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English 2850: Great Works of Literature II 

Handout:  Moliere, Tartuffe  

 

What expectations did you bring to reading this play?   

 

If you anticipated characters with realistically conceived psychologies, and event like those in 

ordinary life, you were probably quite confused and frustrated while reading.  Tartuffe depends 

on particular forms of artifice we call conventions. 

 

Dramatic conventions (associated with the comedy of manners) – (1) type characters, i.e. 

figures differentiated by role rather than by psychology.  Can you identify any of the “types” in 

Tartuffe?  There’s the hypocrite, the blustering young man, the foolish but tyrannical father, the 

naive young girl, and so on.  (2) plot structure is also “typed” – doesn’t depend on plausibility 

but on providing pleasure (especially the pleasure of surprise) by its ingenuity and of 

demonstrating the restoration of a just social order and the punishment of deviants from that 

order.  Social conventions – they have to do with the kind and degree of authority exercised by 

the father of a family.  A father, for instance, has absolute power over his daughter’s marital 

choices; he may be argued with but not refused.  A wife’s chastity is of paramount importance 

to her husband.  A son’s economic status depends entirely on his father’s will.  Thus the father’s 

role in the family resembles the king’s in the country – a point of some importance to the ending 

of the play. 

 

The language of this play is brilliant (e.g. “You deserve to be tartuffified.”).  Look at the first 

scene – Mme. Pernelle’s initial haste – think about how would the entrance be staged with 

everyone rushing to keep up with Mme Pernelle?  Her initial haste is contrasted with her 

utmost leisure for denouncing everyone (except Tartuffe!).  This creates comedy.  

 

But does this comedy have a serious point?  It announced a theme that runs through the play: 

the degree to which people are driven by their own obsessions to be blind to the needs of 

others.  There are examples of this theme: Tartuffe and Orgon in the speech when Orgon hears 

of his wife’s illness but concerns himself only with “poor Tartuffe”.  But Damis, Mariane, and 

Valere are also relevant. 

 

Back to the first scene – it also introduces Tartuffe’s presence.  How is this impression 

elaborated and modified as the play goes on?  And the scene sketches, mainly from Mme. 

Pernelle’s distorted point of view, characteristics of the play’s persons.  What notion does one 

get of each?  It introduces Dorine as a young woman exceptionally willing to state her own 

opinions.  Do you trust her view or Mme. Pernelle’s more fully?  What aspects of their accounts 

of other people make them seem more or less trustworthy? 

 

More individual scenes deserve scrutiny: the farcical scene between Valere and Dorine (II.4).  
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Some important questions to consider with regard to the second half of the play:  

 

Is this comedy in fact antireligious, or does it only attack corruptions of religion?  What textual support 

can be found for either view?  In Act IV, Scene 3, Elmire remarks: “My taste is for good-natured 

rectitude.”  Is “good natured rectitude” the implicit value advocated by the play?  How does the concept 

of rectitude relate to the common sense consistently exemplified by Cleante?   

 

And what does Cleante’s common sense involve?  What sort of human nature does he seem to have?  

Why does Orgon refuse to pay attention to him?  How serious a criticism of society does this play offer?  

In other words, is its purpose only to entertain, or does it aspire to educate as well? 

 

In working out answers to the questions above, it is also worth thinking about what causes characters to 

be deluded.  The ridiculous misunderstanding between Valere and Mariane which we looked at in class 

last time comes partly from the wish of each to have the other acknowledge need or desire first.  If Valere 

proclaimed his love when Mariane was actually willing to marry someone else, he would appear weak; 

conversely, if Mariane says she won’t marry Tartuffe because she loves Valere, she gives him the upper 

hand.  Similar issues of power emerge in every situation. 

 

For example, Orgon feels himself powerful in his role as benevolent patron to Tartuffe; he must believe in 

Tartuffe’s goodness in order to believe in his own magnanimity.  Tartuffe, to take the most obvious 

example, gains power by proclaiming his weakness and humility.  This common element in the 

characters’ motivation is worth some emphasis because it calls attention to the fact that the play lights up 

issues of perennial concern – not simply those inherent in a society with religious and political structures 

quite different from our own. 

 

How does plot work in Tartuffe?  Tartuffe’s will to power (including the power of wealth) and Orgon’s 

determination to indulge him are the motivating forces producing an intertwined sequence of events that 

seem inevitable, given the premises.  At what points in the play were you surprised by what happened 

next?  Did surprise here reflect a real failure of plausibility or a failure of expectation? 

 

Most likely moments of surprise: Tartuffe’s attempt to seize the house, after he is unmasked and one 

expects all his problems to be solved, and the final intervention of the king.  The first surprise derives 

from our expectations of comedy: we anticipate no really “serious” problems, and we assume that 

difficulties will be readily resolved in a comic scheme.  Moliere’s extra twist serves as a reminder that the 

problems announced in the play are in fact serious – and perhaps as a reminder that in the real world they 

are NOT so easily solved! 

 

The matter of the king is more complicated.  To 21st century sensibilities, this may seem an arbitrary 

intervention or a piece of gross flattery, and perhaps it cannot be fully justified.  But it can be at least 

argued that the introduction of the king as a force of action serves as a reminder that the family is a 

microcosm for larger patterns of social organization.  Order must be restored in the family for order to 

operate in the kingdom.  And it is only in the exercise of authority, in this play, that order exists. 

 
 


