (IV, 16). He likes to ident~fy 

with her and enjoys their kinship, "en vérité, plus je vais, 

et plus je suis tenté de croire qu'il n'y a que vous et moi 

dans le monde qui valions quelque chose .. " (C, 235). But 

Madame de Merteuil knows very wel1 thàt the great part of 

her control over him resides precisely in the non-realisation 

of this dream. (CXXXI). 

Another fundamental difference between the two 

protagonists is the fact that Valmont is jaded by his success 

and the nature of this success -- the fine edge of ruthless 

determination bas been somewbat blunted by continual victory, 

and its resultant ennui. He selects Madame de Tourvel as a 

victim because of the obstacles he knows she will put up 

and also because he is sensitive to the charm of her mode st y 

-- a rarely found virtue. In 811 of his adventures he searches 

for the piquant, the unusual, to goad his interest. He is 

aware of this and writes, -je ne sais pourquoi, il n'y a plus 
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que les choses bizarres qui me p1aisent ft (eX, 264). 

Unlike Madame de Merteui1's, the Vicomte's feelings 

are not absolute1y withered. 8 There is sti1l in him a 

capacity to wonder, however brief1y, at the great and pure 

10ve of Madame de Tourve1. He fee1s admiration where the 

Marquise wou1d experience nothing but scorn. He is aware 

of the fact that his inabi1ity to get deep1y inv01ved in love 

is a 1imiting factor where happiness is concerned. "soyons 

de bonne foi, dans nos arrangements, aussi froids que faci1es, 

ce que nous appe10ns bonheur est A peine un plaisir." (VI, 22). 

That is why he 100ks for something new, something different, 

in each adventure. The fascination he discovers 1ater in his 

affair with Madame de Tourvel comes from the fact that through 

her he is ab1e to observe happiness caused by 1ove. In his 

dissatisfaction and continua1 search Va1mont resembles Don Juan 

and is, like him, a tragic figure because, "Don Juan, toujours 

aimé, ne peut jamais aimer en retour. D'où son angoisse et 

sa course éperdue."9 Like Don Juan, Valmont stands in opposition 

~tin Turne11 accuses Valmont of sentimentality 
and rather unjustly uses Madame de Merteuil's unkind, il1-
motivated remarks to the Vicomte to prove "her immense 
superiority over him.- Not acknowledging the mastery with 
which Va1mont achieves his seduction of the Présidente, 
he adds, "he can 'lay' the femmes vo1azes of the day like 
anyone going, but as soon as he is faced with a woman, however 
ordinary, who is outside his experience he becomes a bung1ing 
amateur- (p. 72). Tf one shou1d accept this point of view, 
Madame de Merteui1's continued interest in Va1mont becomes 
entire1y incomprehensib1e. 

9de Rougemont, p. 195. 
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to Casanova, whose only preoccupation is with the physical 

act, the easier obtained, the better. For Valmont it is 

only l'insipide avantage d'avoir e~ une ~emme de plus" 

(XXIII, 53). 

Valmont, like Faust, made a pact with the Devil 

ann because he is almost human, because ~or a moment he ~el1 

in love with Madame de Tourvel, he signed his death warrant. 

The pact between Maoame de Merteuil and the 

Vicomte might help one to underltne one o~ the major 

differences between Laclos' hero and Lovelace. Borrowing 

~rom the equestrian vocabulary, one can say that Valmont is 

always "light" as a result o~ the training o~ Madame de 

rnerteuil, that is that he is light to her orders as is a 

go on horse which has been well-trained. Lovelace's code 

ts o~ his own making but he rarely ~o110ws it. He is an 

untrainen horse; he is "heavy". The character o~ Valmont 

is rare in literature. 10 ne is, in a way, emptied o~ 

substance whlch woul0 give him weight; he is free of all 

residual matter through the perpetual -- though remote --

influence of the Marquise. 

10André Malraux in his Tab1eau de la littérature 
française XVIIe - XVIIIe si~cles (Paris. 1939), writes, 
"de tous les romanciers qui ont fait agir des personnages 
lucides et prémedités. Lac10s est ce1ui qui place le p1us haut 
l'idée qu'il se fait de l'intelligence. Idée telle qu'elle 
le m~nera à-cette-création sans précédent: ~aire agir des 
nersonna~es oe fiction ~ fonction de ~ qu'ils oensent" 
(p. 420). See also, A. and Y. De1mas' comparison of Les 
Liaisons Danzereuses and other novels in A la Recherche des 
Liaisons Dangereuses (Mayenne, 1964). - -- ---



v. THE VICTIMS 



It is an eterna1 prob1em for the creator 

of character to make a virtuous persona1ity interesting. 

