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Acadèmie Francais 

Following the Italian Renaissance of the 16th century, 

France was determined to usurp Italy’s role as cultural 
capital of the world. To this end, Cardinal Richelieu 
established the French Academy, a formal court that 
would oversee the advancement of French language, art 
and literature. This occurred in 1635 during the reign of 
the boy-King, Louis XIII. 

The French Academy monitored the publication of all 
works produced in the French language, or represented 
French culture. They had the power to censor works that 
did not hold up to the Neoclassical ideals which they 
adopted.  
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Tartuffe Censored 
Following its inaugural performance in Paris, Tartuffe 

was royally banned for violating the artistic and moral 
conventions prescribed by The French Academy: 

 
Conventions of Neoclassical Theatre 

 
1. Verisimilitude = the appearance of truth. 

Supernatural events banned from the stage, 
including deus ex machina, or divine 
intervention. 

2. Unity of time, place and action.  
Time: action of the play must exist within a 24-
hour time-frame. 
Place: Action of the play limited to single 
location. 
Action: No subplots, only one central story 
without too many characters. 

3. The only purpose of drama is to instruct 
morality.  

4. Tragedy and Comedy cannot mix. 
5. Long monologues not allowed 
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Moliere’s Criticism 
 Violating standards of neoclassicism was not the 

only offense committed by Tartuffe. With a mixture of 
satire and comedy, Molière comments on the blinding 
tyranny of the Church and the government of his day, 
specifically manipulation for personal gain.  

As representatives of the state, and the mouthpiece 
of culture (with support from the Church), the Academy 
disliked the play’s pointed criticism of religiosity. They 
claimed to be the “watchful overseer of [France’s] 
conduct,”(Tartuffe) and wanted to protect the public from 
a story and a truth that would cause them to doubt the 
Academy’s authority. In other words, the Academy 
claimed authority of a high priest: spiritual, moral and 
educational advisor of society, primarily the arts: 
literature, music, visual and performance art.  
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Satirical Compromise 
 

Five years and several revisions later, Moliere was 
allowed to stage Tartuffe. 

 

Transformation 
 

 
Molière was permitted to keep a few piece of forbidden content as long as 

they accomplished the main objectives of Neoclassicism. 

Palais Royale 
May 12, 1669 

Demands Purpose 
Mitchell Theatre 
November, 2014 

Tartuffe Change Title 
Evade religious 

criticism 
L’Imposteur 

“The Imposter” 

3-Acts,  
dark, satirical 

ending 

Comedy must 
have happy 

ending 

Observe 
neoclassical 
principle of 

morality: good 
conquers evil 

5-Acts,  
ridiculous but resolved 

ending 

Clergyman 
Change societal 
role and name of 

character. 

Remove official 
association with 
the French Court 

and Catholic 
Church 

Religious layman 

Forbidden piece: Permissible because: 

Long Monologues Didactic, promoting morality 

Deus ex machina, or divine 
intervention 

Comedy must have happy ending 
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Further Discussion 
 

Molière’s words and story were censored, but did the 
Académy really succeed in stifling his critical 

examination? It could be argued that the revisions to 
Tartuffe, specifically the abrupt, dramatic ending, actually 

illuminate the injustices suffered. 
People, establishments and even ideas that attempt 

to manipulate and control others as the Academy did so 
many years ago, undoubtedly exist today, claiming God’s 
right to judge and limiting the aspirations of humanity by 
persuading us to adopt maxims of any kind for purely 

selfish reasons.  
Tartuffe is a promotion of independent, discerning 

thought, encouraging us to know the difference between 
hypocrisy for personal gain, and true piety. 


