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Cast and Creative Team

Cast

Frances Barber: Comtesse de Saint-Fond

For the Donmar: Insignificance. Theatre includes: King Lear & The Seagull (RSC), 
Anthony and Cleopatra (Shakespeare’s Globe), Aladdin (Old Vic), One Flew 
Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (Edinburgh Festival & Gielgud). Film includes: Goal, 
Photographing Fairies, Prick Up Your Ears. Television includes: Hotel Babylon, 
Beautiful People, Hustle, The I.T. Crowd, Bremner Bird and Fortune, Manchild, 
Real Women.

Fiona Button: Anne

Theatre includes: Hay Fever (Manchester Royal Exchange), Ring Round the Moon 
(Playhouse), Rock ‘n’ Roll (Duke of York’s).

Television includes: The Omid Djalili Show, The Palace.

Judi Dench: Madame de Montreuil

Theatre includes: Hay Fever, The Breath of Life (Haymarket), Merry Wives of 
Windsor, All’s Well That Ends Well (RSC), Amy’s View (NT& Broadway), A Little 
Night Music (NT).Film includes: Quantum of Solace, Notes on a Scandal, Casino 
Royale, Mrs Henderson Presents, Pride and Prejudice, Iris, Chocolat, Shakespeare 
in Love, Mrs Brown. Television includes: Cranford, As Time Goes By, Last of the 
Blonde Bombshells.

Deborah Findlay: Baronesse de Simiane

For the Donmar: The Vortex, The Cut, John Gabriel Borkman. Theatre includes: 
Vincent River (New York), The House of Bernarda Alba, The Mandate, Mother 
Clap’s Molly House, The Winter’s Tale and Stanley (NT). Film includes: Summer, 
Vanity Fair, The End of the Affair, Truly, Madly, Deeply. Television includes: 
Torchwood, Gunrush, Wilfred Owen, Cranford, This Life – 10 Years On, The Family 
Man, Black Books, Wives and Daughters, Messiah.

Jenny Galloway: Charlotte

For the Donmar: Nine, How I Learned to Drive, Electra. Theatre includes: Music 
Man (Chichester Festival), Les Miserables (Broadhurst Theater, New York), 
Henry V (Manchester Royal Exchange), Showboat (Royal Albert Hall). Film 
includes: In Transit, About a Boy, Christmas Carol. Television includes: Wyrdsister, 
Armadillo, Whistleblower.

Rosamund Pike: Renée

Theatre includes: Gaslight (Old Vic), Summer and Smoke (Bristol Old Vic, Apollo), 
Hitchcock Blonde (Royal Court, Lyric). Film includes: Fracture, Pride and Prejudice, 
The Libertine, Die Another Day, A Rather English Marriage. Television includes: 
Love in a Cold Climate, Trial and Retribution, Wives and Daughters.

1section
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Creative team

Director: Michael Grandage

Michael is Artistic Director of the Donmar Warehouse. For the Donmar: Twelfth 
Night, Ivanov, The Chalk Garden, Othello – Evening Standard Award for Best 
Director for all three productions, John Gabriel Borkman, Don Juan in Soho, Frost/
Nixon (also Gielgud, Broadway and USA tour), The Cut (also UK tour), The Wild 
Duck – 2006 Critics’ Circle Award for Best Director, Grand Hotel – 2005 Olivier 
Award for Outstanding Musical Production & 2004 Evening Standard Award for 
Best Director, Pirandello’s Henry IV (also UK tour), After Miss Julie, Caligula – 
2004 Olivier Award for Best Director, The Vortex, Privates on Parade, Merrily We 
Roll Along – 2001 Olivier Award for Best Musical & 2000 Critics’ Circle for Best 
Director, Passion Play – 2001 Critics’ Circle & 2000 Evening Standard Awards 
for Best Director, Good. For the West End: Evita (Adelphi), Guys and Dolls (a 
Donmar production at The Piccadilly – 2006 Olivier Award for Outstanding Musical 
Production).
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Designer: Christopher Oram

For the Donmar: Twelfth Night, Ivanov, Othello, Parade, Frost/Nixon (also West 
End & Broadway), Guys and Dolls (Piccadilly), Don Juan in Soho, Grand Hotel – 
The Musical, Henry IV, World Music, Caligula – 2003 Evening Standard Award for 
Best Design, The Vortex, Privates on Parade, Merrily We Roll Along, Passion Play, 
Good, The Bullet. Theatre includes: King Lear/The Seagull (RSC), Evita (Adelphi), 
Macbeth, The Jew of Malta, The Embalmer (Almeida), Stuff Happens, Marriage 
Play/Finding the Sun, Summerfolk, Power – 2004 Olivier Award for Best Costume 
Design (NT), Oleanna (Gielgud), Loyal Women, Fucking Games (Royal Court), The 
Caretaker, All My Sons (Bristol Old Vic).