Human himse1f, a reader cannot fai1 to be more gripped by 

human frai1ty and weaknesses than by a presentation of 

personified virtues. Traditiona11y, virtue can be satis­

fying1y presented by me ans of symbo1, a11egory, dramatic 

mask or simp1e homi1e, but try to portray a genuine1y 

virtuous human character with any degree of psycho1ogica1 

verisimi1itude and the resu1t is usua11y unbe1ievab1e or 

unbe1ievab1y du11. What comparison can be made between 

a Wife of Bath and a Poore Parson; an Iago and a Desdemona; 

a Satan and an Archange1 Michae1 in terms of their interest 
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for or grip upon a reader's imagination? Whi1e an a11eg­

orised goodness, a personified abstraction, may be acceptab1e, 

an attempt to render a psycho1ogica11y sound character who 

is "simp1y good" wi11 se1dom move a reader who, in a11 

probabi1ity, has se1dom met a ·simp1y good- person in rea1 1ife. 

This prob1em taxed Mi1ton in his rendering of 

the strugg1e between Christ and Satan in Paradise Regained, 

or that between Comus and the 1ady. Serious cbaracter 

de1ineation and virtue are practica11y antithetica1. Perhaps 

the sceptica1 eighteenth-century so1ved this di1emma with its 

return to the 'humour' character. Pie1ding's Parson Adams 

or Sterne's Unc1e Toby are more entertaining and compe11ing 

for the quirks which soften the bard out1ines of their virtue. 
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The problem is compounded when one's artistic 

endeavour requires that the virtuous character be victimized 

by a vicious ·one. W.B. Yeats, criticising the poetry of 

Wilfred Owen, remarked that, Rpassive suffering is not a 

theme for poetry.Rl A similar viewpoint could be expressed 

with regard to fiction not that passive suffering is invalid 

or unreal, but that it is uninteresting and unrewarding. 

This illustrates a crucial difficulty in consirlering 

the victims of Laclos' and Richardson's libertines. They 

must be virtuous. They must not be -easy conquests· (since 

that would pre vent their being proper prey for the seducers 

anrl, incidenta11y,leave no plot for the novelists), yet they 

cannot reta1iate. They can only oppose a barrier of virtue 

and not adopt offensive weapons in self-defense, as this would 

make them less than virtuous. On top of this, Richardson 

and Laclos had to make their women psychologica11y believable 

because of the nature of their novels. 

Madame de Tourvel, twenty-two years old, beautiful 

and with an untarnished reputation for virtue (religious and 

conjugal devotion), is an Ideal target for pursuit by a seducer 

tired of too easy conquests. Despite a remarkable record 

of success, Valmont needs to achieve an unprecedented seduc-

t~on in order to re-establish his self-esteem. 

lW.B. Yeats, RIntroduction,R The Oxford Book of 
Modern Verse (Oxford, 19)6), p. xxxiv.--
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The Présidente possesses a11 of the goodness which 

is attributed to her and is quite devoid of that priggishness 

and se1f-righteousness which make virtue unbearab1e. Her 

modesty is quite unstudied, her character simp1e. It is 

her virtue which Va1mont paradoxica11y praises constant1y 

and then fina11y fa11s in 10ve with. The seducer is seduced 

by what he has vowed to destroy. 

Martin Turne11 ca11s the Présidente "co1our1ess 

she is faint1y drawn, and in spite of their dignity and 

virtuous sentiments her 1etters do not contain a sing1e 

memorab1e phrase."2 But the Présidente attains in 10ve an 

energy and devotedness which are tru1y remarkab1e and which 

make her the "admirab1e création" of which Baude1aire wrote. 

Her 1etter to Madame de Rosemonde (CXXXII), after she becomes 

Va1mont's mistress, is a Most beautifu1 hymn of 1ove. It 

expresses her fu1fi11ment and makes Va1mont's victorious cries 

sound empty and point1ess in comparison. Through 10ve 

(which in the pub1ic eye is adu1tery) she becomes more fu11y 

human, thus transcending the mere rô1e of 'Virtuous Woman.' 

When she i.s horrib1y humi1iated by Va1mont, she 

demonstrates true dignity. and no trace of the tearfu1ness 

for which some critics reproach her. She never b1ames Va1mont 

or even recriminates against him. When compared with C1arissa's 

2Turne11. p. 68. 
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or Julie's sentimental recriminations, she seems to be 

almost astringent in her suffering. 

If Madame ne Merteuil is a monster created and 

fostered by an unnatural order of things, Madame de Tourvel, 

on the other hand, is, as nearly as is possible in society, 

a representative of the "femme naturelle" depicted by Laclos 

in De l'Education des Femmess 3 

le caractère de sa figure est ordinairement la 
tranquille sérénité; cependant, lorsqu'elle 
s'anime, elle a de la physionomie ••• elle ne sait 
pas minauder, mais elle sait encore moins se 
contrainnre; son âme se peint sur son visage. 
(pp. 416-417).~ 

Madame de Tourvel: 

n'a point, comme nos femmes coquettes, ce regard 
menteur qui séduit quelquefois et nous trompe 
toujours. Elle ne sait pas couvrir le vide d'une 
phrase par un sourire étudié; et quoiqu'elle ait 
les plus belles dents du monde, elle ne rit que 
de ce qui l'amuse. Mais il faut voir comme, dans 
les folâtres jeux, elle offre l'image d'une gaité 
naïve et franche! ••• Il faut voir surtout au 
moindre mot d'éloge ou de cajolerie, se peindre. 
sur sa céleste figure, ce touchant embarras n'une 
modestie qui n'est point jouée! (VI, 21) 

The parallels are manifold. Madame de Tourvel's beauty, 

ltke that of the "femme naturelle", is her only adornment. 

