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Introduction

When you think of classic French comedy, a few names rise to the top: Molière, Beaumarchais, and Racine. Among 

these luminaries, Molière’s “The Miser” (originally titled L'Avare) stands out as a timeless exploration of greed, 

family, and the absurdities of human nature. First performed in 1668, this play has endured centuries of theatrical 

production, literary analysis, and cultural commentary. Its witty dialogue, sharp social critique, and unforgettable 

characters make it a staple of both academic curricula and stage repertoires worldwide. In this article, we’ll dive 

deep into the world of the miser by Molière, examining its historical roots, plot, characters, themes, and lasting

relevance.

Historical Context: Molière and 17th-Century France

Jean-Baptiste Poquelin, better known as Molière, was born in 1622 in Paris. By the time he wrote L'Avare, he had

already established himself as a master of satire and social commentary. The 17th century in France was marked

by the reign of Louis XIV, a period of absolute monarchy, courtly extravagance, and a growing bourgeoisie.

Molière’s comedy often poked fun at the excesses and pretensions of the aristocracy, while simultaneously

revealing the universal follies that cut across social strata.

“The Miser” was first staged by the Royal Company of Players (Comédie-Française) on May 3, 1668, at the Hôtel

de Bourgogne. The audience’s reaction was immediate: laughter, applause, and even a brief interruption when the

audience realized the play’s critique of wealth and greed. The play’s success cemented Molière’s reputation as a

social commentator who could blend humor with profound insight.

Plot Overview: A Tale of Greed and Love

The narrative centers on Harpagon, a widower and the quintessential miser. He is obsessed with saving money to

the point of neglecting his family’s needs. Harpagon’s household is a chaotic mix of his two children—Cléante, a

young man in love with Mariane, and Élise, a woman who wishes to marry Valère—and the servant, La Flèche.

The play unfolds in three acts, each building on Harpagon’s obsessive desire for wealth. In Act One, we meet the

characters and see Harpagon’s refusal to allow his children to marry for love. Act Two introduces the subplot of a

secret marriage between Cléante and Mariane, while Harpagon’s greed escalates. Act Three resolves the conflicts:

Harpagon’s death, the revelation of his hidden riches, and the eventual union of the younger generation.

Throughout the story, Molière uses comedic situations—such as Harpagon’s misplacing of a gold coin or his

elaborate schemes to avoid paying for a new cloak—to expose the absurdity of hoarding wealth at the expense of

human relationships.

Key Characters and Their Roles

•  Harpagon – The central figure, a widowed father whose obsession with money drives the plot. His name itself 

has become synonymous with extreme frugality.

•  Cléante – Harpagon’s son, a young man who falls in love with Mariane. He represents the younger 



generation’s desire for freedom and love.

•  Élise – Harpagon’s daughter, who wishes to marry Valère. She embodies the conflict between parental control 

and personal choice.

•  Mariane – A young woman in love with Cléante. She is a symbol of love’s triumph over greed.

•  Valère – Élise’s suitor, a respectable young man who eventually wins Harpagon’s approval.

•  La Flèche – The clever servant who often outwits Harpagon, providing comic relief and practical solutions.

•  Other minor characters – Various townspeople, a priest, and a clerk, each adding layers of humor and social 

commentary.

Major Themes: Money, Love, and Human Folly

1. The Corrupting Power of Wealth

Harpagon’s character illustrates how the pursuit of wealth can corrupt morality and relationships. He is willing to

sacrifice his children’s happiness, lie to them, and even threaten violence to protect his financial interests. Molière

uses Harpagon’s extreme frugality to show that wealth, when pursued without moderation, can become a

destructive force.

2. Love vs. Materialism

The juxtaposition of the younger generation’s romantic desires against Harpagon’s materialistic worldview is a

central conflict. The love between Cléante and Mariane, and between Élise and Valère, ultimately triumphs over

greed, suggesting that emotional bonds outweigh financial concerns.

