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INTROHJ CTIOST. 



Introduction. 

The f i r s t t rans la t i on , so -ca l l ed , o f Othello 

appeared in France in 1745. The l a t e appear­

ance o f t h i s t rans la t ion i s par t l y explained by 

the fact that although in England, even during 

h is own l i f e t ime, Shakespeare was ha i l ed as a 

world-great genius, in France for more than a 

century a f te r h i s .death, h i s very name was un­

known. Moreover, even when stray copies of h i s 

p lays began at las t to f ind t h e i r way across the 

channel, they gave r i s e to the most var ied o r i t i -

cism; and almost another century was allowed to 

e lapse before they were recognized as the works 

o f a master o f drama. 

"Les Anglais sont t r è s habi les ^ens , " 

wrote a Erench sojourner^- in England in the ' 

seventeenth century, " leurs ouvrages sont presque 

tous bons, et i l y en a beaucoup d ' exce l l ens . 

C'est dommage," he adds p l a i n t i v e l y , "que l e s 

1. Bâle--Discours sur l e feu M. Anc i l l on , 
e t c . , Tome I , p . 160. 



2. 

Autheurs de ce pays-la n'ecriuent qu'en leur 

langue; car ceux de c e lu i - c i n'en peuvent p r o f i t e r 

faute de l e s entendre." This ignorance of the 

English language i t s e l f , and s t i l l more, the .ap­

parent content to remain in ignorance of i t , 

would seem to betoken a narrowness of view point , 

a lack of c o smo po l i t suai sm strangely out o f keep­

ing in a nation that wielded so wide an influence 

in European l i t e r a tu r e . The many evidences o f 

French appreciation of Spanish, I t a l i an , and 

c lass ic l i t e r a tu r e are ample refutation of any 

such hypothesis. 

The reason for th i s lack of appreciation o f 

Eng-lish l i t e r a tu r e i s to be sought rather in 

other f a c t s . In the f i r s t place, France and 

England were not yet far enough away from the 

days of the Hundred Years ' War to have buried a l l 

national antagonism. The drama of Shakespeare, 

having i t s source so large ly in the l i f e and man­

ners of a people that even during the seventeenth 

century, now and again greeted French v i s i t o r s 

t o the i r is land with the not overly hospitable 

sobriquet of "French dogge", was hardly calcu­

l a t e d to appeal to readers in France. Moreover, 



the drama of Shakespeare found no answering 

element in France. There were no well-known 

l i t e r a r y grooves into which i t f i t t ed . I t i s , 

there fore , not merely because Shakespeare was o f 

fore ign b i r th that his drama had to be accepted 

"par pe t i t s morceaux";(1) i t i s also part ly 

because he represented an element thoroughly 

out of harmony with French l i t e rary ideals of 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries ( 2 ) . 

The fact that we f ind no French translat ions 

and no extended comment on Shakespeare before 

the eighteenth century, I do not take, however, 

t o be conclusive proof that h is works were 

ent i re ly unknown to French readers before the 

appearance of the Let t res sur l e s Anglais et 

l e s Français of Beat de Murait. I t seems hardly 

probaole that of a l l the French men of l e t t e r s 

who found the i r way into England during the 

seventeenth century, either driven there by 

necessity or sent on some mission, not one ever 

turned over the leaves of one of the early f o l i o 

1. Cf. Sainte-Beuve re ferred to on page 5. 
2 . Dumas recounts in his memoirs that even as 

l a t e as 1822, a troupe of English actors attempt­
ing to present Othello in the Théâtre for te 
Saint-Martin was hissed from the stage' and forced 
t o take refuge in a neighboring music-hall. 



ed i t ions o f "Shakess P e a r " ( i ) , or ever saw one 

o f Shakespeare's plays presented on the stage. 

So far as the seventeenth century i s concerned, 

we are dealing with a period that accepted com­

placent ly Bo i leau 's famous "Enfin Malherbe v i n t " , 

without a s ingle vo ice being raised to claim recog 

n i t i on for a forgotten Ronsard. I t i s not 

strange that the age that found Rabelais, Marot, 

and Montaigne " i r r egu la r " , should consider un­

worthy even of passing mention, a dramatist who 

transgressed every known rule of c lass ic tragedy. 

In the very nature of things, the plays of 

"Atti la-Shakespeare" could hardly f a i l to grate 

unpleasantly on hearers accustomed to the almost 

s ta tue- l ike beauty and c lass ic parity o f the 

t raged ies o f Cornei l le and Racine. Before a 

court accustomed to see only royal personages 

f i gure upon the sta*e, Shakespeare would have 

introduced the rabble. To those c r i t i c s who 

found that even Pyrrhus sometimes approached 

dangerously near comedy(2), Shakespeare would 

have presented ent i re scenes of pure comedy. To 

1 , , Journal des Savans, 1710. 
2. Racine, Anlromaque, Acte I I , Scène V, 
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1. Sainte-Beuve. Causeries du Lundi, 2 Mars, 
1863, 

play-goers accustomed to learn through the réo i t , 

the death of the victim of tragedy, Shakespeare 

would hare exposed in al l i t s crudity,. the whole 

"grande tuer ie" , The fact that Othello is olack; 

that Gassio appears drunk upon the stage; that 

the whole tragedy revolves aoout a handkerchief, 

an ooject that apparently has no place in tragedy; 

the manner of Desdemonafs death— any one of 

these details was enough to condemn Shakespeare 

in the eyes of French c r i t i c s . 

The seventeenth century was content, apparent­

l y , to ignore Shakespeare. The eighteenth cent­

ury observed a different attitude. Kecogmzing 

in him a certain amount of poetic insight, i t 

sought to reduce him to i t s own conception of 

genius. Instead of enlarging i t s standards to 

dimensions that would embrace ShaKespeare, i t 

thought only of reducing Shakespeare to dimensions 

that would enaole him to f i t into a certain 

small groove in the conventional mould of 

t ragedy. 

"Avant de nous le faire accepter," writes 

Sainte-Beuve(l) , " i l nous a fal lu pour le Sha&es-
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peare , comme au jourd 'hu i pour l e Goethe, comme 

pour tout ce qui est grand à l ' é t r ange r , nous, 

couper l e s morceaux \ l 'avance, nous donner p e t i t 

à p e t i t l a becquée, n i plus mi moins qu'aux 

p e t i t s o iseaux". I t i s the purpose of t h i s 

paper to show through how many t r a v e s t i e s Othel lo 

had to pass before at ta in ing truer expression in 

the in te rpre ta t ions o f the nineteenth century. 



I . The "Za i re " o f V o l t a i r e . 



I . The "Zaire" of Voltaire 

7. 

Othello 's f i r s t appearance in France i s in 

disguise. Those readers of the Pour et Contre 

who expressed so warmly their appreciation of 

the br ie f synopsis of several of Shakespeare's 

plays that had appeared(l) in the pages of that 

periodical, probably did not rea l ize that they 

had already rendered a sort of homage to Othello 

when, six years previously, they had applauded 

for twenty-one nights in succession, Vo l ta i re ' s 

Zaire. 

Zaire, though not in any sense a replica of 

Shakespeare's Othello, contains certain elements 

that undoubtedly owe their inspiration to Shakes­

peare. With regard to the English poet, Vol­

t a i r e seems to have put himself very much in the 

attitude of Molière toward poor Cyrano: "Cette 

scène est bonne; e l l e m* appartient de droit ; j e 

reprends mon bien partout où j e l e trouve." Even 

i n the days of his bitterest invective against 

Shakespeare, Voltaire did not f a i l to recognize 

that the saltim banque "avait des sa i l l i e s 

1. Pour et Contre, 1738, Tome XIV 



heureuses", and these s a i l l i e s he has not been 

above borrowing. He turned over the leaves o f 

Othel lo , picked out the pearls he found there , and 

set them in a mounting of h is own. The pa ra l l e l 

passages that fo l low are a truer homage to the 

genius of Shakespeare than Vo l ta i re ever accorded 

i n words: 

Othe l lo - -
Pry thee no more: l e t him come when he w i l l : 

I w i l l deny thee nothing. ( 1 ) 

Orosmane— 
Zaire l ' a voulu; c ' est assez. . . 

. . . j e f a i s tout pour Zaire ; 
Nul autre sur mon coeur n'aurait p r i s cet 

empire. ( 2) 

Othel lo— 
I must'weepe, 

But they are crue l l Teares; th i s sorrow's 
heauenly, 

I t s t r ikes where i t doth l oue . (3 ) 

Orosmane--
Mais ces pleurs sont cruels et l a mort va 

l e s suivre; 
. . . . . . ces pleurs 
Du sang qui va couler sont l e s avant-

coureurs. (4) 

1. Shakespeare: Othel lo , Vo l . V I , Edit ion 
Eurness, Act I I I , Scene I I I . 

2. Vo l t a i r e : Zaire , Vol . I I de ses Œuvres, 
Acte I I I , Scène I . 

3. Shakespeare: Othel lo, Act V, Scene I I . 
4. Vo l ta i r e : Zaire, Acte V, Scène V I I I . 
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Othello— 
Had i t pleased Heauen, 

To try me with a f f l i c t i on , had the./ ra in 'd 
A l l kind of Sores, and Shames on my "bare head: 
Steep'd me in pouertie to the very l ippes, 
Giuen to Captiuite, me, and my utmost hopes, 
I should haue found in some place of % Soûle» 
A drop of Toatience. But, alas, to make me 

" etc. (1) 
Orosmane— 

J'aurais d'unie i l serein, d'un front 
inaltérable, 

Contemplé dé mon rang l a chute épouvantable; 
J'aurais su, dans l 'horreur de la capt iv i té , 
Conserver mon courage et ma t ranqu i l l i t é : 
Mais me voir a ce point trompe par ce que 

j ' aime î ( 2 ) 

Dialogue between Othello and Desdemona( 3.). 

Scene between Zaire and Orosmane(4). 

Othel lo 's f ina l speech(b). 

Orosmane's f ina l speech(6). 

Moreover, in addition to having prof i ted by 

some of the actual l ines of Othello, Voltaire has 
succeeded in imparting to Zaire a l i t t l e of the 

movement that characterizes the English play but 

at the same time, without in any way destroying 

the essentially French, and above a l l , essential ly 

1. Shakespeare: Othello, Act IV, Scene I I . 
2. Vo l ta i re : Zaire, Acte V, Scene V I I I . 
3. Shakespeare: Othello, Act IV, Scene I I . 
4. Vol ta ire : Zaire, Acte IV, Scène VI. 
5. Shakespeare: Othello, Act V, Scene I I . 
6. Voltaire: Zaire, Acte V, Scène X. 
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1. Discours sur l a tragédie , SE uvfes, 
Vo l . I I . 

c lass i c atmosphere of the play. The verye, the 

spontaneous vigour of the action, the rapid move­

ment toward the climax, was to Voltaire» s mind 

the chie f merit of the English t h e a t r e ( l ) . The 

vigour of action that he has succeeded in em­

bodying in his own play i s undoubtedly inspired 

by Shakespeare. And th i s , to my mind, i s the 

greatest debt he owes the English dramatist. 

Beyond th is point resemblance between the two 

plays pract ica l ly ceases. The ori"tental blood of 

Orosmane i s perhaps a faint concession to the 

Moorish ancestry of Othello. In both plays an 

enemy threatens attack. In Othello, however, 

the enemies feared are Turks coming from the 

east ; the enemies that Orosmane fears are Christ­

ians coming from the west. 