Nothing about her is artificial. She is by nature kind. 

3It is difficult to see why Claude E1sen, in his 
otherwise very perceptive study, says that the portrait of the 
femme naturelle "laisse entrevoir, en filigrane, celui de ce 
Don Juan femelles Madame de Merteuil- (p. ~4). 

4~~dame de Tourvel writes to Valmont, "je ne sais 
ni dissimuler ni combattre les impressions que j'éprouve" 
(XXVI, 58). 
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gent1e. charitab1e and fU11y spontaneous; quite incapab1e 

of evi1 or of imputing it to others. Like the natura1 

woman. she b1ushes -non de pudeur. mais de troub1e- (L'Ed. 

414). when Va1mont carries her in his arms across the ditch, 

or arrives unexpected1y at the Château. 

The Présidente is c10se to nature because she 

prefers to 1ead a sec1uded 1ife in the country and because 

of her own character and upbringing which is not a1together 

aristocratie. Her mode st nature has not a110wed for much 

contact with the corrupt aristocracy. However, she cannot 

act in 10ve quite as the -femme nature11e" described in 

1'Education wou1d do, simp1y because society has estab1ished 

the institution of marriage. Weighing just as heavi1y on 

her mind as the mora1 and socia1 constrictions imposed upon 

her by society's conventions. is the deterrent of her fear 

of 10ve as a passion;5 of the tempest which it provokes in 

a human being. These inf1uences make her determined to 

resist Va1mont. Indeed. -tranqui11ité- and -repos" recur 

over and over again in her 1etters. in her objections to his 

exhortations. 

5-Qui peut vou1oir d'un bonheur acheté au prix de 
1a raison. et dont 1es p1aisirs peu durab1es sont au moins 
suivis des regrets, quand i1s ne sont pas des remords?- (L,105), 
and she asks pathetica11y. -que1 ravage effrayant 1'amour 
ne ferait-i1 pas sur un coeur neuf et sensib1e, qui ajouterait 
encore à son empire par 1a grandeur des sacrifices qu'i1 
serait ob1igé de 1ui faire?- (L, 105) 



It is a measure of her ability to love, and of 

Valmont's powers of seduction, that the Présidente is able 

to surmount her feelings of self-preservation and fear. 

She sacrifices her own happiness and peace of mind in order 

to procure these for her lover. In love, she has the com-

plete devotion, self-abnegation and humility of a Catherine 
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3arkley -- Hemingway's heroine in A Farewell to Arms. Making 

no demands nor recriminations, she appears to illustrate that 

Laclos, like Hemingway, depicted woman as man would like 

her to be. 

To the Marquise, F~dame de Tourvel presents a real 

danger, because she does not fit into any of her categories 

of women. She calls her a "prude" and warns Valmont not to 

expect sexual enjoyment with her, "n'en espérez aucun plaisir. 

En est-il avec les prudes? J'entends celles de bonne fois 

~éservées au sein même du plaisir, elles ne vous offrent que 

des demi-jouissances" (V, 19). But she forbears telling 

him what Kierkegaard's Johannes knows so well. "that the highest 

conceivable enjoyment lies in being 10ved."6 Valmont does 

not listen to his accomplice and discovers for the first time 

this enjoyment. He writes rapturously, "l'ivresse fut 

complète et réciproque, et, pour la première fois, la mienne 

survécut au plaisir" ( CXXV, 304). 

6Spren Kierkegaard, "Diary of the Seducer," 
Ei thar/Or s A Fragment of ~, l (Princeton, 1949), 305. 
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That Madame de Merteuil's psychological insight 

fails her where the Présidente is concerned is not surprising, 

since her principles are based on the negation of love as 

an unselfish passion. It is this form of love, no longer 

acknowledged by the eighteenth-century aristocracy but re­

instated by bourgeois sentimentalism and individualism which 

fascinates Valmont when he finds it in Madame de Tourvel. 

If the Présidente lacks the intel1ectual stature ., ,-
of Madame de Merteuil, she does attain, if only temporarily 

through her love for Va1mont, the happiness which the Marquise 

has always denied herself by preferring intellectual pleasure. 

P.M.W. Thody points out the recurrent contrast between 

Madame de Merteuil's use of the word -humeur" and Madame de 

Tourvel's -bonheur-, as an indication of what the Marquise lacks. 

