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the music should stop so that he may speak, his eulogy of 
his colleagues and diatribe against newfangled ideas and 
theories such as the circulation of the blood, the speech 
the doctor-elect makes in reply, complimenting those at 
the top of the medical Establishment, the professors, the 
academy, then more music, and the crowning moment 
when the president puts the bonnet on the new doctor’s 
head. In the closing interlude of The Imaginary Invalid, 
Argan becomes both bachelier and licencié, that is, he 
becomes a fully fledged doctor in a single operation. Dr. 
Purgeon is clearly a doctor of long standing. His nephew 
Claude de Aria is a new bachelier. This is indicated by the 
fact that he has brought his thesis, the object of Toinette’s 
derision. Claude also wants Angélique to witness the 
dissection of a woman, as a special treat. In 1667, just 
such a dissection had caused a widespread scandal—and 
Molière would have known of this event when he came to 
write The Imaginary Invalid.

Doctors knew nothing of inner organs of the living body. 
Surgery in the modern sense was a marginal activity. 
Incisions would be made on visible tumors, for example, 
and limbs would be amputated, wounds closed, broken 

bones set. On the other hand, it was not the practice to 
open up the rib cage or the abdomen. Thus, theories were 
propounded on the basis of superficial observation only, 
and by examining  what the body expelled. Sputum, urine, 
excrement, all were closely scrutinized in the hope that 
they would indicate what was happening to the lungs, 
kidneys, and intestines. Medicine at all times is vulnerable 
to the abuse of charlatans, and in Molière’s time there 
were considerable numbers of itinerant quacks who 
managed to escape the control of the Faculty of Medicine 
and of the police. This is one of the reasons Toinette is 
able to get away with her outrageous impersonation in 
the final act. Established doctors’ “played the system” 
in a legitimate way. In several plays, Molière makes the 
medical profession the main target of his comedy. There 
were large numbers of gullible people around who were 
too readily taken in by quackery. Even the normally lucid 
Mme de Sévigné made great claims for the virtues of a 
viper broth, and she recommended it with enthusiasm to 
her daughter in 1685. French moralist Jean de La Bruyère 
had a couple of aphorisms which seem exactly relevant: 
“Those who are in good health become ill; they need 
people whose job it is to reassure them that they are not 
going to die,” and, “So long as human beings go on dying, 
and want to go on living, the doctor will be mocked and 
well paid.”

Molière’s Last Act 

by Jean-Marie Apostolidès

The Imaginary Invalid is Molière’s last play and, as 
such, should be considered his final testament. It came 
after Élomire Hypocondre, a play published in 1670 by 
a certain Le Boulanger de Chalussay, in which Molière 
is lampooned. We believe that Molière had recently 
written an autobiographical comedy in which he staged 
himself under his own name and took the opportunity 
to answer the calumnies he had been subjected to 
since becoming the most famous author of his time. 
In Élomire Hypocondre, Molière is depicted as not 
only arrogant and authoritarian, but also as obsessed 
with his health and yet refusing to submit to the best-
known medical authorities of his time (which was, of 
course, understandable, considering the laughable state 
of medical knowledge in 17th-century France). More 
importantly, the anonymous author accuses him of having 
committed incest, upon marrying Armande Béjart. It was 
well known that Molière had been the lover of Madeleine 
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Béjart, Armande’s 
mother, at the time 
she gave birth to 
Armande, and 
Molière certainly 
took an important 
part in the child’s 
upbringing.  The 
accusation of 
incest, often 
leveled at Molière 
during that period, 
was extremely 
serious, since his 
own safety and 
life would have 
been at stake if 
any tribunal or the 
king had taken it 
seriously.