The very t i t l e of the play indicates a d i f f e r ­

ence in conception. In the English play, i t i s 

the jealous Othello who has the preponderant 

r o l e ; in Zaire, i t i s the woman, the victim of 

h i s jealousy. I f Vo l ta i re has in th is part icular, 

suffered any influence, i t i s , I should say, 
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1. Vo l t a i r e : Zaire , Acte I , Scène I I , 

that of Racine, in whose plays, as many of t h e i r 

t i t l e s i nd i ca t e/ the preponderant r o l e l i e s with 

the woman, 

Orosmane, true French court ier of the seven­

teenth century in sp i te o f h i s o r i enta l garb, 

presents l i t t l e physical resemblance t o the "sooty-

bosom* d" Moor. Nor i s the resemblance in charac­

t e r much more str ik ing. Othello i s inst inctively-

open, worshipping, unsuspecting, "the nature whom 

Passion could not shake". Orosmane, generous, 

passionately lov ing , i s roya l l y exacting in h i s 
l o v e : 

Oro smane— 
Je vous aime, Zaire , et j 'attends de votre 

âme ^ 
Un amour qui réponde a ma brûlante flamme. 
Je l ' avouera i , mon cœur ne veut r ien 

qu' ardemment; 
Je me c ro i ra i s hai d ' ê t r e aimé faiblement (1) . 

Othe l l o ' s jealousy i s a gradually increasing 

flame, kindled and fed from without; Orosmane has 

i n h is own heart the germs o f the jealousy that 

i s t o destroy h is happiness. The two fo l lowing 

passages indicate su f f i c i ent ly th i s d i f ference in 

character between the French and the 'Engl ish hero: 



Othello — 
Honest Iago, 

My Desdemona must I leaue to thee; 
I pry thee let thy wife attend on her 
And 'bring them after in the oest aduantage(l) 

Orosmane— 
ÎTe croyez pas aoon plus que mon honneur 

confie 
La vertu d1 une épouse a oes monstres d'Asie, 
Du sérail les soudans gardes injurieux(2). 

I t i s Orosmane who f i rst confides his sus­

picion to Corasmin. Othello has his f i rs t doubt 

suggested to him "by I ago. 

Orosmane is above a l l , a lover; Othello i s 

f i r s t of a l l , a soldier: 

O the l l o -
Come Desdemona, I haue out an houre 

Of Loue, of worldly matter, and direction 
To spend with thee. We must obey the time(3) 

Orosmane— 

Je vais donner une heure aux soins de mon 
empire, 

Et le reste du jour sera tout à Za'ire(4). 

Between the character of Zaire and that of 

Desdemona, there is a l l the difference that ex­

i s t s between the women of Shakespeare and the 

1. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I I I . 
2. Voltaire: Zaire, Acte I , Scène I I . 
3. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I I I . 
4. Voltaire: Zaire, Acte I , Scène V. 
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women of Racine. Desdemona, winning, gracious, 

charmingly g i r l i sh , exists by reason of her r e ­

la t ion to Othello. Zaire, l i k e Andromaque and 

Phèdre, stands alone. Both Zaire and Desdemona 

are passive victims, Zaire because she chooses t o 

be, Desdemona because she can not help herse l f . 

In the case of Zaire i t i s the familiar motif so 

dear to classic tragedy, the eternal struggle be­

tween love and duty. 

Desdemona i s too l i t t l e in accord with the 

sp i r i t that condemned the Cléante of Molière for 

h i s lack of f i l i a l respect, to serve as a model 

for a heroine of French tragedy. Zaire, slave at 

the court of Orosmane, suggests rather Andromaque 

at the court of Pyrrhus than the English heroine. 

In her readiness to sacri f ice her own happiness 

t o the f i l i a l obedience she owes her father, she 

suggests, perhaps, Chimène, out certainly not 

Desdemona. 

The character of Iago, properly speaxing, does 

not appear in Zaire, for we can not regard Oorasmin 

as being in any sense the counterpart o f Iago. 

Iago ' s i s a character that seems in general not 

t o appeal to French readers* De Brog l ie recounts 

that in 1830 when De Vigny s ' More de Venise was 



presented for the f i rst time at the Theatre 

Français, the only role that fa i led to meet with 

applause was that of I ago. This part, he declares, 

would have fa i led utterly had i t not oeen for the 

excellent acting of M. . "Selon nous", he con­

tinues, "ce rôle a déplu parce qu ' i l n'est pas 

bon; parce qu ' i l est non pas inconséquent, mais 

incohérent " ( 1 ) . The wickedness of I ago, according to 

De Broglie, i s diabolical beyond the point of 

reason or log ic ; the end in view does not warrant 

the heinousness of his design. Moreover, i t i s 

i l l o g i c a l that a person so fiendish in character 

should at the same time be a crave soldier and 

command respect. lago 's c r i t i cs are, I think, 

a l i t t l e of the opinion of Master Eymer who finds 

the character of I ago unbefitting a soldier and a 

gentleman and who devoutly "hopes he i s not 

brought on the stage in a Bed Coat"(2). 

On the whole, so far as Shakespeare i s con­

cerned, i t may safely oe said that Voltaire owes 

t o him only those elements to which he has ac­

corded pfcaise, " le mérite de l 'act ion et quelques 

be l l es scènes". 

1. Revue française, Janvier, 1830. 
2. Eymer: Short View of Tragedy. 



I I . The "O the l l o " o f La P l a c e . 
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I I . The "Othello" of La Place, 

I t was several years after the publication of 

Zaire that another work appeared, to satisfy the 

growing anglomania that had been taking possession 

o f French readers. This work, entit led Le Théâtre 

Anglois, was published in London anonymously in 

1745, but the author was currently known among 

men of le t ters to be Pierre Antoine de l a Place, 

la ter editor of Le Mercure, Of the eight volumes 

that compose the work, four are devoted to the 

plays of Shakespeare. In his translation, the 

author has been guided largely by Pope's edition 

o f Shakespeare to which he makes frequent allusion. 

The work of La Place, noteworthy because i t i s 

the f i rst attempt ( l ) to reproduce Shakespeare for 

French readers, is in I t se l f of l i t t l e value. I t 

i s a mere travesty of the tragedy of Shakespeare, 

f u l l of inaccuracies, and convening absolutely no 

1. Before the appearance of La Place's trans­
lat ion, Voltaire had translated a few br ie f pass­
ages of Othello in his Lettre sur la Tragédie--the 
same passages that he afterwards put to such ef­
fect ive use in his Lettre a L'Académie. He had 
made, however, no such serious effort as La Place 
made, to reproduce! a l l of Othello for French 
r* © & cler* s + 
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1. Préface, page 71. 
2. Préface to Le Théâtre Anglois, Vol. I . 

idea of the or ig inal . The preface to his work, 

however, shows that although La Place may have 

fa i l ed in his interpretation of Shakespeare, he 

was, nevertheless, an independent and or ig inal 

thinker and a c r i t i c of no mean ab i l i t y . 

He was, moreover, fully a l ive to the feenius 

o f the English dramatist. La Place i s among the 

f i r s t of his countrymen to assert that Shakespeare 

should not be judged according to French standards 

o f tragedy and that he i s none the less a genius 

for not having been cast in classic mould(l ) . 

"Gardons-nous bien", he concludes with a note of 

true prophecy, "de condamner sans retour 

aujourd'hui ce que nos neveux applaudiront peut-

être un j our " ( 2 ) . 

Nevertheless, in his interpretation of 0-

the l l o , La Place, far from presenting the work as 

i t exists in English, has eliminated from i t 

every element not in conformity with the tradit ions 

o f the French theatre. Unconsciously, and in 

spite of his own better judgment, he t r i e s after 

a l l to make Othello as far as possible, a hero of 

îrench tragedy. 



La Place has not attempted to g ive a complete 

translat ion of any 0 f the.plays of Shakespeare. 

He has chosen only those passages that to h is mind 

best i l lus t ra te the oeauties of the English author 

and that have a direct bearing upon the action. 

The remainder of the play he g ives in outl ine. 

I t i s interesting to note in th is connection, that 

o f the fort^ scenes given in synopsis, thirty are 

scenes in which Iago f i g u r e s ( l ) . Certain other 

scenes he has omitted, notably the one between 

.ffinilia and Desdemona beginning with the l ines , 

"My mother had a mai de cal led Barbarie," (2) be­

cause "de t e l l e s scènes ne seroient suSvSeptioles 

d'aucunes grâces, dans une traduction, et surtout 

dans une traduction française", 

To La P lace 's mind, Shakespeare's gravest 

fault l i e s in the fact that he has introduced 

in to his plays circumstances that revol t by the i r 

cruelty, that much of the dialogue has no bearing 

upon the plot development, that h i s characters 

often speak a language "peu digne du cothurne", 

1, La Place, and a l l of his successors in t h i s 
century, in the ir translations have observed the 
French method of dividing the act into scenes. 
The forty scenes referred to are, of course, 
scenes that have been thus divided. 

2. Compare note, Acte IV, 
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1. Shakespeare: Othello, Act IV, Scene I . 
2. La Place: Acte IVf Sc#n# V I I ; 

Almost a l l the scenes that he omits in his 

adaptation are scenes that f a i l in one or another 

o f these particulars. The f i rs t act of the 

play i s the only one in which no such scenes 

are given in outl ine. In th is instance, La 

Place has contented himself merely with shorten­

ing the long speeches, Brabantio's accusation 

o f Othello, for example, being condensed from 

the twenty l ines i t occupies in the or ig inal to 

eight l ines . 

I t w i l l be impossible in th is br ie f paper 

to indicate a l l the divergences of text that 

occur in La Place 1 s version, as there i s pract i ­

ca l ly but one l ine in the whole play that i s 

a l i t e r a l reproduction of the corresponding 

l i ne in Shakespeare. 

"My heart i s turned to stone."(1) 

"Mon cœur est change en p ie r re " . (2) 

I have endeavoured, therefore, to choose a 

certain Dumber of passages that w i l l give an 

idea of the essential differences between the 

two plays. 

The Othello of Shakespeare and the Othello 



19. 

1. Shakespeare: Othello, Act ÏJ^ Scene I I I . 
2. La Place: Othello, Acte IV, Scène I I I . 
3. La Place: Othello, Ac te I , Scène X I I . 

o f La Place have l i t t l e in common. "The Moore 

i s of a free, and open nature" ( 1 ) , says the 

Iago of Shakespeare, Says the Iago of LaPlace, 

"Le More est soupçonneux; j e l e rendrai 

facilement jaloux" (2 ) , 

Quite u&like that Othello whose plea was: 

"Rude am I , in my speech, 
And l i t t l e blessed with the soft 

phrase of Peace,"(1) 

the Othello of La Place concludes his speech 

with a l l the fluency and grace of a courtier 

o f Louis XIV: "Mais en me trouvant si particu­

lièrement honoré par cette preuve de votre 

confiance, oserai- je vous représenter que j e 

la isse i c i une épouse chérie, et qu 'e l le n'y 

peut rester qu'avec un établissement et des 

prerogatives dignes du poste que son époux 

occupe, et conformes \ sa naissance?"(3) 

"To allusion i s made to the physical appear­

ance of the man. The reluctance to translate 

"Thicks-Lips 1 1, or to make Othello appear in 

any way physically repulsive, i s characteristic 

of a l l the translators during this century. 

This altogether natural reluctancfc, loses a 
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part o f i t s s igni f icance in the l i ght of the 

in terpre ta t ion of the characters by actors o f 

to-day. For in th i s part icular we have come 

t o be of the French way of thinking; Garrick 

with his black countenance and gaudy turban(1) 

would hardly correspond to the modern idea o f 

Othel lo . 

