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A succés de ¡cándale
when first published in 1782, this classic epistolary novel
detailing the amorous schemes and calculated couplings of a gaggle
of French aristocrats still has the power to shock. As Baudelaire
put it, “Les Liaisons Dangereuses burns
like ice.” Much of the novel's negative force derives from the
blatant cynicism and manipulative disregard for the feelings of
others that drives the two central characters: the libertine
Vicomte de Valmont, and the revenge-seeking Marquise de
Merteuil.

As these two jaded sophisticates coldly plot
the seduction of young, innocent Cécile de Volanges, recently out
of a convent, and the virtuous married beauty, Madame de Tourvel,
whose husband is away on court business, the malice and deceit at
the bottom of their actions may discomfit us, but are not
unfamiliar. Lust and revenge are all-too-familiar human
motivators.

But of course, there are complications. Love,
in particular, disrupts the smooth course of the seduction plots
hatched by Valmont and Merteuil. Suffice it to say there are many
twists and turns of the plot, before the tale winds down to its sad
and tragic ending. And although the lascivious goings-on in the
story are comparable to such classic erotic novels as Fanny Hill and Lady
Chatterley's Lover, there is no vulgar language or graphic
description. The events, and the thoughts of the characters, no
matter how wanton or reprehensible, are recounted with exquisite
refinement.

Pierre Choderlos de Lacios (1741—1803) was a
highly regarded French military official, who eventually attained
the rank of general. An expert on fortifications, he apparently
survived the upheaval of the French Revolution because he was not
important enough to guillotine. It could also be that Les Liaisons Dangereuses, which some critics have
found to be a morality tale about the corrupt, squalid nobility of
the Anexen Regime, helped spare him the
wrath of the revolutionaries. And although the novel is, among
other things, a portrayal of a consummate libertine, Choderlos de
Lacios himself appears to have been a very happily married man.

Publisher's Note to the First Edition
(1782)



We think it our duty to warn the public that,
in spite of the title of this work and of what the Editor says of
it in his Preface, we do not guarantee the authenticity of this
narrative, and have even strong reasons for believing that it is
but a romance. It seems to us, moreover, that the author, who yet
seems to have sought after verisimilitude, has himself destroyed
that, and maladroitly, owing to the period which he has chosen in
which to place these adventures. Certainly, several of the
personages whom he brings on his stage have morals so sorry that it
were impossible to believe that they lived in our century, in this
century of philosophy, where the light shed on all sides has
rendered, as everyone knows, all men so honorable, all women so
modest and reserved.

Our opinion is, therefore, that if the
adventures related in this work possess a foundation of truth, they
could not have occurred save in other places and in other times,
and we must censure our author, who, seduced apparently by his hope
of being more diverting by treating rather of his own age and
country, has dared to clothe in our customs and our costumes a
state of morals so remote from us.

To preserve the too credulous Reader, at least
so far as it lies with us, from all surprise in this matter, we
will support our opinion with an argument which we proffer to him
in all confidence, because it seems to us victorious and
unanswerable; it is that, undoubtedly, like causes should not fail
to produce like effects, and that, nevertheless, we do not hear
today of young ladies with incomes of sixty thousand livres turning
nuns, nor of young and pretty dame presidents dying of grief.

Editor's Preface to the First Edition
(1782)



This work, or rather this compilation, which
the public will, perhaps, still find too voluminous, contains,
however, but a very small portion of the letters which composed the
correspondence whence it is extracted. Charged with the care of
setting it in order by the persons into whose hands it had come,
and whom I knew to have the intention of publishing it, I asked,
for reward of my pains, no more than the permission to prune it of
all that appeared to me useless; and I have, in fact, endeavored to
preserve only the letters which seemed to me necessary, whether for
the right understanding of events or the development of the
characters. If there be added to this light labor that of arranging
in order the letters I have let remain, an order in which I have
almost invariably followed that of the dates, and finally some
brief and rare notes, which, for the most part, have no other
object than that of indicating the source of certain quotations, or
of explaining certain abridgments which I have permitted myself,
the share which I have had in this work will have been told. My
mission was of no wider range.

I had proposed alterations more considerable,
and almost all in respect of diction or style, against which will
be found many offenses. I should have wished to be authorized to
cut down certain too lengthy letters, of which several treat
separately, and almost without transition, of matters quite
extraneous to one another. This task, which has not been permitted
me, would doubtless not have sufficed to give merit to the work,
but it would, at least, have freed it from a portion of its
defects.

It has been objected to me that it was the
letters themselves which it was desirable to make public, not
merely a work made after those letters; that it would be as great
an offense against verisimilitude as against truth, if all the
eight or ten persons who participated in this correspondence had
written with an equal purity. And to my representations that, far
from that, there was not one of them, on the contrary, who had not
committed grave faults, which would not fail to excite criticism, I
was answered that any reasonable reader would be certainly prepared
to meet with faults in a compilation of letters written by private
individuals, since in all those hitherto published by sundry
esteemed authors, and even by certain academicians, none has proved
quite free of this reproach. These reasons have not persuaded me,
and I found them, as I find them still, easier to give than to
accept; but I was not my own master, and I gave way. Only, I
reserved to myself the right of protest, and of declaring that I
was not of that opinion: it is this protest I make here.

As for any degree of merit the work may have,
perhaps it is not for me to discuss this, for my opinion neither
ought to nor can influence that of anyone else. Yet those persons
who, before they begin a book, like to know more or less what to
expect, those persons, I say, can continue to read this preface;
others had better pass straight to the work itself; they know
enough about it already.

What I must say at the outset is that, if my
advice has been, as I admit, to publish these letters, I am
nevertheless far from hoping for their success: and let not this
sincerity on my part be taken for the feigned modesty of an author;
for I declare with equal frankness that, if this compilation had
not seemed to me worthy of being offered to the public, I would not
have meddled with it. Let us try to reconcile these apparent
contradictions.

The deserts of a work are composed of its
utility or of its charm, and even of both these, when it is
susceptible of them: but success, which is not always a proof of
merit, often depends more on the choice of a subject than on its
execution, on the sum of the objects which it presents rather than
on the manner in which they are treated. Now this compilation
containing, as its title announces, the letters of a whole society,
it is dominated by a diversity of interest which weakens that of
the reader. Nay more, almost all the sentiments therein expressed
being feigned or dissimulated, they but excite an interest of
curiosity which is ever inferior to that of sentiment, which less
inclines the mind for indulgence, and which permits a perception of
the errors contained in the details that is all the more keen in
that these are continually opposed to the only desire which one
would have satisfied.

These blemishes are, perhaps, redeemed, in
part, by a quality which is implied in the very nature of the work:
it is the variety of the styles, a merit which an author attains
with difficulty, but which here occurs of itself, and at least
prevents the tedium of uniformity. Many persons will also be able
to count for something a considerable number of observations,
either new or little known, which are scattered through these
letters. That is all, I fear, that one can hope for in the matter
of charm, judging them even with the utmost favor.

The utility of the work, which, perhaps, will
be even more contested, yet seems to me easier to establish. It
seems to me, at any rate, that it is to render a service to morals,
to unveil the methods employed by those whose own are bad in
corrupting those whose conduct is good; and I believe that these
letters will effectually attain this end. There will also be found
the proof and example of two important verities which one might
believe unknown, for that they are so rarely practiced: the one,
that every woman who consents to admit a man of loose morals to her
society ends by becoming his victim; the other, that a mother is,
to say the least, imprudent who allows any other than herself to
possess the confidence of her daughter. Young people of either sex
might also learn from these pages that the friendship which persons
of evil character appear to grant them so readily is never aught
else but a dangerous snare, as fatal to their happiness as to their
virtue. Abuse, however, always so near a neighbor to what is good,
seems to me here too greatly to be feared; and far from commending
this work for the perusal of youth, it seems to me most important
to deter it from all such reading. The time when it may cease to be
perilous and become useful seems to me to have been defined, for
her sex, by a good mother, who has not only wit but good sense: “I
should deem,” she said to me, after having read the manuscript of
this correspondence, “that I was doing a service to my daughter if
I gave her this book on the day of her marriage.” If all mothers of
families think thus, I shall congratulate myself on having
published it.