For reasons unknown to us, Molière’s autobiographical 
play was never produced, and in fact we have no solid 
evidence it ever existed. But Le Boulanger de Chalussay 
(the pen name for the anonymous author of Élomire) is 
well informed about Molière’s personal life and projects. 
This sycophant was probably an actor or an author 
from a rival troupe, likely the Hôtel de Bourgogne. 
In such a context, I believe we are entitled to read 
The Imaginary Invalid as Molière’s ultimate words and 
final vision of the world.

Argan Meets His Match
Scholars usually compare The Imaginary Invalid, first 
performed February 10, 1673 (Molière was to die one 
week later), to The Would-Be Gentleman, produced in 
1670. The two texts indeed possess many similarities. 
The plot is basically the same: an abusive and stubborn 
father wants to give his daughter to a man whose 
abilities and social peculiarities correspond to his own 
fantasies, an aristocrat in the earlier play, a medical 
doctor in the later. The father’s stubbornness makes the 
daughter miserable, all the more because she herself 
has someone else in mind. The saner members of the 
family (servants as well as relatives) conspire to force 
the father to make a wiser choice. They achieve their 

goal not in confronting him directly, but rather in 
imprisoning him in his own foolishness. Therefore, in 
The Would-Be Gentleman Monsieur Jourdain becomes 
a “Mamamuchi” (a pseudo-Turkish title of nobility), 
whereas at the end of The Imaginary Invalid, after a 
grotesque initiation ceremony, Argan is made a medical 
doctor. Such a solution saves the father’s pride and 
official status at a time when Louis XIV had legally 
reinforced the authority of fathers over their children. By 
the same strategy, this outcome permits the daughter to 
marry her young and attractive fiancé, instead of the very 
odd, potentially insane suitor selected by her father.

When reading The Imaginary Invalid, one is also 
struck by the many similarities between this work 
and Tartuffe, one of Molière’s most famous plays. 
Both texts deal again with psychological peculiarities 
of wealthy Parisian bourgeois—Orgon in Tartuffe, 
Argan in The Imaginary Invalid. The two names are so 
phonetically connected to each other that I think we can 
consider these two characters as twin brothers. They 
are both confronted by their imminent deaths, or so they 
imagine. The first, Orgon, is obsessed with his salvation 
and frightened of going to hell. He has previously 
committed a mortal sin that is never explained in the 
play; he needs to cleanse his soul before confronting his 
Almighty God and Judge. In order to do so, he constantly 
looks to confess this unnamable sin to a priest who 
will give him absolution, the most important Catholic 
sacrament after baptism. Instead of a “real” priest, Orgon 
finds Tartuffe, a priest-in-disguise and an experienced 
confidence man, whose purpose is to steal not only 
Orgon’s money, but also Elmire, Orgon’s young wife. 
Argan’s problem is similar. He thinks he is about to die. 
He claims to suffer many physical symptoms that we can 
read as a profound psychosomatic disorder; after all, he 
is a hypochondriac, like so many of Molière’s characters. 
One important theme in this comedy is that Argan needs 
to cleanse his interior, to evacuate his bowels, in order 
to be “clean inside” in the same way Orgon must have 
his soul spotless before God’s last judgment—hence, 
the numerous doctors and apothecaries around him 
duping him out of his money. They provide Argan with 
numerous prescriptions—quack remedies, needless to 
say, particularly enemas—whose goal is to liberate his 
intestines as well as his pockets. In other words, what to 
Orgon is a problem of the soul, to Argan is a problem of 
the body. Could these men be obsessed by “cleanliness” 
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because they have committed the same mortal sin? Could 
this sin be related to a suspiciously strong attachment 
to their daughters, a sin whose echo may be found in 
Molière’s personal life?

