Honors World Literature

Cyrano de Bergerac

Edmond Rostand (1868-1919)

Rostand was born in Marseilles into a wealthy and cultured family. Rostand studied literature, history, and philosophy in Paris. He intended to be a lawyer, but abandoned his studies when his first book of poems was published. He gave that book of poetry to the woman (also a poet) he would later marry. Their two sons also became writers. Rostand’s first successful play was Les Romanesques, based on Romeo and Juliet. Three years later, Cyrano de Bergerac became his most successful and enduring work. He was twenty-nine years old.

Cyrano de Bergerac was first produced in 1897. In the last half of the 19th century, industrialization was taking place in most of Europe, including France. With that came a more scientific way of looking at things, and realism was becoming popular.

Realism (in literature/drama) emphasizes objective documentation of everyday life, usually working class life, and rejects idealization or glamour. This movement, especially in France, developed into naturalism – which shares the same goals as realism but also stresses the governing of human life by natural laws. Naturalists argued that the theater should explain the natural laws of human behavior. Amidst this social and psychological objectivity, Rostand’s new play about romantic heroes, beautiful maidens, sword fights, and the power of poetry and art seemed hopelessly out of date. Rostand revitalized the old romantic drama in verse (although our translation is in prose).

The directors of the theater that had accepted Rostand’s new play regretted their decision. They decided to slash the budget for sets and costumes, so Rostand had to pay for the lavish costumes himself. During rehearsal, Rostand was s upset with the sets that he had to be restrained from attacking the set designer. Rostand even apologized to the lead actor for “drawing him into this mess.”

Therefore, when the curtain rose, expectations were low. The audience, however, was pleasantly surprised. Viewers were transfixed. People in the audience wept, and the author was pelted with ladies’ gloves, fans, and flowers. A full hour after the curtain fell, the audience was still applauding thunderously. Cyrano’s gallantry was greatly admired and Rostand became a national hero.

However, Rostand found the sudden, unwanted publicity and fame difficult to bear. He suffered from poor health and retired to his family’s country estate. He continued to write plays and poetry, but his subsequent works did not reach the popularity of Cyrano de Bergerac. He died of pneumonia in Paris in 1918.

Characteristics of French Romance in Cyrano de Bergerac

· Dramatic invention

· Use of splendid and spectacular settings

· Presence of an eloquent, witty, adventuresome hero

· Conflict of love vs. honor

· Recklessness and self-sacrifice of the characters

Who is Cyrano?

· Essential concept – panache

· French word that carries the connotation of flamboyant manner and reckless courage

· Cyrano is considered the epitome of Panache

· A cadet (nobleman serving as a soldier) in the French army

· Brash, strong-willed, talented duelist, poet, musician

· Has an enormous nose, which causes him lots of self-doubt

· This doubt prevents him from expressing his love for his distant cousin Roxane

· He attempts to woo her anyway, and that’s where it gets interesting…

Guiding Questions

· Why does appearance become so important in forming relationships and determining self-esteem?

· How does appearance thwart full development of human potential?

· How can we learn to see beyond the superficial to appreciate and value true beauty?
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In what ways do social conventions limit human possibility and choices?