But if, again, we put this favorable
supposition on one side, I continue to think that this collection
can please very few. Men and women who are depraved will have an
interest in decrying a work calculated to injure them; and, as they
are not lacking in skill, perhaps they will have sufficient to
bring to their side the austere, who will be alarmed at the picture
of bad morals which we have not feared to exhibit.

The would-be freethinkers will not be
interested in a God-fearing woman whom for that very reason they
will regard as a ninny; while pious people will be angry at seeing
virtue defeated and will complain that religion is not made to seem
more powerful.

On the other hand, persons of delicate taste
will be disgusted by the too simple and too faulty style of many of
these letters; while the mass of readers, led away with the idea
that everything they see in print is the fruit of labor, will think
that they are beholding in certain others the elaborate method of
an author concealing himself behind the person whom he causes to
speak.

Lastly, it will perhaps be pretty generally
said that everything is good in its own place; and that, although,
as a rule, the too polished style of the authors detracts from the
charm of the letters of society, the carelessness of the present
ones becomes a real fault and makes them insufferable when sent to
the printer's.

I sincerely admit that all these reproaches may
be well founded: I think also that I should be able to reply to
them without exceeding the length permissible to a preface. But it
must be plain that, to make it necessary to reply to all, the book
itself should be unable to reply to any; and that, had I been of
this opinion, I would have suppressed at once the preface and the
book.

PART I



1. Cécile Volanges to Sophie Camay, at the
Ursulines of...

You see, my dear friend, that I keep my word to
you, and that bonnets and frills do not take up all my time; there
will always be some left for you. However, I have seen more
adornments in this one single day than in all the four years we
passed together; and I think that the superb Tanville will have
more vexation at my first visit, when I shall certainly ask to see
her, than she has ever fancied that she afforded us, when she used
to come and see us in fiocchi. Mamma has
consulted me in everything; she treats me much less as a schoolgirl
than of old. I have a waiting maid of my own; I have a room and a
closet at my disposition; and I write this to you at a very pretty
desk, of which I have the key, and where I can lock up all that I
wish. Mamma has told me that I am to see her every day when she
rises, that I need not have my hair dressed before dinner, because
we shall always be alone, and that then she will tell me every day
when I am to see her in the afternoon. The rest of the time is at
my disposal, and I have my harp, my drawing, and books as at the
convent, only there is no Mother Perpétue here to scold me, and it
is nothing to anybody but myself, if I choose to do nothing at all.
But as I have not my Sophie here to chat and laugh with, I would
just as soon occupy myself.

It is not yet five o'clock; I have not to go
and join Mamma until seven: there's time enough, if I had anything
to tell you! But as yet they have not spoken to me of anything, and
were it not for the preparations I see being made, and the number
of milliners who all come for me, I should believe that they had no
thought of marrying me, and that that was the nonsense of the good
Josephine. However, Mamma has told me so often that a young lady
should stay in the convent until she marries that, since she has
taken me out, I suppose Josephine was right.

A carriage has just stopped at the door, and
Mamma tells me to come to her at once. If it were to be the
Gentleman! I am not dressed, my hand trembles and my heart is
beating. I asked my waiting maid if she knew who was with my
mother. “Certainly,” she said, “it's Monsieur C***.” And she
laughed. Oh, I believe 'tis he! I will be sure to come back and
relate to you what passes. There is his name, at any rate. I must
not keep him waiting. For a moment, adieu....

How you will laugh at your poor Cécile! Oh, I
have really been disgraceful! But you would have been caught just
as I. When I went in to Mamma, I saw a gentleman in black standing
by her. I bowed to him as well as I could, and stood still without
being able to budge an inch. You can imagine how I scrutinized
him.

“Madame,” he said to my mother, as he bowed to
me, “what a charming young lady! I feel more than ever the value of
your kindness.” At this very definite remark, I was seized with a
fit of trembling, so much so that I could hardly stand: I found an
armchair and sat down in it, very red and disconcerted. Hardly was
I there, when I saw the man at my feet. Your poor Cécile quite lost
her head; as Mamma said, I was absolutely terrified. I jumped up,
uttering a piercing cry, just as I did that day when it thundered.
Mamma burst out laughing, saying to me, “Well! what is the matter
with you? Sit down, and give your foot to Monsieur.” Indeed, my
dear friend, the gentleman was a shoemaker. I can't describe to you
how ashamed I was; mercifully there was no one there but Mamma. I
think that, when I am married, I shall give up employing that
shoemaker.

So much for our wisdom—admit it! Adieu. It is
nearly six o'clock, and my waiting maid tells me that I must dress.
Adieu, my dear Sophie, I love you, just as well as if I were still
at the convent.

P.S. I don't know by whom to send my letter, so
that I shall wait until Josephine comes.

Paris, 3rd August, 17**.

2. The Marquise de Merteuil to the Vicomte de
Valmont, at the Chateau de...

Come back, my dear Vicomte, come back; what are
you doing, what can you be doing with an
old aunt, whose whole property is settled on you? Set off at once;
I have need of you. I have an excellent idea, and I should like to
confide its execution to you. These few words should suffice; and
only too honored at my choice, you ought to come, with enthusiasm,
to receive my orders on your knees: but you abuse my kindness, even
since you have ceased to take advantage of it, and between the
alternatives of an eternal hatred and excessive indulgence, your
happiness demands that my indulgence wins the day. I am willing
then to inform you of my projects, but swear to me like a faithful
cavalier that you will embark on no other adventure till this one
be brought to an end. It is worthy of a hero: you will serve both
love and vengeance; it will be, in short, one rouerie the more to include in your Memoirs: yes,
in your Memoirs, for I wish them to be printed, and I will charge
myself with the task of writing them. But let us leave that, and
come back to what is occupying me.

Madame de Volanges is marrying her daughter: it
is still a secret, but she imparted it to me yesterday. And whom do
you think she has chosen for her son-in-law? The Comte de Gercourt.
Who would have thought that I should ever become Gercourt's cousin?
I was furious.... Well! do you not divine me now? Oh, dull brains!
Have you forgiven him then the adventure of the Intendante! And I,
have I not still more cause to complain of him, monster that you
are? But I will calm myself, and the hope of vengeance soothes my
soul.

You have been bored a hundred times, like
myself, by the importance which Gercourt sets upon the wife who
shall be his, and by his fatuous presumption, which leads him to
believe he will escape the inevitable fate. You know his ridiculous
preferences for convent education and his even more ridiculous
prejudice in favor of the discretion of blondes. In fact, I would wager, that for all that
the little Volanges has an income of sixty thousand livres, he
would never have made this marriage if she had been dark or had not
been bred at the convent. Let us prove to him then that he is but a
fool: no doubt he will be made so one of these days; it isn't that
of which I am afraid; but 'twould be pleasant indeed if he were to
make his debut as one! How we should amuse
ourselves on the day after, when we heard him boasting, for he will
boast; and then, if you once form this little girl, it would be a
rare mishap if Gercourt did not become, like another man, the joke
of all Paris.

For the rest, the heroine of this new romance
merits all your attentions: she is really pretty; it is only
fifteen, 'tis a rosebud, gauche in truth,
incredibly so, and quite without affectation. But you men are not
afraid of that; moreover, a certain languishing glance, which
really promises great things. Add to this that I exhort you to it:
you can only thank me and obey.

You will receive this letter tomorrow morning.
I request that tomorrow, at seven o'clock in the evening, you may
be with me. I shall receive nobody until eight, not even the
reigning Chevalier: he has not head enough for such a mighty piece
of work. You see that love does not blind me. At eight o'clock I
will grant you your liberty, and you shall come back at ten to sup
with the fair object; for mother and daughter will sup with me.
Adieu, it is past noon: soon I shall have put you out of my
thoughts.

Paris, 4th August, 17**.

3. Cécile Volanges to Sophie Camay

I know nothing as yet, my dear friend. Mamma
had a great number of people to supper yesterday In spite of the
interest I took in regarding them, the men especially, I was far
from being diverted. Men and women, everybody looked at me
mightily, and then would whisper to one another, and I saw they
were speaking of me. That made me blush; I could not prevent
myself. I wish I could have, for I noticed that, when the other
women were looked at, they did not blush: or perhaps 'tis the rouge
they employ which prevents one seeing the red that is caused by
embarrassment; for it must be very difficult not to blush when a
man stares at you.