La Place has l ikewise f a i l ed to reproduce 

f o r French readers the character of Iago, as i t 

e x i s t s in the o r i g ina l . One o f the t r a i t s o f 

the Iago of Shakespeare i s that he frequently 

g i v es only vague hints in words, as to what 

are h is rea l motives of act ion. In such cases 

La Place usually t r i e s to put into concrete 

form the thought that i s merely hinted at by 

Iago , as for instance, in I a & o ' s long speech 

beginning: 

Were I the Moore, I should not bè I ago . 
In fol lowing him I fo l low out myself, e t c . 
I am not what I am(2). 

This speech, La Place has condensed in to 

four l ines : 

1. John Gait: L ives o f the P layers , Vo l . 
I , p . 268. 

2. Shakespeare: Othel lo , Act I , Scene I . 
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Dieu seul oonnoît les cœurs: mais mon 
extérieur n'est jamais composé que pour l a f in 
à laquel le j e tends. Tâchez donc de me mieux 
connaître(1). 

Another instance occurs in the same scene: 

I ago— 
Call vp her father, . . . 

Rowse him, make after him, poyson his del ight , 

And though he in a f e r t i l e clymate dwell, 
Plague him with f l i e s : though that his Ioy 

be Ioy 
Yet throw such chances of vexation on't 
As i t may loose some colour(2) . 

Iago— 
Je ne vo is , qu'un moyen pour l'empêcher 

d'enlever Desdemona. Avertissez le Pere: 
q u ' i l frémisse d'un parei l complot. Répandez 
en partout l e bru i t . . . C'est l 'unique 
secret de fa i re manquer l'enlèvement projeté 
par l e More. 

Here again La Place has sought to g ive more 

concrete form to I ago's thought, but in this case 

he has perverted the sense of the passage. 

Shakespeare's Iago i s animated only by the hope 

o f throwing such chance vexation as may oe, upon 

the happiness of Othello. At the time the play 

opens, i t i s already too late to prevent the 

marriage. 

1. La Place: Othello, Acte I , Scene I . 
2. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I . 



The character of Desdemona is a very languid 

one. She appears upon the stage less often than 

the Desdemona of Shakespeare, and when she does 

appear, her words are not remarkable. The follow­

ing i s an i l lustrat ion of the general tone in 

which the whole part i s conceived: 

Desdemona— 
And I a heauie interim shall support 

By his deare absence. Let me go with h im ( l ) . 

Desdemona— 
Ma plus chère espérance est trahie; et j e 

ne réponds pas de survivre a la douleur de 
son absence(2). 

La Place has succeeded in imparting a faint 

Racinian flavour to the character of Brabantio's 

wrath by a plentiful sprinkling of "perfides" 

and "infâmes" with which he has replaced the epi­

thets , occasionally more vigorous than poetic, 

o f Shakespeare's Brabantio". 

Brabantio--
Downe with him, theefe! (3) 

Brabantio— 
Qu'il périsse l ' infâme!(4) 

1. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I I I . 
2. La Place: Othello, Acte I , Scene X I I . . 
3. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I I . 
4. La Place: Othello, Acte I , Scène V I I . 
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Brabant io— 
For i f such actions may haue passage free 

Bond-slaues and Pagans shall our statesmen 
be (3 ) . 

Brabantio--
Si de t e l s attentats rest oient sans 

ohâtimens les scélérats et les vagabonds 
de cette espèce seroient bientôt à la 
têt© de la République(4). 

In this last instance, La Place seems to have 

fa i l ed to observe that Shakespeare has made use 

o f terms that apply peculiarly to Othello. La 

Place has replaced them by the more general 

terms, "scélérats" and "vagabonds", and the 

l ines , forthwith, lose a part of their s ign i f i -

c ance. 

In the version of La Place, moreover, but 

passing allusion is made to the element of 

magic which forms practically the basis of the 

accusation of Shakespeare's Brabantio. Le 

Tourneur i s the only one of the eighteenth cent­

ury translators of Shakespeare who has given 

1. Shakespeare: Othello, Ac t ' I , Scene I I . 
2. La Place: Othello, Acte I , Scène V I I . 
3. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I I . 
4. La Place: Othello, Acte I , Scène VI I . 

Brabantio— 
Oh thou foale Theefe, 

Where hast thou stow'd my daughter?(l) 

Brabantio— 
Ah, scélérat, qu'as-tu fa i t de ma f i l l e ? (2 ) 
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1, Shakespeare: Othello,. Act I , Scene I I I . 
2. La Place: Othello, Acte I , Spène X I . , . 

t o the element of magic the force i t has in the 

o r ig ina l . 

Brabantio— 
She i s abas'd, stolne from me, and cor­

rupted 
By Spels, and Medicines bought of Mounte­

banks (1 ) , 

Brabantio— 
On me l ' a ravie e l l e est déshonorée; 

e l l e est perdue; L'enfer s'en est mêlé sans 
doute(2) . 

The Egyptian of Shakespeare i s a charmer that 

"could almost read the thoughts of people". In 

La Place she i s "une fameuse Egyptienne". 

Beginning with Act I I , Othello has been very 

extensively abridged in the version of La P lace . 

Many incidents are omitted altogether. Here, even 

more than in the opening act, the l ines have been 

purged rigorously of a l l their picturesque word-

imagery and of every allusion that might in any 

j en se ce deemed homely. In th is last particular, 

La Place has fa i r ly enlisted under the standards 

o f those seventeenth century frequenters of salons 

who could not forgive Molière»s Agnes her " t a r t e 

a la crème". A few instances w i l l suff ice to 

show what transformations the language of Shakes-
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O t h e l l o -
How shall I murther him, Iago?(3) . 

Othello— 
Quel supplice assez affreux pour me venger 

de ce perfide?(4) 

Othello— 
I would haue him nine yeeres a -k i l l i n g ( 5 ) . 

Othello— 
Que n 'a i - j e mil le morts à lu i fa i re 

souffr ir?(6) 

Quite as often, however, La Place has replaced 

the figures of Shakespeare by prosaic paraphrases 

in which a l l the grace and poetry of the or ig inal 

i s lost . As an instance of th i s , the following 

passages may oe cited: 

I ago— And I , . , , 
,..must be oe-leed and calm'd 

By "Debitor, and Qr edit or. This Count er- cast er 
He ( in good time) shall his Lieutenant oe, 
And I (blesse the marke) his Mboreship* s 

Auntient(7). 

1. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I I I , Scene I I I . 
2. La Place: Othello, Acte I I I , Scène A I V . 
3. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I V , Scene I . 
4. La Place: Othello, Acte I V , Scène V I I . 
5. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I V , Scene I . 
6. La Place: Othello, Acte I V , Scène V I I . 
7. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I . 

peare suffered at the hands of La Place: 

Othello— 
Thou hast set me on the Racke(l) . 

Othello — 
C'est t o i dont la noire fureur 

Prépara l e poison qui dévore mon cœur ( 2 ) . 
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I ago— 

J 'a i iru Cassio, cet indigne compétiteur 
devenir l e lieutenant d'Othello et i l ne 
m'est resté d'autre t i t r e que celui de pre­
mier domestique de sa noire seigneurie(1) 

"A round unvarnish'd ta ie " 

becomes for La Place 

"un discours naturel et destitué de tous 

f r i vo l es ornemens de l ' a r t " . 

Oassio— 
'T is our great Captain's Captaineî\2). 

Cassio— 
C'est l'épouse du général (3 ) . 

Cassio— 
Tempests themselves, high Seas, and howl­

ing windes, 
The gutter 'd Rockes and Congregated• Sands, 
Traitors entsteep'd to enclogge the gu i l t -

lesse Keele, 
As ftauing sence of Beautie, do omit 
Their mort a l l Natures, l e t t ing go safely by 
The Diuine Desdemona(4). 

Cassio— , A / 
Mais Desdemona et oit digne d 'etre respectée 

par la tempête même(5). 

1. La Place: Othello, Acte I , " Scène I , 
2. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I I , Scene I . 
3. La Place: Othello, Acte I I , Scène IV. 
4. Shakespeare: Othello, A c t . I I , Scene I » 
5. La Place: Othello, Acte I I , .Scène IV» 



The manner in which the picturesque ex­

clamations and oaths in Shakespeare have been 

softened in the translation of La Place is also 

interesting. We know from La Bruyère that with 

the young courtiers of Louis XIV i t was a pass­

ing mode "d'appuyer tout ce que l 'on d i t . . . par 

de longs et de fastidieux serment s", (1) but this 

mode never found i t s way into classic tragedy. 

The Iago of La Place does not hear "Cassio high 

in oath";, "J'entens la voix de Cassio exprimer 

des sentimens de fureur". "Amen to that (sweet 

Powers)", cries Othello heartily to the prettily-

expressed wish •} t of Desdemona; "Q-ie les Dieux 

vous entendent." exclaims the Othello of La Place. 

Iago' s oath, 

Witnesse you euer—burning Lights aboue, 
You Elements that c l ip vs round about(2), 

i s too fantastic to appeal to La Place. He re­

places i t by "Et moi, j e jure, 0 C i e l ' " 

The frequent allusions that Shakespeare makes 

t o animals seem almost always to prove stumbling 

blocks to the eighteenth century translators. La 

Place, as a rule, makes no attempt to translate 

such expressions l i tera l ly— 

1. La Bruyère: De la Société et de la Son 
ver sat ion. 

2. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I I I , Scene I I I . 
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Othello— 
Oh, she wi l l sing the Sauagenesse out of 

a beare( l ) . 
Othello— 

Le seul son de sa voix, auroit adouci les 
monstres les plus féroces(2). 

I t is interesting to note that by none of the 

translators of Shakespeare during the eighteenth 

century has this verse oeen translated l i t e r a l l y . 

Le Tourneur the most nearly approaches a l i t e r a l 

translation in his l ine: Oh les accents de sa voix 

charmeroient la férocité d'un t i g re . The allusions 

t o f l i e s ( 3 ) , blind puppies(4), falcons(5), dog(6), 

aspicks' tongue(7), crocodiles, are translated 

neither by La Place nor< Le Tourneur, who substi­

tute some animal more worthy to figure in classic 

tragedy, or replace the whole figure by a para­

phrase. Ducis, Douin, Butini have suppressed the 

allusions altogether. 

La Place dismisses the drinking scene with the 

words: "Ce spectacle a pu plaire jadis a la popu­

lace Angloise, que Shakespeare a toujours eu l a 

complaisance d'égayer dans ses pièces, même les 

1.Shakespeare: Othello, Act IV, Scene I . 
2. La Plaoe: Othello, Act© IV", Scène V I I . 
3. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I , 
4, * « Act I , Scene I I I . 
5, » w Act I I I , Scene I I I . . 
6 ' " " Act I I I , Scene I I I . 
7. Act I I I , Scene I I I . 
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plus sérieuses. Mais comme j e suis persuadé que 

de parei l les licences, surtout dans une Tragédie, 

ne sont plus du gout des Anglois modernes, j e me 

garderai bien de les o f f r i r aujourd'hui dans une 

Traduction aux yeux délicats de nos Français." 

