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Gecr^es Coa.-teline ana the Faroe

Introduction

Writers of comedy usually find favor with their

public. Lauguter lives in the memory. In France, as

in other countries, tnose who have been able to pro-

mote laughter have made the- selves dear to us. The

fifteenth century brought us such never-to-be-forgot-

ten farces as "Ma"?tre Pathelin. In the sixteenth

century our humor was supplied by the immortal Rabe-

lais. Faroes were still popular at this tine, parti-

cularly so after the decree of 1548 forbidding maste-

ries. With the seventeenth century comes the French

humorist, Moliere, to be followed later by Beaumar-

caais and otuers of less-r rank, Tne last generation

co..t-nuc3 one illustrious line with x>:ie nam- of Georges

Courteline, m.soer of lauguter.

In tne words of Professor Taxman: "Yet if France

cannot boast of a gre~t national tragedy, sue can offer

sometning that no oth r modern European literature can

equal -- a long unbroken line of master aeces of nation-

si corr.edy. A pare Gallic stream a . ervaded French

comedy from tke fifteenth-century "Mr^tre Pathelia" to

the contemporary farces of G^irges Courteline. '

*

Waxman: Antoine and the Th^nt re-Libre





Others have made us laugh from time to time,

some for the dur tion of their lives, others for

a lesser perio^. Few, nowever, have long survived

their pnyaical death. Whether or not Courteiine

•ill remain famous is nard to tell just now. He

nas been dead less tnan a year.
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The Man

His Life

The frienda who knei him well tell us that

Georges Courte line whs bora at T ^urs on June 25th

in the ye. r 1858. Many authorities give the year

as 1859, 1860, and even 1861, but Pierre Descaves

tells U3 : "II avait I'hoapreur de la vieill^sse. II

trichait de deux aai avec s^n £ge. II accusait 69

ana. II en avait en r^alite' 71. Et
,
consigne fi-

de lement ocservee, jamais se3 petits-enf nts ne

1 1
b p e le re nt : grand-papa. !..."*

His fatiier, Jules Moinaux, was a vaudevili3t

of i.ote, a nan wno could write a 3tory bristling

with wit, a humorist who muue considerable mark as

a journalist. His best knoi n volume is entitled

"Les Tricunaux Comiques." Although as authoi aim-

self, he haa otaer plans in view for his 6on, he

wanted him to study science. Young Georges, however,

howed a systematic aversion for study. He consid r-

ed the school he attended at Meaux a jail, but had

to suffer its disci 'line for six years. His complete

* disdain of things scholastic made his teac e_-s consider

* Les Souvelles Litter ires, 29 jttin 1939
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him as rather hopeless. A3 a pupil he was an unsatis-

factory, reolacitrant , morose, undisci lined individual;

yet he devoured the books of Jules Verne a and he was

inte.r3ted in poetry. He began lo write verses nimself,

ana from 1576 or., ^au thea published.

His literary occupations ana his friendship with

Jaoque 3 Madeleine and Auguste Germain 30 encroached

upon his time that none was left for his scholastic

program. He managed to pass in m?3t of his ooursee,

but Greek was his Faterlo"" . It was only his exception-

al '-n^wledge of Latin that enabled him to get his

bachelor' 3 degree. In 1379 xiis father required him

to enter college Rollin, but after his failure in

the final examination, he was free t^ ouoose a career.

Ke wanted to be a writer, but did n?t dare confers it.

Obtaining err : l^yment in tne administration of

n Booillon3 Duval" he remainea one re exactly fifteen

days, xie had m-de the error of thinking hat an

employe's iog_c and initiative mignt have some r.gnts

in administrative matters.*

Immediately thereafter, acting on his fatner's

orders, ne joined the lig.it c^v^lry, the 13~~ chasaeur3

* Roger l>e Brun: G orges Court eline





B cheval, stationed, at Bar -le -Due. He so^n acquired

z reputation as a shirker, and although he had enlist-

ed x or live years, he obtained, a prolonged leave af-

ter foul months. At second-hand he bought a uniform

much to 3 big for him. After sewing hie number on it,

he Trent to tne medical board and claime^ he had lost

we -gat. A cougn Cultivated for the occasion, plus his

miserable, 3arun&en appearance, was enough. He didn't

even nave to describe hit iymptoms.