What made me most uneasy was that I did not
know what they thought in my regard. I believe, however, that I
heard two or three times the word pretty;
but I heard very distinctly the word gauche; and I think that must be true, for the
woman who said it is a kinswoman and friend of my mother; she
seemed even to have suddenly taken a liking to me. She was the only
person who spoke to me a little during the evening. We are to sup
with her tomorrow.

I also heard, after supper, a man who, I am
certain, was speaking of me, and who said to another, “We must let
it ripen; this winter we shall see.” It is, perhaps, he who is to
marry me, but then it will not be for four months! I should so much
like to know how it stands.

Here is Josephine, and she tells me she is in a
hurry. Yet I must tell you one more of my gaucheries. Oh, I am afraid that lady was
right!

After supper they started to play. I placed
myself at Mamma's side; I do not know how it happened, but I fell
asleep almost at once. I was awakened by a great burst of laughter.
I do not know if they were laughing at me, but I believe so. Mamma
gave me permission to retire, and I was greatly pleased. Imagine,
it was past eleven o'clock. Adieu, my dear Sophie; always love your
Cécile. I assure you that the world is not so amusing as we
imagined.

Paris, 4th August, 17**.

4. The Vicomte de Valmont to the Marquise de
Merteuil, at Paris

Your commands are charming; your fashion of
conveying them is more gracious still; you would make us in love
with despotism. It is not the first time, as you know, that I have
regretted that I am no longer your slave: and monster though I be, according to you, I never
recall without pleasure the time when you honored me with sweeter
titles. Indeed, I often desire to merit them again, and to end by
setting, with you, an example of constancy to the world. But
greater interests call us; to conquer is our destiny, we must
follow it; perhaps at the end of the course we shall meet again;
for, may I say it without vexing you, my fairest Marquise? you
follow it at least as fast as I: and since the day when, separating
for the good of the world, we began to preach the faith on our
different sides, it seems to me that, in this mission of love, you
have made more proselytes than I. I know your zeal, your ardent
fervor; and if that god of ours judged us by our works, you would
one day be the patroness of some great city, while your friend
would be at most but a village saint. This language astounds you,
does it not? But for the last week I hear and speak no other, and
it is to perfect myself in it that I am forced to disobey you.

Listen to me and do not be vexed. Depositary of
all the secrets of my heart, I will confide to you the most
important project I have ever formed. What is it you suggest to me?
To seduce a young girl, who has seen nothing, knows nothing, who
would be, so to speak, delivered defenseless into my hands, whom a
first compliment would not fail to intoxicate, and whom curiosity
will perhaps more readily entice than love. Twenty others can
succeed and these as well as I. That is not the case in the
adventure which engrosses me; its success ensures me as much glory
as pleasure. Love, who prepares my crown, hesitates, himself,
betwixt the myrtle and the laurel; or rather he will unite them to
honor my triumph. You yourself, my fair friend, will be seized with
a holy veneration and will say with enthusiasm, “Behold a man after
my own heart!”

You know the Presidente de Tourvel, her piety,
her conjugal love, her austere principles. She it is whom I am
attacking; there is the foe meet for me; there the goal at which I
dare to aim:





And though to grasp the prize I be denied,

Yet mine at least this glory—that I tried.





One may quote bad verses when a good poet has
written them. You must know then that the President is in Burgundy,
in consequence of some great lawsuit: I hope to make him lose one
of greater import! His disconsolate better half has to pass here
the whole term of this distressing widowhood. Mass every day; some
visits to the poor of the district; morning and evening prayers,
solitary walks, pious interviews with my old aunt, and sometimes a
dismal game of whist, must be her sole distractions. I am preparing
some for her which shall be more efficacious. My guardian angel has
brought me here, for her happiness and my own. Madman that I was, I
regretted twenty-four hours which I was sacrificing to my respect
for the conventions. How I should be punished if I were made to
return to Paris! Luckily, four are needed to play whist; and as
there is no one here but the curé of the
place, my eternal aunt has pressed me greatly to sacrifice a few
days to her. You can guess that I have agreed. You cannot imagine
how she has cajoled me since then, above all how edified she is at
my regularity at prayers and mass. She has no suspicion what
divinity I adore.

Here am I then for the last four days, in the
throes of a doughty passion. You know how keen are my desires, how
I brush aside obstacles to them: but what you do not know is how
solitude adds ardor to desire. I have but one idea; I think of it
all day and dream of it all night. It is very necessary that I
should have this woman, if I would save myself from the ridicule of
being in love with her: for whither may not thwarted desire lead
one? O delicious pleasure! I implore thee for my happiness, and
above all for my repose. How lucky it is for us that women defend
themselves so badly! Else we should be to them no more than timid
slaves. At present I have a feeling of gratitude for yielding women
which brings me naturally to your feet. I prostrate myself to
implore your pardon, and so conclude this too long epistle.

Adieu, my fairest friend, and bear me no
malice.

At the Chateau de..., 5th August, 17**.

5. The Marquise de Merteuil to the Vicomte de
Valmont

Do you know, Vicomte, that your letter is of an
amazing insolence, and that I have every excuse to be angry with
you? But it has proved clearly to me that you have lost your head,
and that alone has saved you from my indignation. Like a generous
and sympathetic friend, I forget my wrongs in order to concern
myself with your peril; and tiresome though argument be, I give way
before the need you have of it, at such a time.

You, to have the Presidente de Tourvel! The
ridiculous caprice! I recognize there your froward imagination,
which knows not how to desire aught but what it believes to be
unattainable. What is the woman then? Regular features, if you
like, but no expression; passably made, but lacking grace; and
always dressed in a fashion to set you laughing, with her clusters
of fichus on her bosom and her body running into her chin! I warn
you as a friend, you need but to have two such women, and all your
consideration will be lost. Remember the day when she collected at
Saint-Roch, and when you thanked me so for having procured you such
a spectacle. I think I see her still, giving her hand to that great
gawk with the long hair, stumbling at every step, with her four
yards of collecting bag always over somebody's head, and blushing
at every reverence. Who would have said then that you would ever
desire this woman? Come, Vicomte, blush too, and be yourself again!
I promise to keep your secret.

And then, look at the disagreeables which await
you! What rival have you to encounter? A husband! Are you not
humiliated at the very word? What a disgrace if you fail! and how
little glory even if you succeed! I say more; expect no pleasure
from it. Is there ever any with your prudes? I mean those in good
faith. Reserved in the very midst of pleasure, they give you but a
half enjoyment. That utter self-abandonment, that delirium of joy,
where pleasure is purified by its excess, those good things of love
are not known to them. I warn you: in the happiest supposition,
your Presidente will think she has done everything for you, if she
treats you as her husband; and in the most tender of conjugal
tete-a-tetes you are always two. Here it
is even worse; your prude is a devote,
with that devotion of worthy women which condemns them to eternal
infancy. Perhaps you will overcome that obstacle; but do not
flatter yourself that you will destroy it: victorious over the love
of God, you will not be so over the fear of the Devil; and when,
holding your mistress in your arms, you feel her heart palpitate,
it will be from fear and not from love. Perhaps, if you had known
this woman earlier, you would have been able to make something of
her; but it is two-and-twenty, and has been married nearly two
years. Believe, me, Vicomte, when a woman is so encrusted with prejudice, it is best to abandon her
to her fate; she will never be anything but a puppet.

Yet it is for this delightful creature that you
refuse to obey me, bury yourself in the tomb of your aunt, and
renounce the most enticing of adventures, and withal one so
admirably suited to do you honor. By what fatality then must
Gercourt always hold some advantage over you? Well, I am writing to
you without temper: but, for the nonce, I am tempted to believe
that you don't merit your reputation; I am tempted, above all, to
withdraw my confidence from you. I shall never get used to telling
my secrets to the lover of Madame de Tourvel.