The "handkerchief spotted with strawberries" 

La Place has translated by "un mouchoir richement 

brodé de fleurs". La Plaoe and Le Tourneur are 

among the few translators of their century who 

were bold enough to employ the word at a l l . In 

Zaire, the handkerchief is "un b i l l e t " ; in the 

adaptation of Ducis, "un bandeau de diamants"; 

i n that of Douin, "un bracelet". In the edition 

o f La Place now in the Bibliothèque Nationale, i t 

i s amusing to note that some reader of long ago 

has blotted out the word, "mouchoir" and in bold, 

indignant hand has inserted in i t s stead, "v f r i l e ' " 

In Acte V, a l l that passes between Othello 

and Desdemona is written in verse. As a conse­

quence, these scenes are even more of a paraphrase 

than the preceding ones. Throughout the whole 

play La Plaoe has adopted the method of trans­

la t ing the blank verse of Shakespeare into rhymed 

alexandrines. The effect given to the dialogue 

by this incongruous mixture, Brabantio addressing 

the duke in prose and being replied to in pompous 
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a l e xandr ines , i s hardly a happy one, and we are, 

on the whole, not sorry to f ind that in t h i s par­

t i c u l a r , La P lace has been imitated by none of his 

s uccessors . 

Notwithstanding i t s incompleteness and i t s 

ve ry s l i g h t l i t e r a r y meri t , th is t rans la t i on o f 

O t h e l l o — i f one may c a l l t rans la t i on , so f ree an 

a d a p t a t i o n - - met with such success that La P lace 

was induced to increase to four, the two volumes 

he had o r i g i n a l l y intended to devote to Shakes­

p e a r e . Together with the work of Le Tourneur, Le 

Theatre Ang lo is remains the only attempt t o fo l low 

with, any exactness the actual text of Shakespeare. 

The works o f La P l ace ' s successors, Douin, Bu t in l , 

and Due ls , are nothing more than f ree adaptations 

i n which no attempt has been made to f o l l ow 

Shakespeare except in the general plot development. 



"Le More de Venise* of Douin. 
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I I I . "Le More de Venise" of Douin. 

La Place intended his translation merely to 

be read, not to be presented upon the stage. In 

1773, however, M. Douin, capitaine d ' a r t i l l e r i e , 

an admirer of Shakespeare who had passed several 

years of his l i f e in England, wrote a More de 

Venise intended to be produced upon the stage( l ) . 

Although characterized as a translation, Le More 

de Venise of M. Douin contains not one word of the 

Othello of Shakespeare. Had we not the good cap­

ta in 1 s word for i t , we should be strongly inclined 

t o think that he knew Shakespeare's Othello only 

through hearsay. 

M, Douin, l ike his predecessors who had inter­

preted Shakespeare, found it necessary to prepare 

h i s readers in a Discours Préliminaire for the 

character of the play they were to enjoy. "C'est 

l e chef d* « uvre du grand Shakespéar" , he writes, 

"et i l ne lui manque dans l ' o r i g ina l Anglois, pour 

ê t r e aussi régul ière qu'aucune des Tragédies grec­

ques et Francoises que l 'unité' de l ieu et ce l l e de 

temps... J ' a i tâché", he adds, "de ramener l e More 

de Venise dans les bornes les plus exactes de ces 

1. Introduction to Le More de Venise. 
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1. Introduction, p. 6. 

deu* uni tes" . Moreover, M. Douin, l i ke La P l a c e , 

f inds that the Othello of Shakespeare contains many 

scenes that have no direct bearing upon the ac t i on ; 

that very often, " l e plus bas comique se trouve 

place auprès du tragique l e plus touchant... J ' a i 

aussi remédié autant qu ' i l m'a été possible à ce 

d é f a u t " ( l ) . 

Friends of h i s , " i a i t i é s aux mystères de 

Melpomene", having made certain cr i t ic isms o f h i s 

p lay, Douin devotes no less than twelve pa & es o f 

h i s preface to a refutation of their various o"b-

j ect ions, none of them, needless to say, profound. 

The element of magic occupies too prominent a pa r t , 

declare these modern Aristarques; Iago i s too 

wicked; Othello i s too black. However, i f one may 

judge from the olackness of the magisterial look­

ing being, pictured on the frontispiece in turban 

and long cloak, iagger in hand, bending over a 

sleeping Desdemona in court gown of the Louis XIV 

per iod , M. Douin, capitaine d ' a r t i l l e r i e , has f a i r ­

l y maintained his ground against his c r i t i c s in 

t h i s , as in other particulars. 

Douin does not, of course, introduce the hand-



kerch ie f spotted with strawberries. "J ' a i pense 

que ce tableau é to i t peu propre a paraître sur 

notre théâtre. J ' a i donc changé l e mouchoir en 

brace le t " . 

As may readi ly oe imagined, the play a f ter 

undergoing such a ser ies of transformations, pre­

sents l i t t l e l ikeness to the Othello of Shakes­

peare. Brabantio and the "Doge of Venice do not 

appear in the play at a l l , the whole scene begin­

ning with the a r r i va l o f Othello and Desdemona 

i n the island of Cyprus. On the other hand, Douin 

has introduced a sort o f half-accompli ce to Iago, 

i n the character of Fabrice, a sergeant in the 

army, dependent on Iago for promotion. Being thus 

shared by another, the wickedness of Iago seems 

l e s s clack. 

Othello i s l i ke the Othello of Shakespeare 

only in profession. One can easily see the m i l i ­

t a r y t ra in ing of the capitaine d ' a r t i l l e r i e crop­

p ing forth now and again in the martial commands 

tha t Othello i s much given to issuing: 

O t h e l l o -
Good Michael, looke you to the guard t o ­

night , 
L e t ' s teach ourselves that Honourable stop 
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Not to o^t-sport discretion(1). 

Othello— 

Observons cependant que les Forts, la 
Marine, 

Ne negligent en rien leur sage discipline. 
Etablissez l a garde aux Portes, au Palais, 
Aux Forts, a l 'arsenal, et ne souffrez 

j amais 
Qu'un o e i l trop curieux observe nos 

ouvrages(2) . 

Again on being roused by the noise of the 

brawl between Cassio andMontano, Othello 

hurries onto the stage and gives orders as i f 

for a siege: 

Que l ' on double la Garde, et qu' i l 
sorte du Fort 

Chaque heure une Pa t rou i l l e avec un 
Capitaine: 

Q,u' on roule deux canons dans la place 
prochaine(3). 

Douin, unlike Butini and Ducis, does not 

do away altogether with the drinking scene. He 

adopts a subterfuge to which he triumphantly 

ca l l s attention in his preface. Speaking of 

Cassio, Iago says: 

„ Si j e puis l'engager ce soir a se prêter 
A mon dessein; un vin que j ' a i fait 

apprêt er 
Doit dès l e second verre, achever mon 

ûuvrage. 

1. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I I , Scene I I . 
2. Douin: Le More le Venise, Acte I , Scene VI . 
3. 
4. 
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1. Introduction, p. 16. 
2. Douin: Le More de Venise, Acte I I , Scene I I . 

I t i s , therefore, a specially prepared bever­

age that i s destined for Cassio, and by reason 

o f th i s fact "on peut dire, que Cassio est 

empoisonne, mais non pas pris de vin. I l est vrai 

q u ' i l croit lui-même avoir été coupable de l ' i n ­

tempérance, mais le spectateur sait a quoi s'en 

t e n i r " . "Je dois avouer", adds'the captain 

na ive ly , "que j ' a i été oi>ligé de changer considéV-

ra bl em ent Shak e sp ear." ( 1 ) . 

Iago inv i tes Cassio to sup with him, and 

Cassio accepts in words that certainly were never 

insp i red by Shakespeare: 

La fatigue du jour et la str icte diète 
Que Neptune en courroux à tout mortel pres­

cr i t / 

Qui sur son element monte sans être inscrit 
Ont la issé mes esprits abattus(2). 

Soon a f ter follows the scene of the quarrel. 

"A Knaue teach me my dutie?" cries the genuinely 

drunk Cassio of Shakespeare, " l ' l e beate the 

Knaue into a Twiggen-Bottle". The "poisoned" 

Cassio of Douin i s more Racinian in his wrath: 

Won c 'est en vain qu' ici l 'on s'oppose a 
/ ma rage! 

Pér i sse mi l l e fois l ' insolent qui m'outrage! 
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1. Douin: Le More de Venise, Acte I I , Sc^ne IV., 
2.Shakespeare: Othello, Act I I , Scene I I . 

M'apprendre mon devoir! Lai! Par les étendards 
Que moissanna ma main aux nobles champs de 

Mars, 
Ou j ' e n aurai vengeance, ou j ' y perdrai l a 

v i e ( l ) . 

A f ter the scene of the drinking, Cassio apostro­

phizes wine in a long discourse beginning "O vin] 

l iqueur t ra î t resse , Dangereuse Circe"..." Needless 

t o say the l ines bear no resemblance to those of 

the Cassio of Shakespeare, "hurt past a l l surgery", 

Douin has utterly fai led to catch the spir i t 

that breathes through the pages of the English 

p l ay . His one idea seems to have been to smooth 

away a l l the rough vigour of Shakespeare's l ines. 

Where Shakespeare i s pithy, Douin i s tiresomely 

long ; where Shakespeare introduces a lengthy com­

parison, Douin cuts him short. The following i s a 

good instance of his hopeless inabi l i ty to re­

produce the sp i r i t of the l ines : 

I w i l l aske him for my Place again, 
He shall t e l l me, I am a drunkard: 
Had I as many mouths as Hydra, 
Such an answer would stop them a l l ( 2 ) . 

Cassio— 
Ah! sa réponse est f a i t e ; i l ne s^ait pas 

farder. 
Quoi! l e vin t e commande, et tu veux commanderï 
V i l déserteur de Mars, va chez les Sybarites, 
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Commander a leurs festins et présider a 
leurs f ê t e s ( l ) . 

Desdemona does not appear in the play of 

Douin unti l the third act. Unlike most French 

heroines, her ro le in the play i s a minor one, 

Douin has evidently been too greatly occupied 

with his hero to pay much attention to Desdemona. 

Desdemona in her love for Othello, i s even more 

frank than the Desdemona of Shakespeare. 

Je crois, me d iso i t -e l l e un jour, 
Que pour me savoir plaire 
Mercutio devroit faire "sa seule af fa ire 
D . apprendre d'Othello tous ces réc i ts touchans 
Qui fout oouler mes pleurs et captivent mes 

sensî(2) 

The song that Desdemona sings in Shakespeare's 

play i s omitted in the version of Douin. The 

Desdemona of Douin does, however, have the same 

presentiments that come into the mind of the Eng­

l i s h heroine, and she i s interrupted in her mus­

ings just as the Desdemona of Shakespeare i s in­

terrupted in her song* "Nay, that 's not next", 

says Shakespeare's Desdemona and then adds fearful­

l y , "Hark, who i s ' t that knocks?" " ' T i s the 

wind", repl ies AEmilia, soothingly. "Mais 

quelqu'un v ient , va voir qui c'est. '" says the 

1. Douin; Le More de Venise, Acte I I , Scène VII, 
2. Douin: Le More de Venise, Acte I , Scène I . 
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French heroine to her confidante. "Non, c'est le 

vent. '" rep l ies iEmil ia and adds with a matter-of-

fact ness that should have proved convincing, 

"Cette exposition est au nord, et souvent j ' e n -

t ends l e même brui t " . 

One cannot but fee l , too, that Douin has 

rather overstepped the bounds, when he causes 

Othello to turn calmly from the wife he has just 

murdered, to apologize to the maid who has oeen 

kept waiting: < 

. . .C ' e s t être trop distrait, 
J 'avais oublié qu» Emilie attendoit, 
Mais que l a l i b e r t é dont avec vous j ' e n use 
Me serve, j e vous pr ie , en ce moment d'excuse(l). 