Returning to ?ari3, he succeeded in convincing

the officii Is th t he would so ^n be freed from mili-

tary service, and so -ntered t e employ of the Ministry

of Justice. Here again, he lac::ed zeal. Instead of

attending to his work, he paid a colleague half his

salary t? do his :>f "^cial work. His scheme was JO

carefully worke^ oat t.iat the mas who replabed him

eve n signed his name for him. Finally, t„e colleague,

fatigued by his double auty, s".:ed Courteline to do

his own work while he nad a snort vacation. Suddenly

finuing iz necessary to 3^0 t^tute for his substitute,

Courteline preferred t* resign. He nad become too

much acju.stoir.ed to freedom.

At this time the soa of the judicial chronicler,

Jules k'oinaux, w^3 writing for the "Rep clique ues





lettree* edited by Catulle Hendea. He w s only twenty-

one, but he had completed his shortened military ser-

vice and had had hi a name on the government pay-roll.

He had alre:;d- become a man of letters. For subject

matter he Bade use of his few months of military ser-

vice and of his experiences as a government official.

Although he had been writing for some time, he

really became seriously connected with literary media

in 1881, ".--hen with his friends Jacques Madeleine and

Jtor_ - .uill-t, he founded a revue: "Paris ..loderne,

revue litteraire et art is: -que . In the Becond num-

ber of thie magazine, ..e for the first time signed

a prose tale Georges Courts line to distinguish him-

self from hi3 father.*

His veneration for Catulle Mendea persuaded the

latter to collaborate vitft him, noi that the "Repu-

blique des lettree" had gone under. Mendes brought to

the r^vue not only his own strength, but that of his

colleagues, Leon Dierx, Meredia, and Banville. The

readers of the earlier revue followed their favorite

authors, and so became acquainted with Courteline, who

Turpin: Georges Courta line





was at the tirr.e imitating Mendes and Gautier, particu-

larly in his prose. The revue lived for only two years,

cut those two years represented for Court©line remuner-

ated idleness.

In 1SS4 he began to write for another new publica-

tion: "Les Petites N^uvelles Quot idiennes " a newspaper

th^t later g:ve its readers a volume of Courte line's

chronicles. This was the first boo': that bore the name

of Courte 1 ine . * Hi 9 daily tales show an increasing

tendency to pessimism and misanthropy in his search for

current comedy. Finding it necessary one day to manu-

facture his chronicle, he wrote "La Soupe" an episode

which brought hirr. fame. Thi9 marked the beginning of

his tales of life in the barr c s. "He excelled in

aritinb" about military life, not the military life of

the battlefields ana s^ot and shell, but tnat of tne

barracks in :;eace time."**

In 1890 he began to write in "L'Echo de Paris"

under the name Jean de la Butte. Until then he had

treated his subjects as a portrait painter. Hence-

forth his writing wa3 marked by caricature. Tne ":now-

*Turpin: Georges Courteline
**Bo~ton Transcript, June 35, 1939





ledge of laughter and the meana of provoking it be-

came more apparent. His art of writing was now con-

stantly following an upward curve. Tae influence of

Catuile Menaes was still stron^ and Courteline kept

forcing himself to satisfy tae pas he so aamired.

His first dramatic successes representee the

portrayal in new form of the subjects he had already

treated in his tales. He Bought to fix the atten-

tion of his contemporaries dh the facts which offen-

ded hia sensibilities. Without ©hanging the essen-

tial ide-t he remolds hi - work until it presents a

different aspect. He has the visual quality of dra-

matic art. Yr t his glorious career in the theatre

is due not to himself, but to Andre
7

Antoine, who

"disccvered" him. The first of his play3, "Lidoire"

played at the Th: at re-Libre in 19T-1, was simply an

episode from "Les G-ltes de l'l3cadrn" which had ap-

peared in 1826.

From then on, he wrote tales nd plays almost

continuously, first writing an avera r of one a year,

out later producing o.s many as seven plays in the
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year 1597. He was not quite so prolific later, and

there are long intervals between his latest work 9.

"L'entons Bleus" appeared in 1906. His next play was

"La Crucae" in 1909. Three years later we have his

last play, "Les Liaottes." He wrote no more. "Ma

Philosophic* which appeared shortly after the war

is a collection of thoughts gleaned from his various

Forks, ratner tnan a new dook.

