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LITERATURE

CORNEILLE IS GENERALLY CONSIDERED ONE OF THE THREE GREAT 17TH CENTURY FRENCH DRAMATISTS TOGETHER
WITH MOLIÉRE AND RACINE. BORN IN ROUEN, THE SON OF A LAWYER HE WAS EDUCATED AT A JESUIT COLLEGE WHERE
DRAMA WAS PART OF THE CURRICULUM. HE PRESENTED HIS FIRST PLAY, A COMEDY ENTITLED Â€ŒMÉLITE’ TO GROUP
OF TRAVELLING ACTORS IN 1629 WHO MADE IT PART OF THEIR REPERTOIRE. THE PLAY WAS A SUCCESS IN PARIS AND
CORNEILLE MOVED TO THE CITY IN THE SAME YEAR. HE QUICKLY BECAME A LEADING PLAYWRIGHT OF THE FRENCH

STAGE, DESCRIBING HIS STYLE OF COMEDY AS A ‘PAINTING OF THE CONVERSATION OF THE GENTRY’.
IN 1634 HE WAS SELECTED TO WRITE POETIC VERSES FOR CARDINAL RICHELEU’S VISIT TO ROUEN. HE BECAME ONE OF
THE ‘FIVE POETS’ SELECTED TO REALISE RICHELIEU VISION OF A NEW TYPE OF DRAMA THAT EMPHASISED VIRTUE. THE

CARDINALS IDEAS WERE TO BE EXPRESSED BY THE ‘FIVE’ IN DRAMATIC FORM. CORNEILLE FOUND THIS TOO
RESTRICTIVE, FELL OUT WITH RICHELIEU AND RETURNED TO ROUEN. IN THE YEARS FOLLOWING HE PRODUCED WHAT

IS CONSIDERED HIS FINEST PLAY ‘LE CID’ BASED ON THE LEGENDARY MEDIEVAL SPANISH FIGURE RODRIGO DIAZ DE
VIVAR KNOWN AS ‘EL CID’. THE PLAY WAS DESCRIBED AS A TRAGICOMEDY AND WAS AN ENORMOUS POPULAR SUCCESS.
HOWEVER, IT BECAME THE SUBJECT OF AN ARGUMENT OVER THE NORMS OF DRAMATIC PRACTICE AS IT INTENTIONALLY
DEFIED THE USUAL CLASSICAL TRAGEDY / COMEDY DISTINCTION. KNOWN AS THE ‘QUARREL OF LE CID’, CONTROVERSY
RAGED AND RICHELIEU’S ACADÉMIE FRANCAISE DETERMINED THE PLAY WAS DEFECTIVE AS IT DID NOT RESPECT THE

CLASSICAL UNITIES OF TIME, PLACE AND ACTION. ACCUSATIONS OF IMMORTALITY WERE THEN LEVELLED AT THE PLAY IN
THE FORM OF A NOW FAMOUS PAMPHLET CAMPAIGN. THESE ATTACKS WERE FOUNDED ON THE CLASSICAL THEORY THAT



THE THEATRE WAS A SITE OF MORAL INSTRUCTION. A ‘WAR OF PAMPHLETS’ ENSUED WITH CORNEILLE WRITING
INFLAMMATORY VERSE AND OTHER PLAYWRIGHTS PILLORYING ‘LE CID’ AND ITS SO CALLED VIOLATIONS. EVENTUALLY

RICHELIEU CALLED UPON THE ACADÉMIE TO ANALYSE THE PLAY WHO RULED THAT IT BROKE TOO MANY OF THE UNITIES
TO BE REGARDED AS A VALUED WORK. THE CONTROVERSY COUPLED WITH THIS RULING DROVE CORNEILLE BACK TO

ROUEN WHERE HE WITHDREW FROM PUBLIC LIFE. 
IN 1640 HE RETURNED TO PARIS AND PAYING CLOSER ATTENTION TO THE CLASSICAL DRAMATIC RULES HAD, BY 1643,
WRITTEN TWO MORE TRAGEDIES. HIS POPULARITY GREW AND HIS FIRST COLLECTION OF PLAYS WAS PUBLISHED. IN
1641 HE MARRIED AND BY 1652 HE HAD PRODUCED FIVE MORE PLAYS. THE LAST WAS A COMEDY THAT GAINED VERY

POOR REVIEWS, AND DISHEARTENED HE DECIDED TO QUIT THE THEATRE. HE FOCUSED ON WRITING AN INFLUENTIAL
VERSE TRANSLATION OF THE ‘IMITATION OF CHRIST’ BY THOMAS Á KEMPIS WHICH HE COMPLETED IN 1656. IN 1659 HE

WAS PERSUADED TO RETURN TO THE STAGE AND WROTE ‘OEDIPE’ WHICH WAS MUCH FAVOURED BY LOUIS XIV. HE THEN
PUBLISHED ‘THREE DISCOURSES ON DRAMATIC POETRY’ WHICH WERE ESSENTIALLY A DEFENCE OF HIS STYLE AND A
FINAL RESPONSE TO THE FAMOUS QUARREL. FOR THE NEXT FOURTEEN YEARS HE WROTE ONE PLAY PER YEAR, BUT
NONE OF THEM WERE AS SUCCESSFUL AS HIS EARLIER WORKS. HIS FINAL TRAGEDY ‘SURÉNA’ WAS WRITTEN IN 1674

AFTER WHICH HE RETIRED, HE DIED IN 1684.
VOLTAIRE THOUGHT HIGHLY OF CORNEILLE, AND HE CREATED A TWELVE VOLUME ANNOTATED SET OF CORNEILLE’S
DRAMATIC WORKS. HIS PROPOSAL TO THE ACADÉMIE FOR THIS PROJECT PRAISED CORNEILLE, DESCRIBING HIM AS

ACHIEVING FOR THE FRENCH LANGUAGE WHAT HOMER HAD DONE FOR GREEK.

 