Douin has steadfastly refused throughout the 

play to introduce any of the many allusions to 

animals to be found in Shakespeare. He has ap-

parently been reserving them for Emilie's speech 

when she discovers the death of her mistress.* 

Au secours. Un l ion, un t igre , un monstre, 
un ours, 

Le More a massacre'Desdémone, au secours, (2) 

In the f ina l scene, Douin's hero proves him­

s e l f more dangerous in his despair than Shakes­

peare ' s Othel lo. At sight of Cassio, Othello 

1. Douin: Le More de Venise, Acte IY, Scène VIII 

2, Douin: Le More de Venise, Actetf", Scène Y. 



39. 

draws his sword and is with diff iculty prevented 

from k i l l ing him. A moment later, when Iago i s 

dragged in, securely bound, Othello rushes upon 

him and wounds him seriously before Ia^o's guards 

can interfere. This somewhat unsoldierly attack 

on a defenseless, even though wicked, enemy does 

not prevent Othello's replying modestly to 

Montano's question: 

Et vous, brave Othello, trop malheureux 
guerrier, 

De quel nom aujourd'hui dois-je xbus 
appeler? 

Homme-moi, si tu veux, assassin 
honorable 

Mon coeur fut pur, Montane, et mon bras 
seul coupable. 

Douin closed his preface by assuring a l l 

friends of Shakespeare, "que si cette pièce est 

du gout de mes compatriotes, j e pourrai bien me 

déterminer à employer mon Oaoisir "a leur donner 

successivement tout le théâtre de Shakespéar, en 

ne me réservant d'autre l iberté que cel le d1 épurer 

l e s pièces de leurs superfluit es, et de les re­

streindre dans les règles des trois unités". 

Douin seems not to have received the encourage-

he had hoped for. At any rate, Othello continues 

t o remain the only attempt ever made by him to 

translate Shakespeare. 



IV. Le Tourneur's Translation of ^Othel lo". 
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IV. Le Tourneur» s Translation of "Othello". 

The .year 1776, however, marks a new epoch 

for Shakespeare in France. Echoes of the great 

jub i l ee held in his honour, in 1769, had oome a-

cross the channel. In the salons to which he 

was invited on the occasion of h is v i s i t to 

Par is in 1751, and again in 1765, Garrick re­

peated scenes from Shakespeare that in no way 

resemoled the colourless adaptations of La Place, 

nor yet the fragmentary and more or less inexact 

translations o f Voit a ire. The same "Anglo-

maniacs" who had clamoured for translations of 

Richardson, Smollett, and Fielding, began with 

equal insistence to clamour for more complete 

translations of the works of the dramatist who 

fo r two hundred ^ears, had held so sure a place 

i n England. In answer to this growing desire to 

know the r ea l Shakespeare, there appeared in 

1776 the f i r s t complete and authentic transla­

t i o n of the works of Shakespeare, the most 

important of any of the many translations during 

the eighteenth century. The success of the 

work was immediate. The f i r s t volume had been 

published with a l i s t of several hundred sub-
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1. P i e r r e Le Tourneur, a monograph by Ger­
t rude Cushing, published in the Columbia 
Se r i e s , ÎT. Y . , a work which I have been unable 
t o secure for th i s study, may contain ind ica ­
t i o n s as to just what part of the t ranslat ion 
i s the work o f the collaborators of Le Tourneur, 
I have made no attempt to determine the ques-
t ion as I have oeen unable to secure s u f f i ­
c i en t data upon which to form a judgment. 

s c r i b e r s , a l i s t that was increased with the 

appearance of each succeeding volume. 

Th is t rans lat ion, generally known as that 

o f Le Tourneur, i s in real i ty , the work of two 

other men, as we l l , l e Comte de Catuelan and 

Fontaine-Malherbe, Le Tourneur, however, was t h e 

most a c t i v e of the three collaborators, and i t 

i s w i th j u s t i c e that the credit of the work i s 

l a r g e l y ascribed to h im( l ) . 

The t rans lat ion of Le Tourneur is based 

upon a careful study of a l l the English ed i t i ons 

o f Shakespeare that had been published in Eng­

land up to 1776. I t i s a conscientious and 

praiseworthy attempt to place the real Shakes­

peare before French eyes. 

Judged by present standards, Le Tourneur * s 

t r a n s l a t i o n of Othello i s imperfect. In s p i t e 

o f i t s undoubted merit, i t ref lects but f e eb l y 



the English Shakespeare. Le Tourneur did not 

f a i l in the way that h is predecessors had 

f a i l e d ; he makes no attempt to' reduce Othello 

t o purely c l ass i c mould nor does he have re ­

course to dramatic subterfuges more in harmony 

wi th the conventions of the French theatre. 

Le Tourneur f a i l s in the actual technique of 

t rans la t ion . He was confronted with the always 

d i f f i c u l t problem o f rendering into French the 

English idiom. His chief defect l i e s in the 

fac t that he was often content to suppress 

whatever was not capable of l i t e r a l t rans la t i on . 

I t seems not to have occurred to him to seek a 

picturesque expression in French to t rans late 

the picturesque expression in English- When 

the l i t e r a l t rans la t i on was impossible, as often 

i t i s , Le Tourneur considered apparently that a 

prosaic paraphrase was the only subst i iute . Ex­

amples of such paraphrases are the fol lowing: 

I ago — 
And I . . . . . 

...Must be be- leed and calm*d 
By debitor and c r e d i t o r ( l ) . 

1. Shakespeare: Othel lo , Act I , Scene I . 
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Iago— / 

Je me vo is rebute et paye de vaines 
paroles: 

Je sais que j e vous dois; 'prenez patience; 
Je m'acquitterai un jour; et i l faut que 

j e me t a i s e ( 1 ) , 

lago— 
. . . Y" ou shall marke 

Many a dutious and knee-crooking Knaue; 
. . . . Others there are, 
Who trym'd in Formes and visages of Dutie 
Keepe yet the i r hearts attending on 

themselves(2) , 

Iago— 
Vous trouverez nombre d'esclaves 

o f f i c i eux et rampants. . , I l en est d'autres 
qui portant sur l e front l e marque et 
l es signes d'un profond dévouement 
tiennent au fond leur af fect ion tournée 
sur eux-mêmes(3) . 

lago — 
For when my outward action doth demon­

strate 
The natiue act , and f igure of my heart 
In Complement externe, ' t i s not long after 
But I w i l l weare my heart upon my sleeve 
For Dawes to pecke at ; I am not what I 

am(4). 

I ago - - -J***-
Qnand mon extérieurAVoir l e fond de 

mon ame, att endez-vous a me voir aussi me 
porter mon cos ur nud sur ma main pour l ' o f ­
f r i r en pro ie aux^oes méchants et des 
sots ( 5 ) . A 

1. Le Tourneur: Othello, Acte I , Scène I , 
2. Shakespeare: Othel lo, Act I , Scene I . 
3. Le Tourneur: Othel lo, Acte I , Scène I . 
4. Shakespeare: Othel lo, Kot I , Scene I . 
5. Le Tourneur: Othel lo, Acte I , Scene I . 
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I ago— 
So w i l l I turn her vertue into pitch; 

And oat of her owne goodnesse make the net, 
That shall en-mesh them a l l ( l ) . 

I ago — 
Ainsi j e prêt ens que sa vertu soit l ' i n ­

strument de sa ru ine (2 ) . 

Iago— 
As Where's that palace whereinto foui 

th ings intrude not?(3) 

I ago - -
Et quel est ce cerveau où i l ne so i t pas 

entré quelquefois des coupables impressions?(4) 

I ago--
But euery Punie whipster ^ets my Sword(5). 

> 

i a go - -
Le premier apprentif dans l ' é c o l e dès 

armes m'enlève mon épée (6 ) . 

Not always, however, does the French trans­

l a t o r render by an indi f ferent and more or less in­

exact paraphrase the l ines of Shakespeare. Le 

Tourneur was not lacking in poetic ins t inc t . Very 

often he has f e l t the beauty o f the f igure or of 

the picture in the o r i g ina l , and has sought to 

1. Shakespeare: Othel lo , Act I I , Scene I I . 
2. Le Tourneur: Othel lo , Acte I I , Scène XV. 
3. Shakespeare: Othel lo , Act I I I , Scene I I I . 
4. Le Tourneur: Othel lo, Acte I I I , Scène V I . 
5. Shakespeare: Othel lo , Act V, Scene I I . 
6. Le Tourneur: Othel lo, Acte V, Scène IX. 
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g i ve i t expression in French. He has hesitated, 

however, to r isk the daring comparisons of the 

English poet, and as a r a l e , the passage loses 

colour in his hands: 

I ago--
Your heart i s burst, you haue lost halfe 

your sou le (1 ) . 

Iago— 
Le poignard est sur votre coeur(2). 

Othello — 
Were i t my Cue to f ight, I should haue 

knowne i t 
Without a Prompter(3) . 

Othe l lo - -
Si mon devo ir e to i t de combattre 

r o i s su connaître sans avoir besoin 
m'en fasse l a l e con (4 ) . 

lago — 
With Cables o f perdurable toughnesse(5) . 

Iago — 
Par des chaînes indissolubles(6) . 

Montano-
Me thinks the wind hath spoke aloud at 

Land(7 ) . 

1. Shakespeare: Othel lo, Act I , Scene I . 
2. Le Tourneur: Othel lo, Acte I , Scene I I . 
3. Shakespeare: Othel lo, Act I , Scene I I . 
4. Le Tourneur: Othello, Acte I , Scène VI, 
5. Shakespeare: Othel lo, Act I , Scene I I I . 
6. Le Tourneur: Othel lo, Acte 1, Scène IX, 
7. Shakespeare: Othel lo, Act I I , Scene I . 

j e 1* au-
qu'on 
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1. Le Tourneur: Othe l lo , 
2. Shakespeare: Othe l lo , 
3. Le Tourneur: Othe l lo , 
4 . Shakespeare: Othe l lo , 
5. Le Tourneur: Othe l lo , 

Acte I X , Scène X I . 
Act I I I , Scene I I I . 
Acte I I I , Scene V I , 
Act V, Scene I I . . 
Acte V, Scène V I I . 

Montano— 
I l me semble que l a v o i x des v e n t s a 

horriblement r e t e n t i sur t e r r e ( X ) 

Othe l l o— 
Though that her Iesses were my d e a r e h e a r t ­

s t r ings 
1*11 wh i s t l e her o f f , and l e t h.er downe the 

winde, 
To prey at Bortune(2) 

Othe l lo— 
Quand l e s t r e s s e s de sa c h e v e l u r e " t i e n -

droient aux f i b r e s demon cœur j e l a r e -
pousserois l o i n de moi, et l ' a o a n d o n n e r o i s 
sans retour a l a merci du sort ( 3 ) . 

Othe l lo— 
Then Murther 's ou t of "tune, 

And sweet Reueng© growes h a r s h ( 4 ) . 

Othe l lo— 
La mort s ' e s t donc trompée. S t l a v e n ­

geance, s i douce à mon cœur s e change en 
poison amer{5) . 

Occasional ly , t o o , Le Tourneur r ias r e p l a c e d 

t h e voluntary s impl i c i ty of Shakespeare' s l i n e s 

by a phraseology somewhat more p r e t e n t i o u s which 

destroys the v igour and force of t r ie v e r s e s . The 

f o l l ow ing examples w i l l i l l u s t r a t e ; 
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Desdemona— 
And I a heauie inter im sha l l support 

By h i s deere absenoe ( l ) . 

Desdemona— 
I l me faudra supporter dans une pén ib le 

so l i tude tout l e temps de sa c rue l l e ab-
sence( 2 ) . 