I must let you know, however, that the little
Volanges has already turned one head. Young Danceny is wild about
her. He sings duets with her; and really, she sings better than a
schoolgirl should. They must rehearse a good many duets, and I
think that she takes nicely to the unison;
but this Danceny is a child, who will waste his time in making love
and will never finish. The little person, on her side, is shy
enough; and in any event it will be much less amusing than you
could have made it: wherefore I am in a bad humor and shall
certainly quarrel with the Chevalier at his next appearance. I
advise him to be gentle; for, at this moment, it would cost me
nothing to break with him. I am sure that, if I had the sense to
leave him at present, he would be in despair; and nothing amuses me
so much as a lover's despair. He would call me perfidious, and that
word “perfidious” has always pleased me; it is, after the word
“cruel,” the sweetest to a woman's ear, and less difficult to
deserve.... Seriously, I shall have to set about this rupture.
There's what you are the cause of; so I put it on your conscience!
Adieu. Recommend me to the prayers of your lady President.

Paris, 7th August, 17**.

6. The Vicomte de Val mont to the Marquise de
Merteuil

There is never a woman then but abuses the
empire she has known how to seize! And yourself, you whom I have so
often dubbed my indulgent friend, you have discarded the title and
are not afraid to attack me in the object of my affections! With
what traits you venture to depict Madame de Tourvel!... What man
but would have paid with his life for such insolent boldness? What
woman other than yourself would have escaped without receiving at
least an ungracious retort? In mercy, put me not to such tests; I
will not answer for my power to sustain them. In the name of
friendship, wait until I have had this woman, if you wish to revile
her. Do you not know that pleasure alone has the right to remove
the bandage from Love's eyes? But what am I saying? Has Madame de
Tourvel any need of illusion? No; for to be adorable, she has only
need to be herself. You reproach her with dressing badly; I quite
agree: all adornment is hurtful to her, nothing that conceals her
adorns. It is in the freedom of her negligé that she is really ravishing. Thanks to the
distressing heat which we are experiencing, a déshabillé of simple stuff permits me to see her
round and supple figure. Only a piece of muslin covers her breast;
and my furtive but penetrating gaze has already seized its
enchanting form. Her face, say you, has no expression. And what
should it express, in moments when nothing speaks to her heart? No,
doubtless, she has not, like our coquettes, that false glance,
which is sometimes seductive and always deceives. She knows not how
to gloss over the emptiness of a phrase by a studied smile, and
although she has the loveliest teeth in the world, she never
laughs, except when she is amused. But you should see, in some
frolicsome game, of what a frank and innocent gaiety she will
present the image! Near some poor wretch whom she is eager to
succor, what a pure joy and compassionate kindness her gaze
denotes! You should see, above all, how, at the least word of
praise or flattery, her heavenly face is tinged with the touching
embarrassment of a modesty that is not feigned!... She is a prude
and devout, and so you judge her to be cold and inanimate? I think
very differently What amazing sensibility she must have, that it
can reach even her husband, and that she can always love a person
who is always absent! What stronger proof would you desire? Yet I
have been able to procure another.

I directed her walk in such a manner that a
ditch had to be crossed; and, although she is very agile, she is
even more timid. You can well believe how much a prude fears to
cross the ditch! She was obliged to trust
herself to me. I held this modest woman in my arms. Our
preparations and the passage of my old aunt had caused the playful
devote to peal with laughter; but when I
had once taken hold of her, by a happy awkwardness our arms were
interlaced. I pressed her breast against my own; and in this short
interval, I felt her heart beat faster. An amiable flush suffused
her face; and her modest embarrassment taught me well enough
that her heart had throbbed with love and not
with fear. My aunt, however, was deceived, as you are, and
said, “The child was frightened,” but the charming candor of
the child did not permit her to he, and
she answered naively, “Oh no, but...” That alone was an
illumination. From that moment the sweetness of hope has succeeded
to my cruel uncertainty. I shall possess this woman; I shall steal
her from the husband who profanes her: I will even dare ravish her
from the God whom she adores. What delight, to be in turns the
object and the victor of her remorse! Far be it from me to destroy
the prejudices which sway her mind! They will add to my happiness
and my triumph. Let her believe in virtue, and sacrifice it to me;
let the idea of falling terrify her, without preventing her fall;
and may she, shaken by a thousand terrors, forget them, vanquish
them only in my arms. Then, I agree, let her say to me, “I adore
thee”; she, alone among women, is worthy to pronounce these words.
I shall be truly the God whom she has preferred.

Let us be candid: in our arrangements, as cold
as they are facile, what we call happiness is hardly even a
pleasure. Shall I tell you? I thought my heart was withered; and
finding nothing left but my senses, I lamented my premature old
age. Madame de Tourvel has restored to me the charming illusions of
youth. With her I have no need of pleasure to be happy. The only
thing which frightens me is the time which this adventure is going
to take; for I dare leave nothing to chance. 'Tis in vain I recall
my fortunate audacities; I cannot bring myself to put them in
practice here. To become truly happy, I require her to give
herself; and that is no slight affair.

I am sure that you admire my prudence. I have
not yet pronounced the word “love”; but we have already come to
those of confidence and interest. To deceive her as little as
possible, and above all to counteract the effect of stories which
might come to her ears, I have myself told her, as though in
self-accusation, of some of my most notorious traits. You would
laugh to see the candor with which she lectures me. She wishes, she
says, to convert me. She has no suspicion as yet of what it will
cost her to try. She is far from thinking, that in pleading, to use her own words, for the unfortunates I have ruined, she speaks in
anticipation in her own cause. This idea struck me yesterday in the
midst of one of her dissertations, and I could not resist the
pleasure of interrupting her to tell her that she spoke like a
prophet. Adieu, my fairest of friends. You see that I am not lost
beyond all hope of return.

P.S. By the way, that poor Chevalier—has he
killed himself from despair? Truly, you are a hundredfold naughtier
person than myself, and you would humiliate me, if I had any
vanity.

At the Chateau de..., 9th August, 17**.

7. Cécile Volanges to Sophie Camay

If I have told you nothing about my marriage,
it is because I know no more about it than I did the first day. I
am accustoming myself to think no more of it, and I am quite
satisfied with my manner of life. I study much at my singing and my
harp; it seems to me that I like them better since I have no longer
a master, or perhaps it is because I have a better one. M. le
Chevalier Danceny, the gentleman of whom I told you, and with whom
I sang at Madame de Merteuil's, is kind enough to come here every
day, and to sing with me for whole hours. He is extremely amiable.
He sings like an angel, and composes very pretty airs, to which he
also does the words. It is a great pity that he is a Knight of
Malta! It seems to me that, if he were to marry, his wife would be
very happy.... He has a charming gentleness. He never has the air
of paying you a compliment, and yet everything he says flatters
you. He takes me up constantly, now about my music, now about
something else; but he mingles his criticisms with so much gaiety
and interest, that it is impossible not to be grateful for them. If
he only looks at you, it seems as though he were saying something
gracious. Added to all that, he is very obliging. For instance,
yesterday he was invited to a great concert; he preferred to spend
the whole evening at Mamma's. That pleased me very much; for, when
he is not here, nobody talks to me, and I bore myself: whereas,
when he is here, we sing and talk together. He always has something
to tell me. He and Madame de Merteuil are the only two persons I
find amiable. But adieu, my dearest friend; I have promised to
learn for today a little air with a very difficult accompaniment,
and I would not break my word. I am going to practice it until he
comes.

Paris, 7th August, 17**.

8. The Presidente de Tourvel to Madame de
Volanges

No one, Madame, can be more sensible than I to
the confidence you show in me, nor take a keener interest in the
establishment of Mademoiselle de Volanges. It is, indeed, from my
whole heart that I wish her a happiness of which I make no doubt
she is worthy, and which your prudence will secure. I do not know
M. le Comte de Gercourt; but being honored by your choice, I cannot
but form a favorable opinion of him. I confine myself, Madame, to
wishing for this marriage a success as assured as my own, which is
equally your handiwork, and for which each fresh day adds to my
gratitude. May the happiness of your daughter be the reward of that
which you have procured for me; and may the best of friends be also
the happiest of mothers!

I am really grieved that I cannot offer you by
word of mouth the homage of this sincere wish, nor make the
acquaintance of Mademoiselle de Volanges so soon as I should wish.
After having known your truly maternal kindness, I have a right to
hope from her the tender friendship of a sister. I beg you, Madame,
to be so good as to ask this from her in my behalf, while I wait
until I have the opportunity of deserving it.