Clarissa Harlowe, like the Présidente de Tourvel, 

is virtuous, beautiful, devout and charitable, but where 

Laclos strives to portray a woman, Richardson depicts -an 

exemplar to her sex-, an "angel-. Ironical1y, Clarissa 

has, in common with the Most beautiful angel, the sin of 

pride. Yet, in her case, pride causes not only her undoing, 

but a1so ber victory. 

7 p • M•W• Thody, Laclos 1 Les Liaisons Dangereuses, 
Studies in French Literature, 14 (London, 1970), 39. 
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Richardson a1ways presents his heroine as a 

mode1 of virtue. She is obedient to her parentsr a perfect 

housekeeper, she is thriftyr ponderous in giving usefu1 

advice to others (that MOst irritating of qua1ities, which 

the Présidente does not share), and she is renowned for her 

"improving conversation". She 10ves to mora1ize, phi10-

sophise and indu1ge in psych010gica1 exp1anations. She 

is Richardson's MOst frequent1y used mouthpiece for his 

"usefu1" ref1ections. 

Not on1y does she expatiate about marriage, 

re1igion and the dut Y owed by chi1dren to their parents, but 

she a1so meditates on education and the socia1 necessity of 

"1ow and i11iterate peop1e" for the good of the commonwea1th! 

Rer propensity for mora1ising on every subject is so great 

that her e1ders often refer to her judgement and ask her 

advice. she has "a wit and penetration beyond her years". 

Love1ace does not know of a "subject on which she does not 

ta1k with admirab1e distinction n (II, cxix, 470). 

But C1arissa's exce11ence and manif01~ virtues, 

ext011ed end1ess1y throughout the nove1 and minute1y detai1ed 

in Miss Howe's 1etter to Be1ford (IV, c1xviii), take so much 

of her time and are so much a part of her condition that they 

1imit her as a human being. Not on1y does she fai1 to 

edify a modern reader. she is a1so often quite unsympathetic 

to himl 



She has no sympathy wi th anything tha t is not 
perfectly proper according to the conventions of 
her age ••• her attitude to the poor is one of 
lofty patronage; her consciousness of class 
is too plainly evident. She moves in an atmos­
phere of convention -- social, mora1 and religious. 8 

This paragon of feminine virtue is a110wed just one short­

coming -- she does not exce1 in the "executive part" of 

painting! 

That this creature of sweetness and 1ight cou1d 

appear unrea1istic even to his contemporaries must have 

occurred to Richardson, for he anticipated criticism by 

having Anna Howe writes 

Were your character and ~ character to be du1y 
drawn, mine would be al10wed to be the MOst 
natural. Shades and lights are equally necess­
ary in a fine picture. Yours would be surrounded 
with such a f100d of brightness, with such a glory, 
that it wou1d dazz1e; but leave one heartless to 
imitate it. (II, xxxvii, 131) 

Yet stil1, Richardson's persistent tone of unrestrained 

eu10gy in regard to C1arissa, deprive his timid reservations 

of any rea1 impact on the modern reader. 

Clarissa's behaviour is guided not on1y by the 

dictates of her conscience; she is very responsive to a11 

socia1 pressures. However, the nurturing of a spot1ess 

reputation is not enough for her. She is convinced that 

she is exceptional, and that things happening to her are 

unusual simply because they involve her. Hence she owes 

8C1ara L. Thomson, Samuel Richardsons A Eio-
2Taohical and Critical Study (London, 1900), p. 196-7. 



it to herself to serve as an example to her sex; "il y a 

en Clarissa la certitude, étrang~re à la réserve de la 

Présidente, que son destin est d'édi~ier le monde entier."9 

She cannot forgive Lovelace for tricking her into running 

away with him and, by.so doing, foiling her o~ her goal. 

Despite the 10ss of her "honour", she still does not want 

to abandon all sense of her usefulness to society; "glad 

if l May be a warning, since l cannot ce an examplel which 

once (very vain, and very conceited as l was) l proposed to 

myself to be ~ (III. lxxviii. ))6). 
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After her finai escape ~rom Mrs. Sinclair's house, 

she writes several letters -- sorne quite unnecessary for her 

avowed purpose -- trying to find out the true identity of 

the "Tomlinson". "Lady Betty Lawrence" and "Miss Montague" 

whom she had met. It is in these letters that she announces 

her rape. Rer compulsion to find out the whole truth stems 

not from any desire to find Lovelace less villainous, but 

rather from a wish that, by these proofs of his perfidy, she 

might exonerate herself in other people's eyes of all guilt 

and responsibility. Thus she hopes to salvage sorne measure 

of her social utility. 

9Laurent Versini, Laclos et ~ tradition (Paris, 
1968). p. 492. 
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She refuses to prosecute Lovelace as he has 

a1ready c1eared her reputation by his testimony and his 

offer of amends. She prefers to forgive him and thereby 

enhance her own merit; "sha11 not charity complete my 

triumph? And sha11 r not enjoy it? And where wou1d 

be my triumph if he deserved my forgiveness?" (rV, 1xvii, 186). 