An interesting paradox is tne fact that real

glory, or ratner official cognizance of his glory,

came to him only after he had stopped writing. He

ws.s never elected to the French Academy, but he was

made a member of th^ Goncourt Academy in l c 36.

Taught by his father to observe people and things

minutely, he '-rote only of what he saw :nd henrd. Li\e

Beaumarchais , he became reconciled to laughing at every

thing, for fear he night nave to weep too often. It

was as if he were holding a concave mirror up to nature

distort_ng and dilating it in a most unbecoming manner.

At the height of his glory he had stopped producing

with the state .ent that he had nothing more to say.

This very systematic sool hi d fairly lived in tne

cafe". His last cafe was the "Cafe aes Oiseaux" where

New Statesman, London, July 37, 1929
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he had his table and played cards with the merchant

a

of the neighborhood. His unpretenti ^usness prevented

hiir. from playing with men of letters, who praised his

•ork. He said of his card partners: "Au moins, eux,

ils He me p r.rl c nt pa^ d non oeuvre! *

Never did he voluntarily talk of what he had

written. "Modest, unassuming, he was content day

after d-y to 3it in the s-ime little cafe — far away

from the brilliant boulevards and there from five

to seven in the evening enjoy his little game of

"La Manille" — tne French equivalent of pinodle.

Many times the games were interrupted for one of his

funny stories — ne was an exquisite raconteur."**

His dress neglected, his costume wa3 that of an

unmanageable scnoolboy. Not only nis garb, but also

his attitude was one of nonchalance. A tnick-set

man, .e looked like a placid bureaucrat. There was

something cross and alnost hostile in his general

attitude. Yet the "Mark Twain of France" laughed at

everything and knew how to evoke laughter in the hearts

of others. Sufferring made him timid, and he fled frorr

*Les Nouvelles Litte'raires, 29 juin,192P, article by
Pierre Des caves

•Boston Transcript, June 35, 1929
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the need of sympathy. Two things haunt him: old age

and death. Even at twenty-five, he already regretted

his adolescence.*

Until the very end he kept his taste for life.

Bis last four years were a veritable torture. In Jan-

uary 1935 one of nis legs was amputated. Six days be-

fore his death the second wts removed. When he was re-

fused his newspapers, he understood, and stoically

awaited the death he had feared. Tet he died calmly,

and his la3t words werf to excuse himself for the trou-

ble h^ w~9 giving his friends.

The practical loker who had written without sar-

casm or bitterness died on his seventy-first birthday,

June 35, 1939. He had attained his goal: "Contenter a

la fois, les simples et les difficiles, meriter le rire

ing^nu de3 bonnes d 1 enfant a et des e^ldats — et l'ap-

plaudi asement de l
1 elite pour des raiaone autre a et

meilleu.res, tel eat l'X a degager."**

•Turpin: Georges C^urte_ine
Quoted by Turpin p. 73





-14-

His Characteristics

Courteline was a small man of the race of lean

cats, lost, floating in a large frock coat, hie hair

like drum sticks veneered to his forehead and thrown

back behind his ears. His black eyes were small, like

pear seeds set into a rather pale face. Intensely in-

terested in all life, ne was particularly fond of ani-

mals.

As patient as an ant, he persisted in his search

for the best word or phrase. Pierre Wolff tells us

that writing in collaboration with Courteline was no

easy job, for: "Telle phrase £crite par moi etait re-

prise pa r lui, huit jours durant, jusqu'a ce qu'elle

1° satisfas?e . "*

He 1-ft few books, for he rote then all slowly

rnd with difficulty. Research for specific words w-^s

quite a task, but .ie took his time. Ke was a sculptor

7,ho carved carefully t..e figures he depicted.

Courteline made many of his minute observations in

the cafes that he frequented. Once accustomed to a ca-

fe, he went t^ere rrgul rly. Always one would find

Les Nouvelles Lit t era! res, 39 juin 1929
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about him a picturesque group wno gathered to drink,

to ploy cards, and to plan according to their lights

and tastes, works of art, literature, finance, or

politics. When the caf£ overflowed with strangers,

there was always some little corner to hold the par-

ticular group which hung on the words of their hero.