The parallel between Orgon and Argan produces other 
similar situations. Orgon is trapped by a flock of priests 
in the same way that Argan is held by a hierarchy of 
doctors. Fleurant stands at the lowest level, being only 

an apothecary; then 
comes the soon-to-
be-doctor, Thomas 
Diafoirus (renamed 
Claude de Aria by 
Constance Congdon 
[chosen for its comic 
sound in an effort 
to render the name 
“de Aria” as close to 
“diarrhea” ]), then 
comes his father, 
changed here into an 
uncle. Last, but not 
least, M. Purgeon, the 
only person capable 
of assuring Argan’s 
physical salvation, 
makes a great entry 
onstage, condemning 
Argan to the hell of 
physical decline. If 

Molière, for reasons one can immediately guess, could 
not criticize the Catholic Church of 17th-century France, 
he did have the freedom to make fun of the medical 
profession, which had been the butt of satire and farce 
since antiquity. Might we not then associate priests with 
doctors? In other words, is it possible Molière was using 
Argan’s quacks to (indirectly) criticize the Catholic 
hierarchy of his own time? I tend to believe so and to 
analyze The Imaginary Invalid through this lens. Were 
it the case, we would interpret the solution adopted by 
the twin brothers Orgon and Argan in a new light. Each 
of them opts at the end of the play to dispense with 
intermediaries and take charge of his own salvation. 
Orgon will directly confess his sins to God, without a 
confessor; Argan will become a doctor and take care of 
his own health. I read such a solution as a step toward 
Christian Reformation.

Faithful to Molière’s 
Spirit
Constance Congdon had to make some practical decisions 
in order to render this play accessible to a contemporary 
audience. To remain faithful to Molière’s spirit, she had 
to be unfaithful to the letter of the text. In other words, 
she chose to adapt the play instead of translating it 
literally. By doing so, she gives us an equivalent of what 
the first spectators probably experienced. She does it 
with dedication, intelligence, wit, and enormous talent. 
Eliminating from the original play some secondary 
characters, such as Argan’s brother Béralde and Louison, 
his youngest daughter, she focuses the plot on the main 
problem: Angélique’s marriage to Cléante.

Molière’s original text starts with an almost obligatory 
celebration of Louis XIV’s grandeur. A group of 
shepherds sings onstage:

Let us sing, with one accord
Until the welkin rings,
With praise of Louis, mightiest of kings!
Happy all who can contrive
In his service so to live.

Congdon is right to spare us this indigestible political 
propaganda and to give us a fresh flavor of Molière’s 
talent. Grounded in many puns, innuendos, and double-
entendres, her adaptation sheds new light on some 
important aspects of Molière’s dark zones. Reading her 
text, I for one have been struck by the secret ties between 
Argan and Harpagon, another famous Molière character, 
from The Miser. Both men want to be clean, i.e., to respect 
Catholic prescriptions on the one hand, and on the other 
hand they want to retain the source of their terrestrial 
hell and damnation: money for the miser, excrement for 
the imaginary invalid. Could excrement be for Argan 
what money is for Harpagon? But that’s another story . . .

Ultimately, the main quality of this new adaptation is 
the hilarious, almost farcical, atmosphere it creates 
from beginning to end. In so doing, Constance Congdon 
reminds us that The Imaginary Invalid belongs to the still-
popular genre of farce, illustrated by Molière two years 
previously in Scapin and The Countess Escarbagnas.
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Discussion Questions  
& Exploration Activities
1.  Do you think Argan truly believes that he is sick? Why 
does he create these medical problems for himself? What 
does Argan really want that causes him to act sick?

2.  Argan is fooled over and over again in this play. Who is 
he fooled by? How much blame does Argan bear for the 
way he is fooled and used? Is he blame free because of his 
gullibility? 

3.  At the end of the play Argan believes he has been made 
a doctor. Will this cure him? What effect do you think this 
ceremony will have on Argan in the future? How will this 
affect his daughter and Cleante? How will it affect his 
brother and Toinette?

4.  Molière exposes backward thinking and greed through 
comedy and satire. Others condemn these faults through 
serious modes of expression, such as sermons or didactic 
essays. Which approach do you believe is more effective? 
Explain your answer.

Original Sources  
& Links to Further Research
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