This continua1 regard for public opinion and pre~ 

occupation with a mode1 destiny, imposes a strict rôle upon 

C1arissa, which she p1ays wi11ing1y unti1 the end. This 

theatrica1ity -- with society being both scene and audience 

-- he1ps, in part, to b1unt the fine edge of her victimization. 

For examp1e, she does not want to rem ove to the country before 

her death, "for here have l meditated the spot, the manner, 

and everything, as we11 as the minutest as of the highest 

consequence, that can attend the solemn moments" (II, 1xxx,216). 

Are the histrionics Richardson's, or are they natura11y an 

intrinsic part of Clarissa's character? Either way the y 

consioerably detract from an otherwise moving experience. 

C1arissa's attitudes and judgements are not mere1y 

se1f-c0nsctous; they are pervaded a1so by a very pronounced 

c1ass-c~nsciousness. She apportions her generosity according 

t0 the qua1ity of 1ife of the recipient. She is f1attered 

by Love1ace's address and by the regard which his tit1en 

family professes for her. Mrs. Sinclair and her 'nieces' 

become acceptable to her when she hears of their aristocratie 

connections, "I am more p1eased with the people of the house, 



because of the persons of rank they are acquainted with. 

and who visit them." ( II, :Lxi, 224 ). 

C1arissa's innate sense of superiority extends 

to Love:Lace ("1 have the vanity to think my sou1 his sou1's 

superior" II. x1vi, 168), and to men in genera1. 

:Les héroines de Ric~son ont 1'orguei1 de :Leur 
sexe et supportent ma:Laisément 1a tyrannie de 
:L'autre. Miss Howe. C1arissa, Miss Byron à un 
moindre degré ont en commun 1e goût de 1'indépen­
dance et une incompréhension à 1'égard des hommes 
qui va jusqu'à :L'incapacité d'aimer vraiment ••• 
Leur orguei1 se révo:Lte de devoir 1'obéissance 
à un homme ••• Ainsi se dessine un véritab1e 
féminisme, une d~fense des droits de 1a femme, 
de 1eur 1iberté.~O 

This strong "féminismeu makes C1arissa akin to Madame de 

Merteui:L. C1arissa and Miss Howe both speak conte~us1y 

of men, as if they be10nged to another species. C1arissa, 

66 

1ike the Marquise, considers herse1f a champion of her sex, 

and as such refuses to 1et any man gain an advantage over her. 

Rer fee:Ling of superiority and her disdain for Love1ace he1p 

to bring about his vio1ence towards her. since she inf1ames 

his pride and his sense of mascu1ine superiority, ·why. why 

wi11 the dear creature take such pains to appear a11 ice 

to me? Why wi11 she. by ~ pride. awaken mine?" (II. iv, 15). 

Whi1e in Les Liaisons Dangereuses the batt1e of the sexes is 

waged between Va1mont and ~~dame de Merteui1, in Richardson's 

nove1 it is fought out between Love1ace and C1arissa. In the 

1Oyersini. p. 496. 
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constant, tense struggle of wills11 which constitutes their 

relationship, Clarissa is al ways victorious. Her attachment 

to virtue and honour is single-minded. She is all will, 

while Lovelace is continually tom between his conscience, 

his love for her and his appetites. Clarissa never belongs 

to Lovelace; neither morally nor physica11y. 

Much has been written about Clarissa's real feelings 

for Lovelace. Tan Watt, using a basically Freudian critical 

approach to the novel, sees in Clarissa's funeral device --

a "crowned serpent, with its tail in its mouth" -- "the emblem 

of an endlessly self-consuming sexual desire. n12 However 

ingenious the interpretation, it is difficult to conceive 

of repressed sexual feeling in Clarissa's love for Lovelace. 

It is pride which first causes her interest in him. She 

feels that she can be the instrument of his reformation. 

His birth, generosity and culture are no small 

inducements to her, and she is not indifferent to his charm 

and good looks. These latter, however, do not awaken her 

senses and Lovelace's attempts at physical contact are met 

with feelings of repulsion on her part. Her sexual fears, 

far from being morbid. are quite natural in a young girl 

llMorris Golden, in his Richardson's Characters 
(University of Michigan, 196), remarks that, -Richardson's 
novels are concerned with the battle of wills caused by strong 
urges towards dominance, urges which are the only initiators 
of action.- (p. 92). 

12Watt. p. 2)4. 
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brought up to set a high store on virginity and decorum, 

and whose 10ve remains at a11 times under the contro1 of her 

reason, a "conditiona1 1iking", as she ca11s it. Be1ford 

cannot -- and with reason -- "have the 1east thought of sex" 

in C1arissa's presence (IV, 1xxxv, 248), and he finds it 

difficu1t to understand how Love1ace cou1d, for "she is in 

my eye a11 mind." (II, 1xx, 24). 

C1arissa's virtue -- a1ways under1ined by Richardson, 

as when he exp1ains her over-nice behaviour to Love1ace by 

the fact that she nis proposed as an examp1en -- makes of 

this heroine an ido1 rather than a credib1e character. 