I expect to remain in the country all the time
of M. de Tourvel's absence. I have taken advantage of this leisure
to enjoy and profit by the society of the venerable Madame de
Rosemonde. This lady is always charming; her great age has deprived
her of nothing; she retains all her memory and sprightliness. Her
body alone is eighty-four years old; her mind is only twenty.

Our seclusion is enlivened by her nephew, the
Vicomte de Valmont, who has cared to devote a few days to us. I
knew him only by his reputation, which gave me small desire to make
his further acquaintance; but he seems to me to be better than
that. Here, where he is not spoilt by the hubbub of the world, he
talks rationally with extraordinary ease, and excuses himself for
his errors with rare candor. He speaks to me with much confidence,
and I preach to him with great severity. You, who know him, will
admit that it would be a fine conversion to make: but I suspect, in
spite of his promises, that a week in Paris will make him forget
all my sermons. His sojourn here will be at least so much saved
from his ordinary course of conduct; and I think, from his fashion
of life, that what he can best do is to do nothing at all. He knows
that I am engaged in writing to you and has charged me to present
you with his respectful homage. Pray accept my own also, with the
goodness that I know in you; and never doubt the sincere sentiments
with which I have the honor to be, etc.

At the Chateau de..., 9th August, 17**.

9. Madame de Volanges to the Presidente de
Tourvel

I have never doubted, my fair and youthful
friend, either of the kindness which you have for me, or of the
sincere interest which you take in all that concerns me. It is not
to elucidate that point, which I hope is settled between us, that I
reply to your reply; but I cannot refrain
from having a talk with you on the subject of the Vicomte de
Valmont.

I did not expect, I confess, ever to come
across that name in your letters. Indeed, what can there be in
common between you and him? You do not know this man; where should
you have obtained any idea of the soul of a libertine? You speak to
me of his rare candor: yes, indeed, the
candor of Valmont must be most rare. Even more false and dangerous
than he is amiable and seductive, never since his extreme youth has
he taken a step or uttered a word without having some end in view
which was either dishonorable or criminal. My dear, you know me;
you know whether, of all the virtues which I try to acquire,
charity be not the one which I cherish the most. So that, if
Valmont were led away by the vehemence of his passions; if, like a
thousand others, he were seduced by the errors of his age: while I
should blame his conduct, I should pity him personally, and wait in
silence for the time when a happy reformation should restore him
the esteem of honest folk. But Valmont is not like that: his
conduct is the consequence of his principles. He can calculate to a
nicety how many atrocities a man may allow himself to commit,
without compromising himself; and, in order to be cruel and
mischievous with impunity, he has selected women to be his victims.
I will not stop to count all those whom he has seduced: but how
many has he not ruined utterly?

In the quiet and retired life which you lead,
these scandalous stories do not reach your ears. I could tell you
some which would make you shudder; but your eyes, which are as pure
as your soul, would be defiled by such pictures: secure of being in
no clanger from Valmont, you have no need of such arms wherewith to
defend yourself. The only thing which I may tell you is that out of
all the women to whom he has paid attention, with or without
success, there is not one who has not had cause to complain of him.
The Marquise de Merteuil is the single exception to this general
rule; she alone knew how to withstand and disarm his villainy. I
must confess that this episode in her life is that which does her
most honor in my eyes: it has also sufficed to justify her fully,
in the eyes of all, for certain inconsistencies with which one had
to reproach her at the commencement of her widowhood.

However this may be, my fair friend, what age,
experience, and above all, friendship, empower me to represent to
you is that the absence of Valmont is beginning to be noticed, in
the world; and that, if it becomes known that he has for some time
made a third party to his aunt and you, your reputation will be in
his hands: the greatest misfortune which can befall a woman. I
advise you then to persuade his aunt not to keep him there longer;
and, if he insists upon remaining, I think you should not hesitate
to leave him in possession. But why should he stay? What is he
doing in your part of the country? If you were to spy upon his
proceedings, I am sure you would discover that he only came there
to have a more convenient shelter for some black deed he is
contemplating in the neighborhood. But, as it is impossible to
remedy the evil, let us be content by ourselves avoiding it.

Farewell, my lovely friend; at present the
marriage of my daughter is a little delayed. The Comte de Gercourt,
whom we expected from day to day, tells me that his regiment is
ordered to Corsica; and as military operations are still afoot, it
will be impossible for him to absent himself before the winter.
This vexes me; but it causes me to hope that we shall have the
pleasure of seeing you at the wedding; and I was sorry that it was
to have taken place without you. Adieu; I am, unreservedly and
without compliment, entirely yours.

PS. Recall me to the recollection of Madame de
Rosemonde, whom I always love as dearly as she deserves.

Paris, 11th August, 17**.

10. The Marquise de Merteuil to the Vicomte de
Valmont

Vicomte, are you angry with me? Or are you,
indeed, dead? Or, what would not be unlike that, are you living
only for your Presidente? This woman, who has restored you
the illusions of youth, will soon restore
you also its ridiculous prejudices. Here you are already timid and
a slave; you might as well be amorous. You renounce your fortunate audacities. Behold you then
conducting yourself without principles, and trusting all to hazard,
or rather to caprice. Do you no longer remember that love, like
medicine, is nothing but the art of assisting
nature? You see that I beat you with your own arms, but I will
not plume myself on that: it is indeed beating a man when he is
down. She must give herself, you tell me.
Ah, no doubt, she must; she will give herself like the others, with
this difference, that it will be with a bad grace.

But if the end is that she should give herself,
the true way is to begin by taking her. This absurd distinction is
indeed a true sign of love's madness! I say love; for you are in
love. To speak to you otherwise would be to cheat you, it would be
to hide from you your ill. Tell me then, languid lover, the women
whom you have had, did you think you had violated them? Why,
however desirous one may be of giving oneself, however eager one
may be, one still needs a pretext; and is there any more convenient
for us than that which gives us the air of yielding to force? For
me, I confess, one of the things which flatter me the most is a
well-timed and lively assault, where everything succeeds in order,
although with rapidity; which never throws us into the painful
embarrassment of having ourselves to repair a gaucherie from which, on the contrary, we should
have profited; which is cunning to maintain the air of violence
even in things which we grant, and to flatter adroitly our two
favorite passions, the glory of resistance and the pleasure of
defeat. I grant that this talent, rarer than one may think, has
always given me pleasure, even when it has not seduced me, and that
sometimes, solely for recompense, it has induced me to yield. So,
in our ancient tourneys, beauty gave the prize of valor and
skill.

But you, who are no longer you, are behaving as
if you were afraid of success. Ah! since when do you travel by
short stages and crossroads? My friend, when one wishes to arrive,
post-horses and the highway! But let us drop this subject, which is
all the more distasteful to me in that it deprives me of the
pleasure of seeing you. At least write to me more often than you
do, and keep me informed of your progress. Do you know that it is
now more than a fortnight since you have been occupied by this
ridiculous adventure, and have neglected all the world?

A propos of
negligence, you are like those people who send regularly to enquire
after their sick friends, but who never trouble to get a reply. You
finish your last letter by asking me if the Chevalier be dead. I do
not answer, and you are no longer in the least concerned. Are you
no longer aware that my lover is your born friend? But reassure
yourself, he is not dead; or if he were, it would be for excess of
joy. This poor Chevalier, how tender he is! how excellently is he
made for love! how well he knows how to feel intensely! It makes my
head reel. Seriously, the perfect happiness which he derives from
being loved by me gives me a real attachment for him.

The very same day upon which I wrote to you
that I was going to promote a rupture, how happy I made him! Yet I
was mightily occupied, when they announced him, about the means of
putting him in despair. Was it reason or caprice: he never seemed
to me so fine. I nevertheless received him with temper. He hoped to
pass two hours with me, before the time when my door would be open
to everybody. I told him that I was going out: he asked me whither
I was going; I refused to tell him. He insisted: “Where I shall not
have your company,” I answered acidly. Luckily for himself, he
stood as though petrified by this answer; for had he said a word, a
scene would infallibly have ensued which would have led to the
projected rupture. Astonished by his silence, I cast my eyes upon
him, with no other intention, upon my oath, than to see what
countenance he would show. I discovered on that charming face that
sorrow, at once so tender and so profound, which, you yourself have
admitted, it is so difficult to resist. Like causes produce like
effects: I was vanquished a second time.