Not everyone c:>uld join this group, for he was cau-

tious in the choice of his friends.*

Ht really lived in oafes for more than twenty

years. Between a glass of beer and his open napkin,

he would sprea_ out his papers. It is there that he

wrote with shite ink on ruled pap=r of poor quality.

Frequently he interrupted himself for a game of cara3,

a drink, or to grumble against adjutants, judges, and

other office-nolders . Then, suddenly he would go,

leaving the bill to be paid by tnose who had lost or

those wno had bored him. He was happy in the cafe.

Then he traveled, it was to give pleasure to others.

It was through the cafe 3 that he became acquainted

with cities.**

Dominique Bonnaud in Les Annales, premier aout 1939
**Rene Benjamin in Lea Annales, premier jmillet 1929





Logical, he seeded to nave an instinct which

made him s-e things in their natural sequence. In-

finitely good himself, he couldn't conceive how any-

one might be bad.* Even hi3 hobbies had as motive

some humanitarian tnought, some gesture of pity fox

the worst reprobates. He continued to laugh euen

while he loathed, for he wa.s a cynic Hfho dealt in

buffoonery.

Something was always happening to him, or so it

seemed, for with his power of observation, every in-

stant of the mo-~t colorless incident provided him

with material for ori -inal literary development , ma-

terial which attained great comic force.

The s^n of an indefatiguable notr taker, he was

const .ntly searching and taking notes. His genius im

proved :pn what he found. He could not tie himself

down to a Ion; piece of work. He felt the need of

moving about, walking, changing the air and the place

-.is was a simple style, for he had horror of oig

v.ords. He used tnem only _n mockery or to bring out

tne point oi a joke.

*L« Illustration, 29 juin l c29





It was hi3 custom to work out a story with his

eyes closed. Then he would tell it first to one

friend and then to another, improving it as ne went

along. When he felt it had reached it3 height, he

wrote it.

His modesty made him conceive of his work as

that of a schoolboy. He felt that a true artist

oug^t not to delight in what he had done, but ought

to compare it s^dly with what he had wanted to do.

So, ne wrestied with every sentence, modifying it

endlessly. Pride hud no part in his mocking atti-

tude. Because he was unpretentious, he w .mid not

talk about himself. "—Je vrms repete que je ne suis

qu'un amateur. Ce qui donne a croire le contr- ire,

c'est que j'ai per3i9te longtemps, et que je per3iste

enc-> re . . . Aucune raison ne p aut contre le temos; au

fond, je snis un amateur qui a dure."*

A lover of honesty, freedom, youth and pleasure,

his opposition to discipline and aspiration is apt to

strike the sensitive as rather brital. A3 to the scru-

pulous, he makes them wince with the things he is ready

* Quo ted by Gaston Cne'rau in L ' Illustration, 39 j uin 1939
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to forgive. He fights against affectation, humbug,

pretension, and oppression. To the moralist he ap-

pears lax, for he is lenient towards the follies of

youth. He sympatnizes witn the love of pl-asure

.

Watching men live, he indulgently considers

them more stupid than kicked. He laugiis at them,

as if t^ mak*3 them thoroughly ashamed of themselves.

Then, after pointing out the various foibles of

mankind, he calmly 3tops writing.

He detested interviews and investigators. When

he received a questionnaire, he acknowledged its re-

ceipt with a multigraphed circular letter stating

that ne was amused a~ the sender.

Pascal has said that a jester has a bad charac-

ter. Tnis is in line with Co^rteiine. When he took

a trip, ne always had a bone to pick With tne ticket

collector, tie couldn't go into a restaurant without

n.ving an argument with the waitsr. He never played

cards without 30m- sort of discussion.*

Altogether, his characteristics m- ! ke him oae of us

a nail with virtues and vices, neither too good nor too

bad, simply a man who h^d th c gfft of writing what he s

*Pierre Descave3 in Nouvelles Litte'raire3, 39 juin 1929
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His Literary Background

Courteline'a f ther had taught him to observe

minutely. Ihia accomplishment provided him with ma-

terial. He- never made U3e of anything he had not

seen and neard.* Fron his father, too
:
he received

much of hie subject matter, notably from "Les Tribu-

naux Comiques .

"

rie was very much interested in epochs previous

to nis own ana at one time withdrew to Saint-Maude

to rereaa Corneille anu Hugo wnom ne greatly admired.