Lighting Designer: Neil Austin

For the Donmar: Twelfth Night, Piaf, Parade – 2008 Knight of Illumination Award, 
John Gabriel Borkman, Don Juan in Soho, The Cryptogram, Frost/Nixon – 2007 
Outer Critics’ Circle nomination, The Wild Duck, The Cosmonaut’s Last Message 
to the Woman He Once Loved in the Former Soviet Union, Henry IV, World Music, 
After Miss Julie, Caligula. Theatre includes: Oedipus, Her Naked Skin, Afterlife, 
The Emperor Jones, Philistines, The Man of Mode, Thérèse Raquin – 2007 Olivier 
Award nomination, The Seafarer, Henry IV Parts 1 & 2, Fix Up, The Night Season, 
A Prayer for Owen Meany (NT), King Lear, The Seagull, Much Ado About Nothing, 
Romeo and Juliet, King John (RSC), The Homecoming, Marianne Dreams, Dying 
for It, Tom & Viv (Almeida), No Man’s Land (Duke of York’s), Dealer’s Choice 
(Trafalgar Studios), A Life in the Theatre (Apollo).

Sound Designer: Adam Cork

For the Donmar: Ivanov, The Chalk Garden, Othello, John Gabriel Borkman, Don Juan 
in Soho, Frost/Nixon – 2007 Drama Desk Award nomination, The Cut, The Wild Duck, 
Henry IV, Caligula. Theatre includes: Macbeth – 2008 Tony nomination (Broadway 
& Gielgud), Don Carlos (Gielgud), The Glass Menagerie (Apollo), Six Characters in 
Search of an Author (Chichester Festival & Gielgud), Speaking Like Magpies, The 
Tempest (RSC), The Last Days of Judas Iscariot, The Late Henry Moss, (Almeida), On 
the Third Day (New Ambassadors), Underneath the Lintel (Duchess).

Video Art & Projection Designer: Lorna Heavey

For the Donmar: Phaedra. Theatre: includes Six Characters In Search of an Author 
(Minerva,Chichester/Gielgud), Aristo, I Am Shakespeare (Minerva,Chichester), 
Macbeth – Olivier & Drama Desk nomination (Minerva, Chichester/Gielgud/
New York), The Tempest (RSC & Michigan), Speaking Like Magpies (RSC), The 
Caucasian Chalk Circle (NT), Vanishing Point, Genoa 01 (Complicite/Royal Court), 
The Last Days of Judas Iscariot, Marianne Dreams, Nocturne (Almeida), Branded 
(Old Vic), King Lear, Ten Tiny Toes (Liverpool Everyman), Cooped (Purcell Rooms/
world tour), Rough Crossings, Faustus, Paradise Lost (Headlong), Cleansed 
(Oxford Stage Company), Betrayal (Theatre Royal, Northampton), Tall Phoenix 
(Belgrade). Opera: includes Jeanne d’Arc au Bucher (Accademia di SantaCeciliam), 
Dido and Aeneas (Opera North), Very Opera (Cologne), Newsnight the Opera 
(BAC). Dance includes: Mahabharata (Sadler’s Wells). Writing & directing for 
theatre includes: A Stitch in Time, Beautiful Beginnings, Hamlet Machine, 
Murdered Sleep. For film includes: Several Words, Timed Existence, The Global 
Conditioned, Duet for One Voice, Interior/Exterior, shown at international film 
festivals including Edinburgh, Tokyo, Split and Hanover. Television: includes The 
Mighty Boosh, Bendix Report.
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An introduction to Yukio Mishima and 
Japanese theatre