Iago— 
Thus do I euer make my f o o l e my purse(3 ) . 

Iago— 
Va, pars , empli3 t a bourse-c 'est a i n s i , 

que j e sa is t rouver l a mienne dans l a dupe 
qui m' écoute( 4 ) . 

lago — 
Oh you are we l l tun 'd now. But I l e set 

downe the peggs that make t h i s Musi eke as 
honest as I am(5) , 

Iago— 
Ho, vous v o i l à montes a l 'un isson mais j e 

veux mêler dans ce t te harmonie un accord 
qui soi t du ton de mon ame honnête (6 ) . 

Othe l l o— 
No, my heart i s turn 'd t o stone: 

I s t r i k e i t , and i t hurts my hand(7 ) . 

1. Shakespeare: Othe l lo , Act I , Scene I I I . 
2. L e Tourneur: Othel lo , Acte I , Scène IX. 
3 . Shakespeare: Othel lo , Act I , Scene I I I . 
4. Le Tourneur: Othel lo , Acte I , Scène X I . 
5. Shakespeare: Othel lo , Act I I , Scene I . 
6. Le Tourneur: Othe l lo , Acte I I , Scène V I . 
7. Shakespeare: Othel lo , Act IV, Scene I . 
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1. Le Tourneur: Othello, Acte IV, Scène V. 

Othello— 
Oui; mon cœur est changé en marbre, j e sens 

sa dureté; i l repousse ma main( l ) . 

Le Tourneur has, perhaps unconsciously, 

given a different atmosphere to the play of Shakes­

peare by the use of words that ennoble certain 

homely elements in the English play. "Three great 

ones of the c i t y " , for instance, becomes in the 

language of Le Tourneur, " t ro i s nobles de cet 

é t a t " ; "to speak too loud" i s to "prendre un ton dt 
''pooh trash" is translated by " mA-UVMC , fim/ss^ire"; 

de^dain"; A "excellent creature" by " intéressante 

orpheline, naive enfant"; " f l i e s " by "insectes 

dévorans"; "wild cats in your kitchen", "t igres 

pour vos suivans"; "crocodi le" , "serpent". The 

"weed" to which Desdemona i s compared becomes a 

"rose empoisonnée". "Worthy Othello" becomes 

"noble Othello"; the "generous islanders", "nobles 

insu la i res " . 

Neither i s Le Tourneur*s translation free from 

inaccuracies of text, a fact which i s due partly 

t o h is own ill-comprehension of the English l ines, 

partly to his having followed the indication of 

certain commentators of Shakespeare, whose 

judgments have been proved false in the l ight of 
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1. Shakespeare: Othel lo , Aot I I I , Scene I I I . 
2. Le Tourneur: Othel lo , Acte I I I , Scène V. 
3. Shakespeare: Othel lo , Act IV, Scene I . 
4. Le Tourneur: Othel lo , Acte IV, Scène V. 

present day c r i t i c i sm. These inaccuracies have 

been so frequently pointed out, that any fresh 

enumeration of them would seem unnecessary, I 

sha l l c a l l at tent ion to but two, which may have 

been the result of carelessness, or may even have 

been intent iona l . 

Othel lo— 
By heaven, he echoes me as i f there were 

some Monster in his thought too hideous to be 
shewneï(1) 

Othel lo— . 
Par l e c i e l , pourquoi t e fa is - tu l'jécho 

de mes paroles comme si t a pensée r e c e l o i t 
quelque monstre t rop hideux pour que tu 
m1 oses montrer?(2) 

The force o f the l ines i s weakened by having the 

verb put in the form of direct address, for the 

speech i s r ea l l y a ha l f -as ide of Othe l l o ' s . I t i s 

the awakening o f h is f i r s t suspicion-- he has not 

y e t reached the point where he i s w i l l i n g to l e t 

t h i s hideous thought be shared oy a th i rd person. 

Othe l lo— 

Oh, the world hath not a sweeter Creature (3 ) . 

Othe l lo— 
Oh l 'un i ve rs n 'avo i t pas une plus douce 

créature (4 )• 
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The use of the present tense in these lines is 

altogether signif icant, as being an indication 

o f the depth of Othel lo 's affection for Desdemona. 

In spite of the fact that he believes her to be 

gu i l t y , he i s not able to harden himself against 

the charm of her lov l iness . 

Le Tourneur does not attempt to lighten the 

colour of the Moor. He does, however, seek to 

render more probable the fact that Desdemona, a 

Venitian, could f a l l in love with a Moor. The 

"maid cal led Barbarie" i s described by Letourneur 

as being a "Moresse, une pauvre Moresse". In his 

notes to his translation of Othello(1) he suggests 

that the very fact that Desdemona had been accustom­

ed since childhood to the sight of a dark-skinned 

Moorish g i r l , made the blackness of Othello less 

repulsive to her (2 ) . 

La Place ' s version was the only one of the 

eighteenth century interpretations not designed to 

be presented on the stage. For this reason, his 

play has certain advantages over those of Douin, 

Butini, and Duois whose obvious e f forts to bring 

1. Le Tourneur: Note to Acte I , Scène V I I I . 
2,Bymer, in his Short View of Tragedy, i ronical ly 

suggested a similar expedient, but hardly, l ' im­
agine, with the thought of i t s being followed. 
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1. I have not attempted to carry further the 
p a r a l l e l study o f Le Tourneur and Shakespeare for 
f ear o f encroaching upon a ground that has already 
severa l times been made the subject o f study. For 
a dfcaailed analysis o f the dif ferences of text cf . 
Béïjame--Wm. Shakespeare--Texte c r i t i que , Par is , 
1897. 

the English play within the conventions of French 

tragedy resulted in a painful sti ltedness and a r t i ­

f i c i a l i t y of expression. Le Tourneur»s Othello, 

on the other hand, although written to be presented 

on the stage, is comparatively free from the wooden-

ness o f the plays just c i ted , because Le Tourneur, 

l i k e La Place, paid small heed to French conven­

t i ons of tragedy, f ee l ing that his chief care 

should be a fa i th fu l and accurate translation of 

t h e text before him. 

In spite of the defects of his work, Le Tourneur 

w i l l always hold a deserved place in the history of 

French l i t e ra ture . His courage in presenting to 

French readers the genius in whom he believed, and 

i n pers is t ing manfully in his work of translation 

i n the face of a l l the cr i t ic ism i t did not f a i l t o 

arouse, i s worthy of admiration, the more so as Le 

Tourneur was wr i t ing for a day and age "accoutumée 

à tourner en r id i cu le tout ce qui n'est pas 

d ' u saged ) . " 



V. Vo l t a i r e ' s Att i tude toward Shakespeare, 
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1. For a care fu l account see Thomas Lounsbury: 
Shakespeare and V o l t a i r e ; a l s o , Jusserand: Shakes­
peare en France sous l ' anc i en Régime. 

V. Vo l t a i r e ' s At t i tude toward Shakespeare. 

Le Tourneur won many friends for Shakespeare 

by thus patt ing him in touch with readers who here­

t o f o r e had known him only through t raves t i es . And 

y e t the appearance o f Le Tourneur's t ranslat ion was, 

a l so , the signal for the outbreak of a v io lent 

storm of c r i t i c i sm, c r i t i c i sm large ly insp i red by 

Vo l t a i r e . 

The history o f t h i s picturesque l i t e r a r y 

quarrel i s too w e l l known to need restat ing h e r e ( l ) . 

Whether Vo l t a i r e was moved merely by a f ee l ing o f 

wounded vanity , as some o f h i s detractors have de­

c lared , or whether he was actuated by a more gener­

ous motive i s a question that the indiv idual reader 

can best decide for himsel f . In jus t i c e t o Vo l ­

t a i r e , i t can not be denied that he had never, even 

i n the moments o f h i s warmest enthusiasm, shown 

himsel f an unqual i f i ed admirer o f Shakespeare; i t i s 

at best , a tempered sort of pra ise that he has 

meted out to the author o f Hamlet and Othe l l o . 

Therefore , i t i s but reasonable to be l i eve that in 



th i s amusingly undignified controversy "Saint-

Denis Vo l ta i re " was, to a very considerable extent, 

contending in a l l sincerity, as he himself said, 

for the glory of Racine and Corneil le, and for the 

future of the French theatre. But in the face of 

h i s own private correspondence during this time, 

neither, I fear, can i t be denied that he was con­

tending also, to a certain extent, for the glory 

o f Vol ta ire . Moreover, throughout the whole con­

troversy i t must be confessed that the despised 

"ecuyer de Gi l l es " maintained his ground with a 

dignity that somewhat puts to shame his br i l l i ant 

and more practised adversary. 

In connection with th is picturesque quarrel, 

i t i s interesting to observe the influence that 

has been exerted upon Vol ta i re by one of Shakes­

peare 's own countrymen, " l e savant Rymer", a 

carper and a writer of diatribe not unlike Voltaire 

himself. The resemblance between Vol ta i re 's and 

Rymer* s cr i t ic ism of Shakespeare i s a curious and 

interest ing one. From the number of expressions 

that Voltaire seems to have borrowed from Rymer, 

from the number of para l le l passages that are to 

be found in the two works, even to the cit ing of 

the story of Gorboduc, one can not douot but that 

here too, Vol ta i re has been content to "reprendre 
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3 on bien ou i l l ' a trouvé". 

In spite, however, of Voltaire 's long war of 

d iatr ibe, he did not succeed in driving out the in­

vader from Outre-Manehe. I f his polemics had an 

e f f e c t , i t was to make Shakespeare even more widely 

known. French readers, whose interest had hereto­

fore not been aroused, began to desire a closer ac­

quaintance with the dramas which gave rise to such 

b i t t e r criticism on the one hand and to such warm 

eulogies on the other. In the end i t was Gilles— 

Shakespeare who won the day. 

But Notwithstanding the undoubted success of Le 

Tourneur's translation, his work figured in salons 

and in l ibraries but was never presented upon the 

s t a g e ( l ) . Even had we not his own word for i t , we 

should have known from the minuteness of the stage 

directions, that Le Tourneur wrote his translations 

i n the hope of seeing them played in French thea­

t r e s . The time had not yet come, however, when a 

Paris audience could enjoy a play so far removed 

from the traditional conceptions of tragedy. Le 

Tourneur never l ived to see ful l honour accorded the 

author to whose success in France he had so largely 

oontributed. 

1. Jusserand: Shakespeare en France. 



V I . The "Othel lo" o f B u t i n i . 
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V I . The "Othel lo" of But ini . 

Among Shakespeare's admirers, however, there 

were a persistent few whose ambition i t was to see 

Shakespeare's plays aoted upon the French stage, and 

who accordingly set about adapting them to the 

exigencies of the French drama. During the re ­

mainder o f the eighteenth century there are two 

such adaptations of Othello. 

The f i r s t was writ ten in the year 1785 by a 

Swiss, JM. Butini , ancien Procureur General de 

Genève. M. Butini had once been a barrister and 

there s t i l l exist in the Bibliothèque Nationale, 

one or two legal t r ea t i s e s from his pen, together 

with a Tra i t e sur l e luxe. However br i l l iant M, 

Butini may have been at the bar, he is hardly & 
his 

more successful interpretation of Shakespeare than 
A 

Douin, 

"Je m'arrêterai peu sur quelques changemens 

indispensables dans l a Pièce de Shakespeare", re­

marks Butini in h is preface, "On sent assez c p ' i l 

f a l l a i t ôter à Othello sa f igure basanée, adoucir 

l e dénouement, élaguer quelques scènes, simpli f ier 

l a marche, réduire l e sujet aux t ro i s unités. Rien 



n 'es t plus aise que de retrancher ces défauts 

graves, trop communs sur la Scène Angloise". 