To create in the person of C1arissa a match for what he con­

sidered to be an arch-vi11ain, a satanic man, Richardson chose 

to de1ineate an ange1. In spite of the fact that the feminine 

qua1ities ("gent1eness," "sweetness of temper" and "de1icacy"), 

with which he endows her make her the target of sadistic 

tendencies in the men (her father, brother, unc1es, So1mes, 

Love1ace and the "mascu1ine mind" of her sister, a11 of which 

might we11 be aspects of Richardson's own "creative unconscious"), 

C1arissa fai1s to arouse pit Y in our century. Rer sense of 

superiority and her se1f-righteousness enve10p her. Richard­

son's ange1 resemb1es her creator's mora1 conscience; she 

is humour1ess, narrow and fu11 of high sentence. 

A1though the writer be1ieved that the p10t of his 



nove1 was a fit subject for tragedy, in fact there is 1ittle 

of the tragic in élarissa's fate. Rer persecution at the 

hands of Love1ace and her fami1y is the Calvary which is 

supposed to bring her to a better knowledge of herse1f and 

hence to perfection and sainthood. David Daiches' remark 

about Richardson's nove1s being "more close1y re1ated to 

medieva1 saints' 1ives than to the novel as we know it",13 

applies perfectly well to Clarissa. "In it, seduction p~ays 

the rôle of temptation which the heroine surmounts in order 

to reach beatification. Thus libertinage is subordinated 

to the glorification of C1arissa's virtue and exists on1y 

to enhance it. Richardson's creative imagination, contro11ed 

by his religious conscience, was unable to distinguish between 

a martyr and a victim. In such a scheme of values, the real 

victim is not Clarissa, but Lovelace. 

The three main feminine characters of the novels 

present sorne interesting points of similarity and contrast. 

Madame de Tourvel. temperamentally unused to dissimulation, 

is al1 quiet spontaneity and calm sincerity. She expects 

the sarne truthfulness and probity in those she meets and 

thus is tota1ly defenceless before people wel1-versed in 

deceit. Rer only 'weapon' is her uncalculating love, which, 

13navid Daiches. Literary Essays (Edinburgh, 1956), 
p. 27. 



70 

although it destroys her, finally vanquishes fier foe. 

Clarissa is not spontaneous in this sense. Although 

artifice is alien to her nature, she is . much more socially 

aware of herself as an example than Madame de Tourvel and 

so expects evil and deceit in others, especially men. Con-

sequently, she is never off her guard. She prides herself 

on her sincerity, but Dr. Johnson observes shrewdly that 

-there is always something which she prefers to truth."14 

Clarissa's watchfulness anticipates injuries and her coldness 

provokes them. Apart from youth, beauty, devotedness and 

a superficial similarity resulting from the rôles they are 

cast in by plot, Clarissa and Madame de Tourvel have little 

in common. Their very virtues are of a different nature. 

The Pr~sidente acts virtuously because of her inner beliefs, 

her only guides are her own conscience and convictions. 

When her heart speaks she listens to it and acts according 

to its directions, to the detriment of her happiness. 

Clarissa tends to equate her conscience with that of the 

world that requires moral edification. Rer only really 

individua1istic act, and not a very deliberate one at that, 

is her elopement with Lovelace. To be a Champion of her sex 

for Clarissa implies being superior to Lovelace, since she 

despises men and b1ames wamen's shortcomings on the masculine 

domination of society. 

14Quoted in Watt. p. 228. 



71 

C1arissa cou1d easi1y c1aim with Madame de 

Merteui1 that she is "née pour venger mon sexe et maîtriser 

1e vôtre." Whereas Merteui1 has done this by beating men 

with their own evi1 weapons, C1arissa achieves a simi1ar 

victory through being better than men. Lac10s and Richardson, 

both ardent feminists, have shown the two directions which 

cou1d be fo11owed by women who are conscious of their super­

iority over men, and who, because of this rea1ization, wi11 

not accept the position of a consort. The demonic Madame 

de Merteui1 is the creation of Lac1os' sense of horror at 

such superiority. Saint C1arissa is an object of Richardson's 

ido1atry. 

Paradoxica11y, the two opposite po1es of womanhood 

share much in common. They are proud, have unbending wi11s 

and keep their fee1ings under the firm contro1 of misdirected 

reason. Neither of them is capab1e of the abandonment 

required by genuine 1ove. To achieve supremacy they have 

both sacrificed a great part of their womanhood. Of the 

three, the c10sest to the rea1 woman is Madame de Tourve1, 

who is the 'natura1 woman' as defined by Lac10s in his treatise 

~ 1'Education ~ Femmes. 



VI. CONCLUSION 



In his recent study of Lac1os, Laurent Versini 

makes the best and Most comp1ete genera1 comparison between 

C1arissa and ~ Liaisons Dangereuses to date, and his 

ana1ysis conc1udes that the af~inity between the two books 

is a fa1se one. 1 Our consideration of the concept o~ 

1ibertinage in these nove1s fu11y supports Versini's judge-

ment. A1though there are resemb1ances in detai1s, these 

are for the Most part super~icia1. Richardson and Lac10s 

treat this concept in fundamenta11y different ways. There 

are basic differences in the respective inte11igence of the 

two writers, in their sensibi1ities as we11 as in ~heir 

different artistic intentions. 