The work and life of Yukio Mishima

Yukio Mishima was born in Tokyo on 14 January 1925. He had a turbulent 
childhood, raised by his tyrannical grandmother who had taken him from his 
mother when he was a month old. When he was four, he was taken ill and, with 
recurring bouts of sickness, did not fully recover his health until adulthood. His 
parents finally reclaimed him from his jealous grandmother when he was twelve, 
and she was ill and nearing the end of her life. By the time he was a young 
teenager, Mishima excelled academically and demonstrated real literary talents. 
His favourite authors were Raymond Radiguet and Oscar Wilde. His first full length 
work, The Forest in Full Bloom (1941), was published in a magazine shortly before 
the outbreak of World War II, when he was only sixteen and still at school. In 
1944 he graduated from senior school at the top of his year group and received an 
award, a silver watch, from the Emperor. The ceremony was held at the palace, to 
which he was accompanied by the school principal. In 1945 his draft call arrived 
for the army. His parents believed they would never see him again and that he 
would be killed in the war. However, he failed his medical examination, due to an 
inexperienced army doctor who made a false diagnosis of incipient tuberculosis. 
The war ended in defeat for the Japanese in August the same year, marking a 
political sea-change for the once imperial nation.

In adulthood, Mishima became an extraordinarily prolific writer, most notably of 
novels and plays. He first established himself as a novelist with Confessions of a 
Mask (1949), an autobiographical novel in which he describes the homosexual and 
sadomasochistic fantasies of a youth of his generation. The novel was hailed by 
critics as a work of genius and established Mishima as one of the foremost writers 
of the younger generation. Even at this embryonic stage in the young writer’s 
career, fellow writer Yasunari Kawabata recognised the existence of the profound 
conflict within Mishima’s personality which would dominate his work and life and 
lead to his eventual suicide:

I am dazzled by Mishima’s mature talent. And at the same time I am 
disturbed by it. His novelty is not easy to understand. Some may think that 
Mishima is invulnerable, to judge from his work. Others will see that he has 
deep wounds.1

Mishima’s biographer, Henry Scott Stokes, points to another revealing aspect 
of Confessions of a Mask: Mishima has nothing to say in the novel about the 
historical and political events that had influenced his young life, making no attempt 
to analyse his experiences during the Second World War and the collapse of 
Japanese imperialism in 1945. In this sense, he was regarded as apolitical by his 
contemporaries. It was not until the 1960s that Mishima attempted to write about 
the Emperor and the defeat of 1945. His long silence on these great national 
topics could either be interpreted as a sign that he was not politically involved, or 
as evidence of his depth of feeling. Scott Stokes believes that both theories are 
tenable: ‘Mishima felt no involvement in politics in a mundane day-today sense; 
but his experience during the war – and the teaching of the Nippon Roman-ha* – 
made a deep impression on him. He was an imperialist of a kind.’ 2

* The Nippon roman-ha was small group of intellectuals who formed during the war; they were 
romanticists, whose philosophical roots lay in Japan’s imperial past.

2section
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By the time Mishima wrote MADAME DE SADE in 1965, his work was imbued 
with a quest to solve the issues of what he saw to be the empty and meaningless 
life in post-war Japan, wrenched from its cultural traditions. It could be said that 
attempts to reconcile his own psychological and political desires with the quest 
of re-discovering the values of Japan’s imperial past, led to his own madness and 
ritual suicide in 1970. On November 25 of this year, he secretly organizes a small 
group within the right wing, imperialist group, the Tatenokai, and, during a coup 
d’etat which is doomed to fail, commits the ritualistic Japanese suicide, hari-kiri 
(literally, “belly-cut”).
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Mishima and Shingeki theatre

During the late1950s Mishima’s stage plays were heralded as reaching new 
heights in the realistic Shingeki theatre, a new form of drama which made a 
complete break with the traditional Japanese theatre form of Kabuki, established 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Shingeki rooted itself in the 
European theatre tradition of realism and naturalism and emerged during the early 
part of the 20th century with the premiere in Tokyo of Shakespeare’s Hamlet in 
1910 and Ibsen’s A Doll’s House and John Gabriel Borkman in 1911. By the end 
of the 1930s Shingeki had been established as a realistic form of theatre with 
two main components: socialist realism (Kubo Sakae) and psychological realism 
(Kishida Kunio). The staging of Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard in 1945 marked 
the explosion of Shingeki which took place after the end of the Second World 
War, when there was a rapid emergence of playwrights, directors and theatre 
companies silenced during the war years. Among the most popular Shingeki 
productions in the 1950s were Tennessee Williams’s A Street Car Named Desire 
and John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger. For the first time, good translations 
of Shakespeare were available in Japanese, and the bard became the height of 
fashion, as Mishima’s biographer, Henry Scott Stokes comments, ‘veteran Kabuki 
actors vied for the honour of playing Hamlet.’3

In his new plays for the Shingeki, Mishima demonstrated a taste for the Western 
classical tradition, writing plays modelled on works by Racine and Euripides.
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A chronology of Yukio Mishima’s key stage 
plays

Plays awaken a different part of my desire, that part which is unsatisfied by 
writing novels. Now, when I write a novel, I want to write a play next. Plays 
occupy one of the two magnetic poles of my work.4

House of Fire, 1949. Mishima’s first work for the Shingeki.