One cannot but observe that Butini has been un­

ab le to preserve the oeauty of the English text, 

however successful he may have been in correcting 

i t s defects. His l ines in no way suggest Shakes­

peare, but they are strongly reminiscent of La 

P lace and Douin. 

Having to observe the unity of time and place, 

But ini , l ike his predecessors is forced to aoridge 

very largely the scenes from Shakespeare. ' Brabantio 

the Doge of Venice, and the Senators do not appear 

upon the scene. The whole action of the play takes 

place in Cyprus "au péri s t i l e du palais du Gouvern­

eur" . The role of confidant occupies, of course, 

an important place. Desdemona i s made to t e l l the 

t a l e of her own wooing; and as a result, a l l the 

artlessness of the star-eyed Desdemona of Shakes­

peare, listening breathless to Othello's ta le , i s 

l o s t for us. 

Butini, l ike La Place and Douin, omits a l l 

elements of the supernatural, a l l allusions not in 

accord with the conventions of the drama. In the 

dénouement, Desdemona i s k i l l ed on the stage, but 

not by being smothered. "Othello la frappe"(1). 

1. Butini: Othello, Acte V, Scène V I I I . 



Othel lo ' s f i n a l speech, among the best ,per­

haps , in the play, g ives a suf f i c ient idea of the 

v e i n in which the whole i s conceived. 

O t h e l l o — 
Peignez, peignez ma honte, et mes sombres 

r e g r e t s , 
Et mes remords a f freux, égaux à mes f o r f a i t s . 
Q u ' i l s sachent qu'un guerr ier nourri dans l e s 

alarmes, 
A vos yeux étonnés a répandu des larmes; 
Et porte-leur enfin mon poignard tout sang­

lant 
Teint du sang de ma femme et l a v é dans mon 

sang. 

( I l se frappe. ) 

C a s s i o — 
I l expire, i l n ' e s t p l u s , l ' i n f o r t u n e 

succombe. 
Oublions son f o r f a i t , et pleurons sur sa 

tombe (2) . 

The play seems never to have been presented on 

t h e stage, nor can I f ind any mention made of i t 

i n contemporary c r i t i c i s m of the day. I t i s to be 

feared that even during i t s own age i t was allowed 

t o f a l l into the dusty o b l i v i o n in which i t l i e s 

t o-day. 

2. But in i : O t h e l l o , ' A c t e V, Scène X I I . 



V I I . The "Othe l lo " of Ducis, 



V I I . Trie "Othello' 1 of Ducis. 

58, 

The l a s t attempt made daring the eighteenth 

century to p r e s e n t Shakespeare to French theatre­

goers was t h a t o f Ducis whose Othello appeared in 

1792. With D u c i s , who knew Shakespeare only-

through the t r a n s l a t i o n s of Le Tourneur(l) , i t he-

comes almost a cult to reduce the vast «.enius of 

the English p o e t to more classic form. Ducis r e ­

fuses p o l i t i c a l honors, refuses the post of Con­

servateur de l a Bibliothèque Nationale. " S ' i l 

m'est donné &* ê t r e un peu u t i l e a mon pays, ce ne 

peut ê t re qu1 en mettant en action sur l a scene 

quelques-unes de ces grandes vér i t és morales qui 

peuvent rendre l e s hommes mei l leurs, vér i tés que 

l a ré f l ex ion s a i s i t bien dans un l i v r e mais que l e 

théâtre rend v i v a n t e s en parlant à l'âme et aux 

yeux. Pardonnez--moi donc, citoyen ministre, de r e ­

fuser une p l a c e qui ra'ôterait l e seul moyen que 

Dieu m'ait donne pour servir mes semblables"(2) . 

Before condemning too harshly the colourless 

1. L e t t r e s de Ducis, ed. by P.. Albert . 
L e t t r e à Dav i d Garrick, Page 8. ' / 

2. P. A l b e r t : Le t t res a M. Pare, 17 Octo"bee, 
1793. 
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adaptations of Shakespeare that Ducis has given us, 

we should take into consideration the fact that i f 

h i s plays had presented any greater likeness to the 

o r i g ina l , they would probably never have oeen a l ­

lowed to appear in a Paris theatre. It was in re ­

acting against the elements in Shakespeare that 

were at war with the traditions of the French 

drama, that Ducis produced that pale l ine of t raves­

t i e d heroes and heroines bearing the stamp neither 

o f his own personality nor of that of Shakespeare. 

Othello was the last of Shakespeare1 s plays 

adapted by Ducis, and is perhaps, the least happy 

o f h is many ̂ adaptations. In this, as in a l l o f 

h i s adaptations, Ducis has changed the names of 

the characters. Desdemona becomes Redelmone; Iago, 

Pezare; Brabantio, Odalbert; Emi l ia , Hermance; 

Cassio, î(jirédan( 1) . The names chosen by Ducis are 

l e s s harsh than those in Othello, and they have 

the double advantage of being more easily rhymed. 

The changes in name, however, are perhaps the 

least of the metamorphoses to which the characters 

1. De l a Fosse, i t w i l l be rememoered, ob­
served the same license in his tragedy of ^anlius 
based on Otway's Venice Preserved. I * ^ Fosse 
was apparently of the same mind as Voltaire who de­
c lared in his Discours sur l a tragédie that the 
names of Otway's characters would have oeen in 
themselves, enough to damn the play in the eyes 
o f French c r i t i c s . 



i n th i s tragedy are subjected, Ducis f ee l s that 

l i e has not only to guard against a l l infringement 

o f the rules of c lass i c tragedy, but also to 

guard against the individual prejudices of his 

audience. Small wonder, i f , in his e f for ts to 

s a t i s f y a l l these varying standards of judgment, 

hie has fa i led to reproduce that poet whose small­

e s t care was the individual prejudices of his 

aud i ence, 

Ducis, l ike h is predecessors, found that i t 

was necessary to g i v e to the Moor a l ess sombre 

complexion. "J ' a i pensé que l e te int jaune et 

c u i v r e , pouvant d ' a i l l eu r s convenir aussi à un 

A f r i c a i n , auroit l 'avantage de ne point révo l ter 

l ' œ i l du public et surtout celui des femmes"(1) 

Consequently the Othello of Ducis becomes l i t t l e 

more than a sun-burned Pyrrhus, but a Pyrrhus 

drawn by the hand o f an imitator, and l ike many 

im i ta t i ons , f a l l i n g far short of the master copy. 

The Othello o f Ducis, l ike Orosmane, i s a 

l o v e r par excel lence. 

Othe l l o— 
Le c i e l me f i t , hélas.' en me donnant l e 

j our 

1. Introduction. 



Un coeur pour mon malheur, trop sensible a 
l 'amour(1). 

This same Othello declares later: 

On m'appelle l e More, et j ' e n fa is vanité: 
Ce nom ira peut-être à la postér i té . 
Mais l'amour m'apprit trop "a dédaigner la 

g l o i r e ( l ) . 

Such a speech is l i t t l e in accord with the char­

acter of the Othello of Shakespeare, 

Othello— 
And heauen defend your good soules, that 

you think, 
I w i l l your serious and great businesse scant 
When she is with me. ¥o, when light-wing' d 

Toyes 
Of feather'd Cupid seele with wanton dulnesse 
My speculatiue and o f f i c ' d Instrument 
That my Disports corrupt, and. taint my 

businesse, 

LetHouse-wiues make a Ski l let of my Helme(2). 

Othello in his f i r s t speech to Odalbert shows 

the f i l i a l reverence that was lacking in Mol ière 's 

Cleante. 

Othello— 
That I haue tane away this old man's 

. Daught er 
I t i s most true; true I haue married her; 
The verie head and front of my offending, 
Hath this extent; no more(3). 

Othello— 
Odalbert,^ j e me t a i s ; j e ne puis vous 

répondre 
Vous avez trop acquis l e droit de me con­

fondre^ ) . 

1. Ducis: Othello, Acte I , Scène V. 
2. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I I I . 
3. Shakespeare: Othello, Act J, Scene I I I . 
4. Ducis: Othello, Acte I , Scène V. 
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Mes yeux sont obscurcis, mon oorps es t a b a t t u , 

Soutiens-moi, chère Hermance. 

Odalbert — 
C'est donc là votre époux? 

He'delmone— 
Que répondre? 0, mon pèreî 

Je sais que ce guerrier confondu devant v o u s , 
N 'a point dû se f lat ter de se voir mon époux. 

Etc. ( 2 ) . 

Hedelmone is the heroine of c lass ic t r a g e d y , 

dest ined to be unhappy, torn between her a n x i e t y 

1. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I I I . 
2 . Ducis: Othello, Acte I , Scène V I . 

The character of Hedelmone re f lec ts "but f e e b l y 

that of Desdemona. Hedelmone has not the sure 

pos i t i on of wifehood to give her courage t o meet 

her fa ther ' s anger. There i s a marked d i f f e r e n c e 

in the bearing of the two when summoned b e f o r e t r i e 

Duke. 

Brabantio — 
. . . Come hither, gentle Mist r i s 

Do you peroeiue in a l l this Noble Oompanie 
Where most you owe obedience? 

Desdemona— 
My Noble Father, 

I do perceiue heere a diuided dut ie , 
To you I am bound for l i f e , and educat ion: 

e t c . ( l ) . 

Hedelmone (à Hermance) — 

Arrêt e . . . où sui s-j e? 
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1. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , S c ene I I I . 

f o r her f a the r , and her love f o r O the l l o * The 

fo rebod ings that sadden Desdemona in t h e f o u r t h 

aot a re present with Hedelmone throughout t r i e p l a y . 

The source o f Hedelmone's unhappiness, h o w e v e r , i s 

i n her own f e e l i n g o f gu i l t f o r the wrong mhe has 

done her f a the r . 

Hedelmone, l i k e Zaire , bears the p r e p o n d e r a n t 

r o l e i n the French play. I t i s her own a c t s , hier 

own d e c i s i o n s that bring about the denouement . In 

the O the l l o o f Ducis, the whole weight o f t r i e a c ­

cusat ion turns upon Hedelmone's f i d e l i t y ; i n t h e 

p lay o f Shakespeare, i t turns rather upon t h e 

quest ion o f Cassio*s honesty. 

Far. from occupying the r ô l e o f tha t B r a b a n t i o 

who opposed h i s daughter's marr iage as l o n g a s he 

s t i l l had hopes of saving her from i t and who t h e n , 

unable t o remedy matters, d ied from g r i e f , O d a l -

b e r t , implacable in h is anger, i s a n e c e s s a r y i n ­

strument i n the denouement. I t i s he who i s i n ­

d i r e c t l y the cause o f h is daughter 's d e a t h . 

"I*ooke t o her (Moore) i f thou hast e i e s t o see : 
She h a ' s deceiu'd her Father , and may t h e e " , ( 1 ) 
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1. "Ducis: O t h e l l o , Acte I , Scene VI . 

or ies Brabantio. His words convey with them a 

sort of presentiment of a l l that is to occur l a t e r , 

a warning given i r o n i c a l l y , but ful l of boding 

signif icance. Odalbert» s parting words produce an 

ent ire ly d i f f e r en t impression. He expresses the 

same thought, but with an added element. In the 

case of Odalbert , i t i s the classic appeal to the 

gods, the incensed father calling down their 

wrath upon the c h i l d who has sinned against him. 