From that moment, I was only busy in finding a
means of preventing him from having a grievance against me. “I am
going out on business,” said, I, with a somewhat gender air; “nay,
even on business which concerns you; but do not question me
further. I shall sup at home; return, and you shall know all.” At
this he recovered the power of speech; but I did not permit him to
use it. “I am in great haste,” I continued; “leave me, until this
evening.” He kissed my hand and went away.

Immediately, to compensate him, perhaps to
compensate myself, I decide to acquaint him with my petite maison, of which he had no suspicion. I
called my faithful Victoire. I have my headache; I am gone to bed,
for all my household; and left alone at last with my Trusty, while she disguises herself as a lackey, I
don the costume of a waiting maid. She next calls a hackney coach
to the gate of my garden, and behold us on our way! Arrived in this
temple of love, I chose the most gallant of deshabilles. This one is delicious; it is my own
invention: it lets nothing be seen and yet allows you to divine
all. I promise you a pattern of it for your Presidente, when you
have rendered her worthy to wear it.

After these preliminaries, while Victoire
busies herself with other details, I read a chapter of le Sopha, a letter of Heloise and two Tales of La
Fontaine, in order to rehearse the different tones which I would
assume. Meantime, my Chevalier arrives at my door with his
accustomed zeal. My porter denies him, and informs him that I am
ill: incident the first. At the same time he hands him a note from
me, but not in my handwriting, after my prudent rule. He opens it
and sees written therein in Victoire's hand: “At nine o'clock,
punctually, on the Boulevard, in front of the cafes!' Thither he betakes himself, and there a
little lackey whom he does not know, whom he believes, at least,
that he does not know, for of course it was Victoire, comes and
informs him that he must dismiss his carriage and follow her. All
this romantic promenade helped all the more to heat his mind, and a
hot head is by no means undesirable. At last, he arrives, and love
and amazement produced in him a veritable enchantment. To give him
time to recover, we stroll out for a while in the little wood; then
I take him back again to the house. He sees, at first, two covers
laid; then a bed prepared. We pass into the boudoir, which was
richly adorned. There, half pensively, half in sentiment, I threw
my arms round him, and fell on my knees.

“O my friend,” said I, “in my desire to reserve
the surprise of this moment for you, I reproach myself with having
grieved you with a pretence of ill humor; with having been able,
for an instant, to veil my heart to your gaze. Pardon me my wrongs:
the strength of my love shall expiate them.”

You may judge of the effect of this sentimental
oration. The happy Chevalier lifted me up, and my pardon was sealed
on that very same ottoman where you and I once sealed so gallantly
and in like fashion, our eternal rupture.

As we had six hours to pass together, and I had
resolved to make all this time equally delicious for him, I
moderated his transports, and brought an amiable coquetry to
replace tenderness. I do not think that I have ever been at so
great pains to please, nor that I have ever been so pleased with
myself. After supper, by turns childish and reasonable, sensible
and gay, even libertine at times, it was my pleasure to look upon
him as a sultan in the heart of his seraglio, of which I was by
turn the different favorites. In fact, his repeated acts of homage,
although always received by the same woman, were ever received by a
different mistress.

Finally, at the approach of day, we were
obliged to separate; and whatever he might say, or even do, to
prove to me the contrary, he had as much need of separation as he
had little desire of it. At the moment when we left the house, and
for a last adieu, I took the key of this abode of bliss, and giving
it into his hands: “I had it but for you,” said I; “it is right
that you should be its master. It is for him who sacrifices to have
the disposition of the temple.” By such a piece of adroitness, I
anticipated him from the reflections which might have been
suggested to him, by the possession, always suspicious, of a
petite maison. I know him well enough to
be sure that he will never make use of it except for me; and if the
whim seized me to go there without him, I have a second key. He
would at all costs fix a day for return; but I love him still too
well, to care to exhaust him so soon. One must not permit oneself
excesses, except with persons whom one wishes soon to leave. He
does not know that himself; but happily for him, I have knowledge
for two.

I perceive that it is three o'clock in the
morning, and that I have written a volume, with the intention but
to write a word. Such is the charm of confident friendship: 'tis on
account of that, that you are always he whom I love the best; but,
in truth, the Chevalier pleases me more.

Paris, 12th August, 17**.

11. The Presidente de Tourvel to Madame de
Volanges

Your severe letter would have alarmed me,
Madame, if happily I had not found here more causes for security
than you give me for being afraid. This redoubtable M. de Valmont,
who must be the terror of every woman, seems to have laid down his
murderous arms before coming to this chateau. Far from forming any projects there, he
has not even advanced any pretensions: and the quality of an
amiable man, which even his enemies accord him, almost disappears
here, to be superseded by that of frank good nature.

It is apparently the country air which has
brought about this miracle. What I can assure you is that, being
constantly with me, even seeming to take pleasure in my company, he
has not let fall one word which resembles love, not one of those
phrases which all men permit themselves, without having, like him,
what is required to justify them. He never compels one to that
reserve which every woman who respects herself is forced to
maintain nowadays, in order to repress the men who encircle her. He
knows how not to abuse the gaiety which he inspires. He is perhaps
somewhat of a flatterer; but it is with so much delicacy, that he
would accustom modesty itself to praise. In short, if I had a
brother, I should desire him to be such as M. de Valmont reveals
himself here. Perhaps, many women would ask a more marked gallantry
from him; and I admit that I owe him infinite thanks for knowing
how to judge me so well as not to confound me with them.

Doubtless, this portrait differs mightily from
that which you send me; and in spite of that, neither need
contradict the other, if one compares the dates. He confesses
himself that he has committed many faults; and some others will
have been fathered on him. But I have met few men who spoke of
virtuous women with greater respect, I might almost say enthusiasm.
You teach me that at least in this matter he is no deceiver. His
conduct toward Madame de Merteuil is a proof of this. He talks much
to us of her, and it is always with so much praise, and with the
air of so true an attachment, that I believed, until I received
your letter, that what he called the friendship between the two was
actually love. I reproach myself for this hasty judgment, wherein I
was all the more wrong, in that he himself has often been at the
pains to justify her. I confess that I took for cunning what was
honest sincerity on his part. I do not know, but it seems to me a
man who is capable of so persistent a friendship for a woman so
estimable cannot be a libertine beyond salvation. I am, for the
rest, ignorant as to whether we owe the quiet manner of life which
he leads here to any projects he cherishes in the vicinity, as you
assume. There are, indeed, certain amiable women near us, but he
rarely goes abroad, except in the morning, and then he tells us
that it is to shoot. It is true that he rarely brings back any
game; but he assures us that he is not a skillful sportsman.
Moreover, what he may do without causes me little anxiety; and if I
desired to know, it would only be in order to be convinced of your
opinion or to bring you back to mine.

As to your suggestion to me to endeavor to cut
short the stay which M. de Valmont proposes to make here, it seems
to me very difficult to dare to ask his aunt not to have her nephew
in her house, the more so in that she is very fond of him. I
promise you, however, but only out of deference and not for any
need, to seize any opportunity of making this request, either to
her or to himself. As for myself, M. de Tourvel is aware of my
project of remaining here until his return, and he would be
astonished, and rightly so, at my frivolity, were I to change my
mind.

These, Madame, are my very lengthy
explanations: but I thought I owed it to truth to bear my testimony
in M. de Valmont's favor; it seems to me he stood in great need of
it with you. I am nonetheless sensible of the friendship which
dictated your counsels. To that also I am indebted for your
obliging remarks to me on the occasion of the delay as to your
daughter's marriage. I thank you for them most sincerely: but
however great the pleasure which I promise myself in passing those
moments with you, I would sacrifice them with a good will to my
desire to know Mile, de Volanges more speedily happy, if, indeed,
she could ever be more so than with a mother so deserving of all
her affection and respect. I share with her those two sentiments
which attach me to you, and I pray you kindly to receive my
assurance of them.

I have the honor to be, etc.

At the Chateau de..., 13th August, 17**.