Kantan, 1950. A modern Noh play, where Mishima employs the classical form to 
convey new ideas. (The Noh play was first established in the 15th century as the 
theatrical form of feudal aristocracy and the Imperial court). Kantan is based on a 
play by the 15th century playwright Zeami. In the original play a traveller dreams 
that he rises to power as the emperor of China, and his dream becomes more real 
to him that the actuality of his own life. In Mishima’s play, the traveller becomes 
a spoilt contemporary young man who dreams not of ancient China, but of riches 
and power as a financial tycoon and a dictator. In 1957 this play, along with four 
other modern Noh plays, are translated into English and staged in America.

The Nest of the White Ant, 1955. The staging of this play as part of the new 
theatre of Japan gained Mishima his early recognition as an outstanding playwright 
of his generation. The hollow nest of a white ant colony, referred to in the play’s 
title, is the symbol of the futile existence of a group ofJapanese refugees of 1945 
who had started a new, empty life on a coffee farm in Brazil.

The Deer Pavilion, 1956. This play was completed in the same year as Mishima’s 
seminal novel, The Temple of the Golden Pavilion. The Japanese title of the play, 
Rokumeikan, was the name of the building constructed by the government in the 
1880s to provide a venue for social gatherings between Japanese dignitaries and 
foreigners. The men who attended the balls wore European-style full dress and 
the women wore crinolines imported from Vienna. The dress code symbolised 
that Japan was a civilised nation which deserved to be extricated from the unfair 
mid – 19th century treaties with foreign powers. The play’s setting is a grand ball 
held to celebrate the Emperor’s birthday.

Tenth-Day Chrysanthemums, 1961. Acknowledged as the triumph of Mishima’s 
career as a dramatist. September 9 is a festival day in Japan, when exhibitions 
displaying chrysanthemums, symbolising loyalty, are staged. Tenth day blooms are 
too old to be displayed and are discarded, signifying Mishima’s theme of wasted 
loyalty in his play.

The Harp of Joy, 1963. This play caused a rift between Mishima and the 
prestigious Bungakuza theatre company for whom he’d worked for a decade. The 
play was stopped during the rehearsal process, rejected by the theatre for political 
reasons: they did not like the right wing sentiments of the leading character. The 
subject matter for the play was the so-called Matsukawa incident, which involved 
the derailing of a train, allegedly by left wing saboteurs. Within three years of the 
quarrel, Mishima asserted that he shared the patriotic attitude of the fanatically 
imperialist young officers who staged the Matsukawa incident.
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Madame de Sade, 1965. Donald Keene, who translated Mishima’s play into 
English, has described the debt Mishima owed to Racine in writing this play. He 
highlights the conventions of the Racinian stage that Mishima adopts: the single 
setting, a reliance of the tirade for the relation of events and emotions, a limited 
number of characters each of whom represents a specific kind of woman, and an 
absence of overt action on the stage.5

The Voices of the Herioc Dead, 1966. In this play, Mishima’s imperialist beliefs 
surfaced clearly.

The Fall of the House of Suzaku, 1967. A classicist play, based on Euripides.

My Friend, Hitler, 1969. This provocatively titled play showed the Night of the 
Long Knives in 1934 Germany as an incident in a power struggle and portrayed 
politicians universally as shrewd, treacherous and brutal functionaries.