Libertinage is on1y one of the Many themes that 

Richardson treats in his 10ng and pro1ix nove1r in Lac10s 

it is the centra1 theme. Richardson's primari1y didactic 
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bent makes him use 1ibertinage as a warning to young gir1s 

against wicked seducers and admonishment to dictatoria1 and 

unreasonab1e parents. Natura11y this predisposes his 

characterization towards primary b1ack-and-white co1oration. 

When the mora1 purpose of the book is uppermost in the 

nove1ist's mind. he stresses purity (in C1arissa) and depravity 

1versini, u. 481. 



(in Love1ace) at the expense of psycho1ogica1 rea1ism. 2 

On the other hand, in order to make be1ievab1e C1arissa's 

interest in Love1ace, he has to endow the 1atter with sorne 

'admirab1e' qua1ities of character that wou1d attract a 

paragon of virtue. The stress on the aesthetic unit y of 
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the characters which these divergent aims impose, is chief1y 

responsib1e for the Many apparent anoma1ies in Richardson's 

nove1. Under these circumstances, it is hard1y surprising 

to find that no c1ear picture of 1ibertinage does emerge 

in C1arissa. 

Lac1os' creative imagination is not distracted 

by a need to theorize, nor by any obtrusive pedagogie com-

pu1sion. He exposes situations, he does not try to make 

didactic comments on them. He writes for the mature, 

sophisticated adu1t in order to confront him with an image 

of his time. This image is frightening in its objective 

rea1ism and, as Giraudoux saysl 

Même aujourd'hui, ~ Liaisons demeurent 1e seu1 

2Richardson's forte, the uncovering of the workings 
of the human heart, his psycho10gica1 insight gained him 
the admiration of Rousseau, Diderot and Lac1os. But his 
insight is as much unconscious and instinctive as it is con­
scious and it certain1y is not inte11ectua1. He was a1so 
quite ski1fu1 in the de1ineation of bourgeois characters. 
The Har10we fami1y. Mrs, Howe ••• are instances of this ta1ent. 
Where mora1 consciousness did not conf1ict with subconscious 
desires. Richardson was ab1e through his descriptive ta1ents 
and imaginative powers to attain Hogarthian rea1ism as in the 
case of the death bed scene of Mrs Sinc1air. 



roman français qui vous donne l'impression du 
danger, sur la couverture duquel semble néces­
saire l'étiquette le réservant à l'usage externe. J 

In Les Liaisons Dangereuses everything is subordinated to 

the action and the delineation of the ·characters. These 

characters reveal themselves through their actions, and the 

protagonists always act according to their ideologyl 

libertinage. 

It should also be noted, in this connection, that 

Laclos was more familiar with the society he exposes, than 

was Richardson. That is, libertinage being primarily an 

aristocratie occupation, Laclos was better equipped with 

first-hand knowledge than was Richardson with his intuitive 

guesswork. Hence, there is greater verisimilitude in the 

sophisticated attitudes and conversations of his characters 

than in the attitudinising of the "noble" protagonists 

in Clarissa. 

The disparity between material, its treatment 

and structuring, and the tone of these two novels clearly 

affects the pictures of libertinage which eventual1y emerge. 

A consideration of the game of seduction, if actual1y not 

incidental to Richardson's u1timate purpose, is certain1y 

not the centre of his book. Furthermore, in examining the 

relationship between libertine and victim (although it has 

ceen demonstrated that C1arissa is hard1y a "victim ft in the 

conventional sense as discussed in Chapter V), it is clear 

JJean Giraudnux, Littérature (Paris, 1941), p. 52. 
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t'hat Richardson' s interest is more centered on the victim. 

If Lovelace has captured the attention of later critics 

it is because his type so rarely appears in English prose 

fiction. 4 In ~ Liaisons Dangereuses, on the other hand, 

the centre of gravit y of the book lies in the portrait of 

the libertine (Merteuil and Valmont), while the victims here 

are necessary corollaries in the game rather than intrinsically 

important. 

Just as there is a difference in emphasis on 

the respective rôles which the characters play in these 

works, so too is there a difference in the structuràl use 

each author makes of the concept. of libertinage. For Laclos, 

seduction'provides a skeletal framework for his novel. It 

contains the keystone of the relationships between characters, 

and also the plot structure on which the action is based. 

Through libertinage, he could critically delineate and expose 

his society -- it is almost a metaphor for that society in 

Laclos' hands. Richardson, however, does not really begin 

withlibertinage as either a social pa~tern or an idea. 