12. Cécile Volanges to the Marquise de
Merteuil

Mamma is indisposed, Madame; she cannot leave
the house, and I must keep her company: I shall not, therefore,
have the honor of accompanying you to the Opera. I assure you that
I do not regret the performance nearly so much as not to be with
you. I pray that you will be convinced of this. I love you so much!
Would you kindly tell M. le Chevalier Danceny that I have not the
selection of which he spoke to me, and that if he can bring it to
me tomorrow, it will give me great pleasure? If he comes today, he
will be told that we are not at home; but this is because Mamma
cannot receive anybody. I hope that she will be better
tomorrow.

I have the honor to be, etc.

Paris, 13th August, 17**.

13. The Marquise de Merteuil to Cécile
Volanges

I am most grieved, my pretty one, both at being
deprived of the pleasure of seeing you, and at the cause of this
privation. I hope that the opportunity will recur. I will acquit
myself of your commission with the Chevalier Danceny, who will
certainly be distressed to hear of your Mamma's sickness. If she
can receive me tomorrow, I will come and keep her company. She and
I will assault the Chevalier de Belleroche at piquet, and while we
win his money, we shall have the additional pleasure of hearing you
sing with your amiable master, to whom I will suggest it. If this
is convenient to your Mamma and to you, I can answer for myself and
my two cavaliers. Adieu, my pretty one; my compliments to dear
Madame de Volanges. I kiss you most tenderly.

Paris, 13th August, 17**.

14. Cécile Volanges to Sophie Camay

I did not write to you yesterday, my dear
Sophie, but it was not pleasure which was the cause; of that I can
assure you. Mamma was ill, and I did not leave her all day. In the
evening, when I retired, I had no heart for anything at all, and I
went to bed very quickly, to make sure that the day was done; never
have I passed a longer. It is not that I do not love Mamma dearly;
but I do not know what it was. I was to have gone to the Opera with
Madame de Merteuil; the Chevalier Danceny was to have been there.
You know well that they are the two persons whom I like best. When
the hour arrived when I should have been there, my heart was sore
in spite of me. I did not care for anything, and I cried, cried,
without being able to stop myself. Happily Mamma had gone to bed,
and could not see me. I am quite sure that the Chevalier Danceny
will have been sorry too, but he will have been amused by the
spectacle, and by everybody; that's very different.

Luckily, Mamma is better today, and Madame de
Merteuil is coming with somebody else and the Chevalier Danceny;
but she always comes very late, Madame de Merteuil; and when one is
so long all by oneself, it is very tiresome. It is not yet eleven
o'clock. It is true that I must play on my harp; and then my
toilette will take me some time, for I want my hair to be done
nicely today. I think Mother Perpetue is right and that one becomes
a coquette as soon as one enters the world. I have never had such a
desire to look pretty as during the last few days, and I find I am
not as much so as I thought; and then, by the side of women who use
rouge, one loses much. Madame de Merteuil, for instance; I can see
that all the men think her prettier than me: that does not vex me
much, because she is so fond of me; and then she assures me that
the Chevalier Danceny thinks I am prettier than she. It is very
nice of her to have told me that! She even seemed to be pleased at
it. Well, that's a thing I can't understand! It's because she likes
me so much! and he!... Oh, that gives me so much pleasure! I think
too that only to look at him is enough to make one prettier. I
should look at him always, if I did not fear to meet his eyes: for
every time that that happens to me, it puts me out of countenance,
and seems as though it hurt me; but no matter!

Adieu, my dear friend: I am going to make my
toilette. I love you as dearly as ever.

Paris, 14th August, 17**.

15. The Vicomte de Valmont to the Marquise de
Merteuil

It is very nice of you not to abandon me to my
sad fate. The life I lead here is really fatiguing, from the excess
of its repose and its insipid monotony. Reading your letter and the
details of your charming day, I was tempted a score of times to
invent some business, to fly to your feet, and beg of you an
infidelity, in my favor, to your Chevalier, who, after all, does
not merit his happiness. Do you know that you have made me jealous
of him? Why talk to me of an eternal rupture? I abjure that vow,
uttered in a moment of frenzy: we should not have been worthy to
make it, had we meant to keep it. Ah, that I might one day avenge
myself, in your arms, for the involuntary vexation which the
happiness of your Chevalier has caused me! I am indignant, I
confess, when I think that this man, without reasoning, without
giving himself the least trouble, but quite stupidly following the
instinct of his heart, should find a felicity to which I cannot
attain. Oh, I will trouble it!... Promise me that I shall trouble
it. You yourself, are you not humiliated? You take the trouble to
deceive him, and he is happier than you. You believe he is in your
chains! It is, indeed, you who are in his. He sleeps tranquilly,
while you watch over his pleasures. What more would his slave
do?

Listen, my lovely friend: so long as you divide
yourself among many, I have not the least jealousy; I see then in
your lovers only the successors of Alexander, incapable of
preserving among them all that empire over which I reigned alone.
But that you should give yourself entirely to one of them! That
another man should exist as fortunate as myself! I will not suffer
it; do not hope that I shall suffer it. Either take me back, or, at
least, take someone else; and do not betray, by an exclusive
caprice, the inviolate bond of friendship which we have sworn.

It is quite enough, no doubt, that I should
have to complain of love. You see, I lend myself to your ideas, and
confess my errors. In fact, if to be in love is to be unable to
live without possessing the object of one's desire, to sacrifice to
it one's time, one's pleasures, one's life, I am very really in
love. I am no more advanced for that. I should not even have
anything at all to tell you of in this matter, but for an incident
which gives me much food for reflection, and as to which I know not
yet whether I must hope or fear.

You know my chasseur,
a treasure of intrigue, and a real valet of comedy: you can imagine
that his instructions bade him to fall in love with the waiting
maid, and make the household drunk. The knave is more fortunate
than I: he has already succeeded. He has just discovered that
Madame de Tourvel has charged one of her people to inform himself
as to my behavior, and even to follow me in my morning expeditions,
as far as he could without being observed. What is this woman's
pretension? Thus then the most modest of them all yet dares do
things which we should hardly venture to permit ourselves. I
swear...! But before I think of avenging myself for this feminine
ruse, let us occupy ourselves over methods of turning it to our
advantage. Hitherto, these excursions which are suspected have had
no object; needs must I give them one. This deserves all my
attention, and I take leave of you to ponder upon it. Farewell, my
lovely friend.

Still at the Chateau de..., 15th August,
17**.

16. Cécile Volanges to Sophie Camay

Ah, my Sophie, I have a heap of news! I ought
not, perhaps, to tell you: but I must talk to someone; it is
stronger than I! This Chevalier Danceny... I am so perturbed that I
can hardly write: I do not know where to begin. Ever since I
related to you the sweet evening which I passed at Mamma's, with
him and Madame de Merteuil, I have said no more about him to you:
it is because I did not want to speak of him to anybody; but I was
thinking of him constantly. Since then he has grown so sad—oh, sad,
sad!—that it gave me pain; and when I asked him why, he answered
that it was not so; but I could well see that it was. Finally, yesterday he was even sadder than
ordinarily. This did not prevent him from having the kindness to
sing with me as usual; but every time that he looked at me it
gripped my heart. When we had finished singing, he went to shut up
my harp in its case; and returning the key to me, begged me to play
again that evening when I was alone. I had no suspicion of anything
at all; I did not even want to play: but he begged me so earnestly
that I told him yes. He, certainly, had his motive. In effect, when
I had retired to my room and my waiting maid had gone, I went to
get my harp. In the strings I found a letter, simply folded, with
no seal, and it was from him. Ah, if you knew all he asks of me!
Since I have read his letter, I feel so much delight that I can
think of nothing else. I read it four times straight off, and then
shut it up in my desk. I knew it by heart; and, when I was in bed,
I repeated it so often that I had no thought to sleep. As soon as I
shut my eyes, I saw him there; he told me himself all that I had
just read. I did not get to sleep till quite late; and, as soon as
I was awake (it was still quite early), I went to get his letter
and read it again at my ease. I carried it to bed with me, and then
I kissed it as if... Perhaps I did wrong to kiss a letter like
that, but I could not check myself.

