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INTRODUCTION

ENRY BECQULE (1837-1899) was one of those

men of letters to whom falls the ungrateful lot
of giving the public what it deoes not want. In the
very hevday of romanticism, Becque had the effvontery
to hawk an entirely different line of wores in the
Parisian theatrieal markets. He boldly trespassed
against the most sacred traditions built up and
sustained under the puidance of Sardou. He Houted
the * happy ending "3 he questioned the infallibility
of M. Sarcey; he even thought it possible to write a
drama in five acts, when everybody knew that four acts
must be the limit,  Beegue was a revolutionist.

Yet even revolulionists have friends and admirers.
Becque had comparatively few, but those few were
powerful enough to force the produoction of plays which,
lacking this propulsion of friendship, could never have
seen the light. One of these friends was Edouard
Thierry, enc-time divector of the Comédic Frangaise.
Another, strange to say, was Sardou — that very Sar-
dou against whose dromatie precepts Beeque carried
on a merciless warfare,

This man might have been popular.  He was Parizian
born. He had all the eleverness and knnek and sophisti-
cation necessary to make him a brifliant transient on the
stage of Parvis, But he had a big drean, and the dream
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was to make the stage represent the marvellous dra-
matie commonploces of every-day life. He saw that
the sentimental nonsense with which the public was be-
ing regnled — high-class nonsense though some of it
might be — represented a very small corner of Life,
if 1t represented Life at all. The reaction of Beeque's
mind agninst the glorifieation of sentimental impossi-
hilitics was terrific.  He conecived the idea of & * cruel
theatre,” in which truth sheuld go defiantly bare; in
which the characters should act like human beings in-
stead of wire-worked puppets; in which the action
should be the logieal conrse of workday events, without
the introduction of spurions material to keep the audi-
eiee mystificd or gond-hnmored.  In our day this is
an old story, ‘The tide turned against old-school ro-
manticism long age, and we liave our realism so refined
that it often has lezss dramatic action than Life itself.
If Beeque had fallen into this trap — of being dull —
that would have been the end of Lim.  But he happened
to be o waster of stugeeraft; and lhe knew how to
manipulate the surprises of every-day existenee, how to
reproduce them with telling effect, how to tell a pre-
cise story so that the narration would be clear with-
out being obvieus. He had alse an almost incredible
persistence and faith i himself. IHe was a tireless
worker,  And he had some good friends. So he was
permitted to drive the wedge that opened the way for
realisin,  Beeques followers were many.  More than
one of them excelled the master in cortain details, as
was to be expected.  They were not pioneering. They
Lhad a trail alrendy blnzed, 1t required a brutal
strength like Beeque's to knock over the idels of
reimanee,
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When Henry Becque first came knocking at the stage
door, it was with an opera in three acts, * Sardana-
pale,”” an avowed imitation of Lord Byron. With musie
by Victorin Joncilres, n composer of merit, it was pre-
sented for the fiest time at the Théitre Lyrigque coarly
in 1867. It enjoyed some success,

Following the opera came * L'Enfant Prodigue,”
produced in 1868 ab the Vaudeville. The freshness
of this picee, with its unconventionality, its deliber-
ately wicked and sometimes savage thrusts, eombined
with real wit and sprightliness, puzzled the ervities a
little. The dean of the profession, M. Sarcey, per-
mitted himself to weleome the new dramatic avthor,
and to praise him for his plensant [rivelity, AL
Sarcey wrote rather gingerly, however. He evidently
wanted to be in a paosition to beat a guick retreat.
“The Prodigal Son" is certainly not great, but as
a reading play it is good for the blues. And besides
its wit, it contains at least one unexpectedly striking
and powerful scene, that of the dinner of the concierges.
In this scene Clarisse sings a curious strect-girl song,
“ Les Pauve’s Ptit's Fonmes,” of exquisite humanness
and pathos.

Following * The Prodigal Son® it wns to be ex-
pected that Beeque, toking wivantage of the foothold
his vaudeville had given him, <hould come back with
some joyous comedy., He appearcd with a five-net
drama, “ Michel Pauper,” o play almost barbarous in
its brutality. The wonder now is, not that it was not
a success, but that it was ever presented at all. It
must have scemed mad as o hatter in 1870, Tt does,
indeed, at this distance, seem to have a touch of mnd-
ness, It did demonstrate one thing, however: that