3. The Role of Family and Authority

Family dynamics are at the heart of the play. Harpagon’s authoritarian control over his children’s lives reflects the

broader social expectations of the time, where parental authority was unquestioned. The play critiques this

authoritarianism by showing how it can lead to rebellion and tragedy.

4. Social Satire and Class Commentary

Molière’s comedic lens highlights the hypocrisy of the upper class, who often flaunted wealth while secretly fearing

poverty. By exposing Harpagon’s fear of losing his riches, Molière underscores the universal anxieties that

transcend class boundaries.

Molière’s Writing Style: Wit, Timing, and Structure

“The Miser” showcases Molière’s mastery of comedic timing. He blends rapid dialogue with physical comedy—such

as Harpagon’s frantic attempts to hide his gold—creating a rhythm that keeps audiences engaged. The play’s

structure, with its three acts, allows for a clear progression from conflict to resolution, mirroring the classic

Aristotelian dramatic arc.

Moreover, Molière’s use of stock characters—such as the clever servant and the overbearing father—provides a

framework for satire. He subverts expectations by giving these archetypes depth and unpredictability, ensuring that

the audience remains both amused and reflective.

Staging and Production History

Since its premiere, “The Miser” has been staged countless times worldwide, adapting to various theatrical traditions

and cultural contexts. Some notable productions include:

1.  Paris Opera (1715) – A lavish production featuring elaborate costumes and set designs that highlighted the 



play’s comedic elements.

2.  London’s Covent Garden (1781) – A British adaptation that emphasized the universal themes of greed and 

love, making the play accessible to English-speaking audiences.

3.  Modern Stage (1990s–present) – Contemporary directors often reimagine the setting, placing the story in a 

modern corporate environment or a contemporary urban household to highlight the timeless nature of Molière’s 

critique.

In addition to live theatre, “The Miser” has been adapted for film, television, and radio. Each adaptation offers a

fresh perspective, whether it’s a comedic sketch show or a dramatic feature film, ensuring the play’s continued

relevance.

Modern Adaptations and Cultural Impact

In the 21st century, “The Miser” remains a popular choice for both educational and professional theatre companies.

Its themes resonate with audiences who see parallels in today’s consumer culture, where the pursuit of wealth

often overshadows personal well �being. Some modern adaptations include:

•  “The Miser” (2018) – A contemporary setting in a corporate office, where the protagonist is a CEO obsessed 

with profit margins.

•  “The Miser” (2021) – A film adaptation starring a well �known actor, using humor to address issues of wealth 

inequality and family dynamics.

•  Various radio dramas and podcasts that reinterpret the play’s dialogue for modern listeners, making it 

accessible to a broader audience.

Beyond the stage, the term “miser” has entered everyday language, a testament to Molière’s lasting influence on

the English lexicon and beyond.

Why “The Miser” Still Matters

Despite being written over 350 years ago, the play’s central concerns remain relevant. In a world where economic

disparities are widening, the story of a man who hoards wealth at the expense of his family is a cautionary tale that

continues to resonate. Additionally, the play invites audiences to reflect on:

•  Financial responsibility vs. generosity – Balancing savings with giving.

•  Family values and autonomy – Respecting the independence of younger generations.

•  Societal attitudes toward wealth – Understanding how cultural narratives shape our perceptions of money.

By engaging with these themes, modern viewers can appreciate “The Miser” not only as a comedic masterpiece

but also as a social commentary that speaks to contemporary issues.

Conclusion

“The Miser by Molière” is more than a comedic play; it’s a timeless mirror reflecting humanity’s complex relationship

with wealth, love, and family. Its witty dialogue, vivid characters, and incisive satire have secured its place in

theatrical history and continue to inspire adaptations across media. Whether you’re a theatre enthusiast, a literature

scholar, or simply someone who enjoys a good laugh, exploring this classic offers a rich experience that transcends

time and culture.

So next time you encounter a story of greed, remember that Molière’s genius lies in turning a simple tale of a

money �obsessed father into a universal lesson about the human condition—one that remains as relevant today as it

was in 1668.
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