At present, my dear friend, if I am very happy,
I am also much embarrassed; for, assuredly, I ought not to reply to
this letter. I know that I should not, and yet he asks me to; and,
if I do not reply, I am sure he will be sad again. All the same, it
is very unfortunate for him! What do you advise me to do? But you
can no more tell than I. I have a great desire to speak of it to
Madame de Merteuil, who is so fond of me. I should indeed like to
console him; but I should not like to do anything wrong. We are
always recommended to cherish a kind heart! and then they forbid us
to follow its inspiration, directly there is question of a man!
That is not just either. Is not a man our neighbor as much as a
woman, if not more so? For, after all, has not one one's father as
well as one's mother, one's brother as well as one's sister? The
husband is still something extra. Nevertheless, if I were to do
something which was not right, perhaps M. Danceny himself would no
longer have a good opinion of me! Oh, rather than that, I would
sooner see him sad; and then, besides, I shall always have time
enough. Because he wrote yesterday, I am not obliged to write
today: I shall be sure to see Madame de Merteuil this evening, and,
if I have the courage, I will tell her all. If I only do what she
tells me, I shall have nothing to reproach myself with. And then,
perhaps, she will tell me that I may answer him a little, so that he need not be so sad! Oh, I am
in great trouble!

Farewell, my dear friend; tell me, all the
same, what you think.

Paris, 19th August, 17**.

17. The Chevalier Danceny to Cécile
Volanges

Before succumbing, Mademoiselle, to the
pleasure, or, shall I say, the necessity of writing to you, I
commence by imploring you to hear me. I feel that, to be bold
enough to declare my sentiments, I have need of indulgence; did I
but wish to justify them, it would be useless to me. What am I
about to do, after all, save to show you your handiwork? And what
have I to tell you, that my eyes, my embarrassment, my conduct and
even my silence have not told you already? And why should you take
offense at a sentiment to which you have given birth? Emanating
from you, it is doubtless worthy to be offered to you; if it is
ardent as my soul, it is pure as your own. Shall it be a crime to
have known how to appreciate your charming face, your seductive
talents, your enchanting graces, and that touching candor which
adds inestimable value to qualities already so precious? No,
without a doubt: but without being guilty, one may be unhappy; and
that is the fate which awaits me if you refuse to accept my homage.
It is the first that my heart has offered. But for you, I should
still be, not happy, but tranquil. I have seen you, repose has fled
far away from me, and my happiness is insecure. Yet you are
surprised at my sadness; you ask me its cause: sometimes, I have
even thought to see that it affected you. Ah, speak but a word and
my felicity will be your handiwork! But, before you pronounce it,
remember that one word can also fill the cup of my misery. Be then
the arbiter of my destiny. Through you I am to be eternally happy
or wretched. In what dearer hands can I commit an interest of such
importance?

I shall end as I have begun, by imploring your
indulgence. I have begged you to hear me; I will dare more, I will
pray you to reply to me. A refusal would lead me to think that you
were offended, and my heart is a witness that my respect is equal
to my love.

P.S. You can make use, to send a reply, of the
same method which I employed to bring this letter into your hands;
it seems to me as convenient as it is secure.

Paris, 18th August, 17**.

18. Cécile Volanges to Sophie Camay

What, Sophie! You blame me in advance for what
I am about to do! I had already enough anxiety, and here you are
increasing it. Clearly, you say, I ought not to answer. You speak
with great confidence; and besides, you do not know exactly how
things are: you are not here to see. I am sure that, were you in my
place, you would act like me. Assuredly, as a general rule, one
ought not to reply; and you can see from my letter of yesterday
that I did not want to either: but the thing is, I do not think
anyone has ever found herself in quite my
case.

And still to be obliged to take my decision all
unaided! Madame de Merteuil, whom I counted on seeing yesterday
evening, did not come. Everything conspires against me: it is
through her that I know him! It is almost always with her that I
have seen him, that I have spoken to him. It is not that I have any
grudge against her; but she leaves me just in the embarrassing
moment. Oh, I am greatly to be pitied!

Imagine! He came here yesterday just as usual.
I was so confused that I dared not look at him. He could not speak
to me, because Mamma was there. I quite expected that he would be
grieved, when he should find that I had not written to him. I did
not know what face to wear. A moment later he asked me if I should
like him to bring me my harp. My heart beat so quick, that it was
as much as I could do to answer yes. When he came back, it was even
worse. I only looked at him for a second. He—he did not look at me,
but he had such a look that one would have thought him ill. It made
me very unhappy. He began to tune my harp, and afterward, on
bringing it to me, he said, “Ah, Mademoiselle!”... He only said
these two words; but it was with such an accent that I was quite
overwhelmed. I struck the first chords on my harp without knowing
what I was doing. Mamma asked me if we were not going to sing. He
excused himself, saying that he was not feeling well, and I, who
had no excuse—I had to sing. I could have wished that I had never
had a voice. I chose purposely an air which I did not know; for I
was quite sure that I could not sing anything, and was afraid that
something would be noticed. Luckily, there came a visit, and as
soon as I heard the carriage wheels, I stopped, and begged him to
take away my harp. I was very much afraid lest he should leave at
the same time; but he came back.

While Mamma and the lady who had arrived were
talking together, I wanted to look at him again for one instant. I
met his eyes, and it was impossible for me to turn away on my own.
A moment later, I saw the tears rise, and he was obliged to turn
away in order not to be observed. For an instant I could no longer
hold myself in; I felt that I too should weep. I went out, and at
once wrote in pencil, on a scrap of paper: “Do not be so sad, I
implore you; I promise to give you a reply.” Surely, you cannot see
any harm in that, and then it was stronger than I. I put my paper
in the strings of my harp, where his letter had been, and returned
to the salon. I felt more calm.

It seemed to me very long until the lady went
away. Luckily, she had more visits to pay; she went away shortly
afterward. As soon as she was gone, I said that I wanted to have my
harp again, and begged him to go and fetch it. I saw from his
expression that he suspected nothing. But, on his return, oh, how
pleased he was! As he set down my harp in front of me, he placed
himself in such a position that Mamma could not see, and he took my
hand, which he squeezed... but, in such a way!... it was only for a
moment: but I could not tell you the pleasure which it gave me.
However, I withdrew it; so I have nothing for which to reproach
myself.

And now, my dear friend, you must see that I
cannot abstain from writing to him, since I have given my promise;
and then I am not going to give him any more pain; for I suffer
more than he does. If it were a question of doing anything wrong, I
should certainly not do it. But what harm can there be in writing,
especially when it is to save somebody from being unhappy? What
embarrasses me is that I do not know how to write my letter: but he
will surely feel that it is not my fault; and then I am certain
that as long as it only comes from me, it will give him
pleasure.

Adieu, my dear friend. If you think that I am
wrong, tell me; but I do not think so. The nearer the moment of
writing to him comes, the more does my heart beat: more than you
can conceive. I must do it, however, since I have promised.
Adieu.

Paris, 20th August, 17**.

19. Cecile Volanges to the Chevalier
Danceny

You were so sad yesterday, Monsieur, and that
made me so sorry, that I went so far as to promise to reply to the
letter which you wrote me. I nonetheless feel today that I ought
not to do this: however, as I have promised, I do not wish to break
my word, and that must prove how much friendship I feel for you.
Now that you know that, I hope you will not ask me to write to you
again. I hope also that you will tell nobody that I have written to
you, because I should be certainly blamed, and that might cause me
a great deal of pain. I hope, above all, that you yourself will not
form a bad opinion of me, which would grieve me more than anything.
I can give you every assurance that I would not have done as much
to anyone except yourself. I should be very glad if you would do me
a favor in your turn, and be less sad than you were: it takes away
all the pleasure that I feel in seeing you. You see, Monsieur, I
speak to you very sincerely. I ask nothing better than that I may
always keep your friendship; but I beg of you do not write to me
again. I have the honor to be.

Cecile Volanges. Paris, 20th August, 17**.

20. The Marquise de Merteuil to the Vicomte de
Valmont

Ah, wretch, so you flatter me, for fear that I
shall make a mock of you! Come, I pardon you: you write me such a
heap of nonsense that I must even forgive you the virtue in which
you are kept by your Presidente. I do not think my Chevalier would
show as much indulgence as I do; he would not be the man to approve
the renewal of our contract, or to find anything amusing in your
mad idea. I have laughed mightily over it, however, and was really
v [...]
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