Concentrating in part on the psychology of Clarissa and in part 

on pure homily. he does not achieve a clear, sharply-defined 

structure in his novel. His novel tends to ramble. There 

are, in fact, too Many other ideas and elements in the book 

4A1though there were numerous, sometimes more con­
vincing portrayals of the libertine in Restoration drama, 
reflecting the mores of contemporary society. For a dis­
cussion of these, see Norman N. Rolland, The First Modern 
Comedies (Harva~ University Press, 1959). 



to permit the concept of ~ibertinage -- however Richardson 

conceived of it -- to give centra~ direction to the work. 

Merteui~ and Va~mont contro~ the action in'~ Liaisons 

Dangereuses and since they act ~ways in accordance with 

their ~ibertine ideo~ogy~ the entire p~ot is infused'with 

this doctrine. Even if Love1ace and C1arissa fu1fi1 the 

necessary rô1es in the seduction game, their story is too 

dispersed and their persona1ities too much dictated by 

Richardson's intrus ive imagination. for a simi1ar effect 

to be obtained. 

According to Martin Turne11, the theme of 1ibert-

inage is, "the tragedy of the Rationa~ Man, the man who was 

carefu11y conditioned through the remova1 of a11 mora1 

scrup~es and the sense of gui1t, but inevitab1y condemned 

to action in a very 1imited fie1d."5 To treat such a sub-

ject adequate~y requires an inte11ectu~ approach. 

Angus Burre11 writesl 

André Gide ~e11s us that there are two kinds 
of nove1ists, the cerebra1 and the viscer~, 
and though Richardson might b1ush at the word, 
he is c1ear1y the viscera1 type.6 

JQhn 
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In fact, Richardson is not primari1y an inte11ectua1 

man -- his 1ack of wit and irony ~one wou1d suggest this. 

5Turne11, p. 76. 

6 John Angus Burre11. -Introduction," C1arissa 
(New York, Random House. 1950). p. v. 
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He is incapab1e of anatomizing concepts, of ana1ysing them 

rationa11y, for the sake of their dispassionate demonstration. 

His tendency towards mora1izing and his sentimenta1ity connect 

him more c1ose1y with the emerging 'Age of Sensibi1ity' than 

with C1assicism -- each of which is a ref1ection of persona1 

temperament rather than a historica1 periode Hence Lac1os' 

concept of 1ibertinage is a1ien to Richardson's kind of 

understanding. 

Lac1os' mind, on the contrary, was perfect1y 

equipped to dea1 with such an artificia1 code. Lucid and 

ref1ective, he cou1d examine with co1d inte11igence socia1 

patterns of behaviour and the human phi1osophy-which animated 

them. His persona1 reaction to such conduct and its resu1ts, 

never impedes his imagination in its creative rendering of 

them. His mora1 point of view remains a source of specu1ation 

for his critics. His aesthetic conception of his materia1 

and the resu1t he achieved make Lac10s a c1assicist of the 

Racinian type -- perhaps the 1ast of this kind in the eight­

eenth-century. 

The Most refined, subt1e and cerebra1 of drawing­

room games, and that inte11ectua1 ~unction known as eroticism, 

require specia1 qua1ities of the nove1ist if a reader is to 

appreciate them. Richardson's psycho1ogica1 intuition and 

his powerfu1 mora1 sentiments were not the necessary too1s 
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for this particular task, whatever other achievement may 

be claimed for Clarissa. It is from the pen of a mathemat-

ician and strategist that we get the incomparab1e Madame de 

Merteuil, and the full essence of libertinage. The English 

novelist impresses more as a middle-class voyeur, subjectively 

interpreting through his repressed masculine sensibility 

what he sees, or thinks he sees. Hence the muddled person-

alities of his characters, their self-contradictory actions 

and the rather unhealthy, even somewhat prurient •. atmosphere 

pervading sorne parts of C~arissa. If Laclos' novel bums 

"à la manière de la glace,"7 Richardson's is heavy with the 

bated breath of expectation of Clarissa's rape. 

Although Richardson's avowed intention is to be 

a moralist, his reader is not struck so forcefully by an 

essential human truth, or gripped by a great, universal human 

character (of the order of a Shakesperian or Dostoevskyan 

hero), which is the touchstone of an aesthetic moral experience. 

His characters do not inspire pit Y or terror; his attempt 

to create tragedy is a failure. Ironically it is a book. 

long .considered immoral, which does succeed where Richardson 

failed. and which deserves the comment of Baudelaire, -livre 

7Baudelaire. p. 639. 



de mora1iste aussi haut que 1es p1us é1evés, aussi profond 

que 1es p1us profonds. n8 Maurois has observed that, "1e 

grand mora1iste effraie toujours, parce qu'i1 est vrai, et 

que 1a vérité sur 1'homme est effrayante."9 It is to 
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Les Liaisons Dangereuses rather than to C1arissa that we turn 

to find the accuracy of this remark. 

8Baude1aire. p. 640. 

9André Maurois, Sur Les Liaisons Dan~ereuses 
~ Choder1os de Lac10s (Paris. 1946), p. 2J. 
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