He was fond of the Parnassians, certain Symbolists,

and Racine. Moliere was his god.

Cr-'-ulle Mender was the fir^t to allot him the

high place he occupies. Courteline calls him his

master and friend, for it was Mendes who inculcated

in him his taste for language and Boileau's precept:

"Poli3 3ez et repoliasez." '"ithout 3uch a check he

might nave yielde.. to facility, as di his father.

Mendes speaka of him as a farceur in the style of

an Aristophanes or a Racine, a fact which shows he

attained his master's expectations.

He itdore^ Menaes, Antoine, Wolff, una Lacien

Martin du Gard in houvei.es Litteraires, 23 juin 1939
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res caves, but he venerated his father, Dumas pere,

end Hugo. Speaking of his father, even after his

seventieth birthday, he still used to 9ay "papa"

with an indescribable tenderness . For Andre An-

toine uc felt admiration mingled with a little fear.

His theatrical fate i3 due ;o the fact that ne

met Antoine, who produced ooth "Lidoire" and "Bou-

bouroche." The revival of the latter in 1S97 made

Courteiine a satellite of Antoine. Both had the

same dramatic ideal so often sought by playwrights

who had their premie re at the Thratre-Libre — the

depict inn of a slice of life. They beca.me v^ry

closely connected. Courtelin3 use : to be present

at rehearsals, learning and suggesting.

Pierre Wolff, Luoien Descaves, and Andre Antoine

were undoubtedly his ol.iest and a? .rest friend3. Wolff

and Courteiine each had his first play performed at the

Taeat re -Libre the same night. The friemsnip which

started then was never marred.

Anotner group with w.iom ne was very friendly com-

prised Curel, Porto-Ric^e
,
Brie^x, ana Smile Fabre.





These friend9 used to stiy up with him until five

in the corning counting the receipts of the perfor-

Be nee s

.

With suoh fric-nds Courte line ever moved in

literary circles. Vigny's ivory tower was not for

hio, for he obtained situations and settings for

w:_- t he wrote tx&m his associations. For his work

he needed not introspection, bu; observ at ion.
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His Popularity

What do contemporary critics say about, our author?

Courteline is not one of those authors, who is read be-

cause iz is ;he Btyle to ao so. People like him. His

force was well shown during the war, wnen it was neces-

sary to find plays suitable for all types of men. Tw:>

authors were found acceptable: Moliere and Courteline.*

This is significant, as it groups together two out-

standing humorists.

Henry Bidou tells us that Courteline immediately

becs.me popular, that his heroes could not help but

live in the memory of men.** Once having read his

plays, one cannot forget a M. Badin, a La Brige, a

Lavernie', and certainly not Boubouroche.

His glory die not preoccupy him, and he was right.

It was enough that he had written in a 1 anguage so

pure and simple that it defies the years, that he had

described scenes of ^rresist .ble truth. His .vork has

a two-fold title bo live: its documentary value and

its literary quality. Tne most astonishing of his

merits is that of pleasing at tne same cime both sim-

ple people and learned men.***

Rene Benjamin in Le s Annales, premier iuillet 1939
**Journal des Debate, 5 juillet 1939
•Martin du Gard in L^s Nouvelles Litteraires, 39 juin 1939
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Roland Dorgeles telle U3 he was a great classic

writer who will live, for his art Is the expression

of the French genius as seen in La Fontaine :;nd Moliere .

Le Brun says that barring Labi one, a gay author

has never been as much used as Ceurteline.* He has the

gift of amusing people and ne has pa3?ed the test. In

1937 ne was played at tne Comedie-Franoaise no fewer

than ten ximes.

Jules Lemaitre in speaking of comic authors says:

"Et je ne veux pas donner des rangs, et j 'ignore si

Courteline est le premier de la bande ; mais je vois

bien que sa gaite est la plu? copi^use, la plus coloree,

et quo ique souvent neuve dans ses form- , la mieux

rattachee a la tradition."**

And isn' it worth noting that the younger genera-

tion of French writers called him the "Mark Twain of

France *' ***

*Le Brun: Georges Co arte ine
•Impressions de Tnedtre, 8*" se'rie (13S5) quoted by

Le Brun p. 76
***Bost >n Transcript, June 35, 1535
































































































































































