Odalbert — 
Tu m'as trompe', perfide. 0 c i e l , dans ta 

vengeance, 
Fais q u ' i l s o i t à son tour trompe'par ".• 

l 'apparence! 
Tes mains out attaché le malheur sur son 

f r o n t . 
Crois-moi, v e i l l e sur e l l e : une épouse si 

chè r e 
Peut tromper son époux, ayant trompe' son 

p e r e . 
Retiens c e s mots; adieu. (1) 

Perhaps, however, the most strangely meta­

morphosed of a l l the characters i s that of Pezare. 

"Je suis bien persuadé" , writes Ducis, "que si l es 

Anglois peuvent observer tranquillement les ma­

noeuvres d'un t e l monstre nar la scène, les Fran­

ça is ne pourraient jam«Al» un moment y souffrir sa 

présence. Auss i est-ce avec une intention t r è s 
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j . . Introduction, page 167, 
2. Ducis: Othello, Acte V, Scène V I . 
3. Shakespeare: Othello, Act I , Scene I I . 

déterminée que j ' a i cache soigneusement âmes 

spectateurs ce caractère atroce, pour ne pas les 

r é vo l t e r " ( 1 ) . Pézare, consequently, occupies the 

r ô l e of f r iendly confidant of Othello, up to within 

the last forty l ines of the play when, with a sud­

denness which must have astonished the spectators 

not a l i t t l e , he develops into a consummate v i l l a i n , 

Moncénigo— 
Othello, votre ami, 

L'exécrable Pézare était votre ennemi. 
Brûlant pour Hedelmone, i l déguisait sa 

flamme, 
Cachait l es noirs project^ concentrés dans 

son âme. E t c . ( 2 ) . 

Ducis has observed Vol ta ire 's injunction not 

t o introduce too many characters upon the stage. 

The senators, sa i lors , .soldiers who interpolate 

remarks in Shakespeare's play have no part in the 

dialogue in Ducis's version. 

The element of magic enters out s l ightly into 

the Op ia t e of Ducis. Sa^ s the Brabantio of 

Shakespeare: 

Judge me the world, i f ' t i s not grosse in 
s ense, 

That thou hast pract is 'd on her with foule 
Charmes(3), 
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1. Ducis: Othello, Acte I , Scene V. 

The Odalbert of Ducis says: 

Toi , malheureux! réponds* Par quel art, 
quel secours, 

As-tu foroé ma f i l l e à souffrir tes amours?(1) 

The "magic handkerchief 1 1 does not appear in the 

French play. It i s a "bandeau de diamants" that 

proves the undoing of He'delmone. 

In h i s adaptation, Duels does not try to re­

produce the str iking figures and word-pictures of 

Shakespeare. For a l l embellishment of verse, he 

confinas himself to the well-worn metaphors of 

o l a s s i o drama: "flamme", "hymen", "feux", "foudre", 

"état funeste" and others* He eliminates from 

Shakespeare's text a l l crudities of expression, 

but he éliminât as, l ikewise, the elements that 

const i tute the rea l beauty of the verse. 

Obviously the development of the plot could 

not be the same in the two plays, because of the 

changes necessitated in the version of Ducis by 

h i s observance of the unit ies , and his suppression 

o f a l l incidents "d'un oas comique"., Thus the 

play presents l i t t l e resemolance to the Othello 

o f Shakespeare. 



But even with a l l these changes, Ducis found 

that he had s t i l l not made suff icient concessions 

t o the conventions of French drama-- or rather, 

i n th i s case, to the suscept ib i l i t i es of h is audi­

ence. I t was not enough that the unwieldy p i l l ow 

should become, in the play of Ducis, a sw i f t -

moving dagger. At the dreadful moment, French 

play-goers closed the i r eyes and shudderingly r e ­

fused to look. Evidently, there was but one 

solut ion possible; there must be no t rag i c ending. 

Consequently, Ducis devised a "happy ending" for 

h i s play, to be adopted or not at the d iscret ion 

o f the directors of theatres. Moncenigo, Odalbert, 

Loredan enter upon the stage just in time to pre­

vent Othello sacr i f ic ing his w i f e to h is o l indly 

j ealous rage . Odalbert i s appeased; Hedelmone 

f o r g i v e s ; and in the general happiness, even 

Pézare i s not forgotten. "Je suis trop heureu* 

pour ne point pardonner", says Othello as the 

curtain f a l l s . 
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With Ducis closes the l i s t of adaptations of 

Othello during the eighteenth century. Shakespeare 

having for several years oeen the subject of v io ­

lent controversy, seemed for the moment to be for­

got ten. His plays furnished for a time subject-

matter only for opera and pantomime(1). Othello 

came to be c i ted with more and more frequency in 

dramatic cr i t ic ism where one can not f a i l to ob­

serve that gradual change of attitude with regard 

t o Shakespeare himself which Diderot has voiced in 

h i s well-known comparison. "Ce Shakespeare, j e ne 

l e comparerai ni a l 'Apo l lon du Belvédère, ni au 

g lad iateur , ni a l 'Antinous, ni a l 'Hercule de 

Glycon, mais bien au Saint-Christophe de Notre 

Dame, colosse informe, grossièrement sculpté; mais 

entre l e s jambes duquel nous passerions tous", de­

c lared he, and Shakespeare lovers applauded. Much 

the same comparison has oeen made by F ope some 

s ix ty years before, but at that time i t st irred no 

r i pp l e of admiring comment; the seventeenth century 

1. In Thimm's Shakespeariana, and again in 
Jusserand's Shakespeare en France sons L'ancien 
Régime, mention i s made of Le More de Venise, ou 
Othe l lo , pantomime entremêlée de dialogues ( et de 
danses) représentée sur l e théâtre au cirque' Olym­
pique de Mm. Franconi, 1818. 
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1. Cymbeline, presented in Ap r i l , 1910, 

was not fond o f "Gothic" cathedrals. 

The present study of Shakespeare necessari ly 

c loses at a per iod when h is posi t ion in the world 

o f the drama was s t i l l undecided in Prance. 

France to-day, needless to add, accords him no un­

cer ta in rank. The same Par is that once proved so 

inhospi tao le to p layers from Outre-Manche who at­

tempted to present Othel lo before French theatre­

goe rs now has a "Compagnie française du theatre 

Shakespeare" of i t s own which presents Shakespeare's 

p lays in French to French audiences. "Ainsi 

présenté " , dec lares l e F igaro, in speaking of the 

play last g i v e n ( l ) , "Shakespeare a Pa r i s s'annonce 

comme un des gros évenments de la saison théâ t ra l e " . 

So long as Shakespeare f a i l ed to f ind an an­

swering element in ex is t ing standards in French 

l i t e r a t u r e , just that long he f a i l ed t o meet with 

apprec iat ion. With, the coming of those l i s tant 

cousins of h i s , the Romanticists, having in them­

se l v e s , the kindred s p i r i t that creates understand­

i n g , the days of t r a v e s t i e s were at an end— " A t t i l a -

Shakespeare" had come into h i s own. 
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Viewed from the standpoint of l i terary exce l l ­

ence, or judged in the l ight of later translations, 

these eighteenth century interpretations are, for 

the most part, faulty enough. 1 n fact, only two, 

the Za ï re ( l ) ' of Vo l ta i re and the Othello(2) of Le 

Tourneur can be said to possess any considerable 

l i t e r a r y merit; the remaining plays, while forming 

a not uninteresting addition to Shakespeariana, can, 

so far as their individual excellence i s concerned, 

hardly be regarded as more than l i t e rary curiosi­

t i e s . Even as contrioutions to scholarship, they 

1. Vo l ta i re 1 s Zaire i s too well known to 
students of l i t e ra ture to jaeed extended comment 
here . For an excel lent analysis of the play see 
Henri Lion: Les tragédies et l e s théories drama­
t iques de Vo l ta i re . 

2. Othello i s one of the plays translated oy 
Le Tourneur in collaboration with l e Comte de 
Catuélan and Fontaine-Malherbe. I t i s , therefore, 
perhaps less character ist ic of Le Tourneur himself 
than some of the la te r plays. But even here one 
can not f a i l t o observe the predominance of those 
qua l i t i e s that set him apart from other translators 
o f h is day and that gave his work dist inctiveness. 
I t i s interest ing to note that the Le Tourneur 
ed i t i on of Shakespeare as revised and annotated by 
Guizot, i s s t i l l widely used in France, notwith­
standing the many other translat ions that have 
since oeen published. For a detailed treatment of 
L e Tourneur1 s work as a translator , together with a 
general pppreciation o f his worth as a man of l e t ­
t e r s , see the work o f Gertrude Cushing referred to 
on page 41. 



do not oear ana lys is , for the adaptation method 

o f ' t rans la t i on , so much af fected by men of l e t t e r s 

the eighteenth century, f a l l s short when judged by 

the more exacting standards of scholars to-day. 

Obviously, however, the value of the l a s t -

mentioned plays does not liBe in the i r indiv idual 

excel lence as l i t e r a r y t^pes, but rather, in the 

fact that c o l l e c t i v e l y , they mark a certain phase 

i n the development o f French drama and, there fore , 

have a deserved p lace in French l i t e rary h is tory . 

One of the i r chie f mer i t s l i e s in the interest ing 

side l ight they throw on l i t e rary ideals and l i t ­

erary tendencies o f the eighteenth century. They 

appear at a t r ans i t i on period in the history of 

French drama, and t h i s period they r e f l e c t , l ess 

ably perhaps, than the works of Vol ta ire and Le 

Tourneur, but s t i l l not unfai thful ly . In the at­

tempt to reduce Shakespeare to classic measure, 

these authors show, l i k e the feeble school of imi­

t a t o r s that succeeded 'Racine, and l i k e Vo l ta i re 

himself , the c l ing ing to an ideal so wel l -def ined 

and fau l t l ess , that whatever was out of keeping 

with i t seemed, of necess i ty , crude and imperfect; 

i n certain t imid innovat ions, heralded by long, 

apologet ic prefaces, they mark the gropings toward 
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a new ideal and the oeginnings of a different con­

ception of the drama. Indeed the fact that Shakes­

peare should oe translated at a l l seems to point 

t o that enlarging of standards that was later to 

lead the way to the development of modern drama. 

Apart, too, from their l i terary significance, 

the plays are of oroaier value, as serving to 

oring into clearer r e l i e f those fundamental dif­

ferences of l i terary conceptions and l i terary 

idea ls between the French and the -English that 

even to-day make the l i terature of the one land 

d i f f i cu l t of appreciation in the other. I t was the 

weakness of these eighteenth century translators 

that they sought to harmonize the two ideals by 

stripping Shakespeare of those t ra i t s that mark 

him as pre-eminently knglish; just as, not so many 

years uefore, London playwrights had soughtr to 

make the plays of Corneil le, Racine, and Molière 

acceptable to English theatre-goers oy transform­

ing the French heroes into roistering blaies with 

a ready command of oaths, and oy introducing son^s 

and dances oetween the various scenes. 

The expedient, as might have oeen foreseen, 

proved in neither case, a happy one, so far as the 

o r i g ina l plays are concerned. In this very ex-



pedient , however, l i e s the th i rd , and perhaps the 

ch ie f claim to merit o f th i s repertory of t raves-

t i e s , - for thq^fFnglish heroes furbished up in 

French trappings and the French heroes who under­

went s imiler metamorphoses at the hands of English 

" t rans la to rs " are, a f t e r a l l , and in spite of the 

seeming paradox, among the early factors which 

helped l a t e r to develope what poster i ty has been 

pleased to ca l l the cosmopolitan sp i r i t in l i t e r a -

t ure. 