The Terrace of the Leprous King, 1969. This is the last play that Mishima wrote 
for the new theatre. The play is based on the story of the leprous Khmer king who 
built a temple as a monument to himself. In the final scene, set on the staircase 
leading to the temple, Mishima tries to demonstrate his bizarre thesis that the 
material proves victorious over the spirit, challenging the common interpretation 
of the facts: that the king dies, yet the temple remains as a monument to, and 
expression of his spirit.
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MADAME DE SADE: history inspiring 
art

The influence for Mishima’s play

In his post-script to MADAME DE SADE, Mishima cites Tatsuhiko Shibusawa’s 
book The Life of the Marquis de Sade as the influence for his play. Mishima was 
intrigued by the riddle of why the Marquise de Sade (transcribed as ‘Madame de 
Sade’ in Donald Keene’s translation), having demonstrated absolute loyalty to her 
husband during his long years of imprisonment, should have left him when he was 
finally freed in 1790 during the early months of the French revolution:

This riddle served as the point of departure for my play, which is an 
attempt to provide a logical solution. I was sure that something highly 
incomprehensible, yet highly truthful, about human nature lay behind the 
riddle, and I wanted to examine Sade, keeping everything within this frame 
of reference.6

Madame de Sade’s attitude to devotion is a very Japanese concept. It’s almost 
as if Mishima discovered her story from 18th century France, and found in it 
incredible parallels to Japanese attitudes towards devotion. Indeed, Mishima’s 
own wife remained devoted to him, despite his sexual ambiguity.

Although Mishima was fascinated by Madame de Sade, he was probably also 
drawn to the historical character of the Marquis de Sade: just as de Sade is 
sometimes portentously credited with being one of the fathers of the French 
Revolution, so Mishima yearned to alter the course of contemporary Japan which 
he saw as losing its sole to the new materialism.

3section
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The play is set in Paris in the highly sophisticated salon of Madame de Montreuil.
The action is divided into three acts. Act I takes place in the autumn of 1772, Act II 
in September 1778, and Act III in April 1790. The play charts eighteen years of the 
de Sade’s twenty seven year marriage, during most of which time, the Marquis de 
Sade is incarcerated.

Although he has based three of the characters in his play on historical figures, 
Mishima is clear that MADAME DE SADE is not intended to be a historical play. 
Michael Grandage emphasised this point during the rehearsal process; ‘Let’s take 
what we need from history’ he advised the cast and creative team.7 With this 
tenet in mind, the following section of the study guide offers relevant historical 
information about the people, history, events and dilemmas which inform 
Mishima’s play.
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The historical figures of Madame de Sade and 
Madame de Montreuil.

Of the six characters in Mishima’s play, three are based on historical figures. The 
first of these is the play’s eponymous Madame de Sade. Born Renée-Pelagie de 
Montreuil in 1741, she was the eldest of six daughters. Her father, Claude-René 
Montreuil was a high ranking Paris judge; her mother, Madame de Montreuil was 
to play an important part in her daughter’s life-story, and features prominently in 
Mishima’s play. Montreuil was born Marie-Madeleine Masson de Plissay, and was 
the daughter of a royal counsellor. She had married a successful lawyer, Claude-
Rene Cordier de Launay de Montreuil in 1720, who belonged to the class of non-
aristocratic nobility known as the ‘noblesse de robe.’ The family had money and, 
thanks to the indomitable networking spirit of Madame de Montreuil, unusually 
high connections within the court.

Renée was educated at a convent, which was traditional for a young woman of 
her class. Her ‘education’ consisted of learning how to love God and be a good 
wife and mother within the framework of her Christian faith. She lived during 
a period when women had few legal rights, and in the case of those born into 
a noble family where arranged marriages were the norm they had even fewer 
life choices. She herself was subject to an arranged marriage with the notorious 
Marquis de Sade and was to spend most of her adulthood defying her dominant 
mother in favour of supporting her sexually violent and promiscuous husband.

The emotional turmoil of Renée’s life is set both before and during the political 
turbulence of the French Revolution, timing which both Mishima, and the Donmar 
West End production, utilises to dramatic effect.

Renée’s marriage to the Marquis de Sade

Renée’s mother, Madame de Montreuil, was the driving force behind the arranged 
marriage to the Marquis de Sade. It was Madame de Montreuil’s ruthless ambition 
to acquire aristocratic status through the marriage, shifting the Montreuil family 
from the ‘noblesse de robe’ to the ‘noblesse d’epee’ (literally, the ‘nobility of the 
sword’, historically deferred to families of military prowess by the monarch). The 
power of her family’s wealth and her own compelling personality, which had given 
her access to a network of powerful friends, enabled her to achieve this. Her 
quest to find a suitable husband for her daughter struck a cord with Jean-Baptiste 
Joseph Francois, Comte de Sade, who was eager to find a wife for his only son, 
Donatien-Alphonse-Francois, Marquis de Sade. Each family would benefit from the 
alliance: the Montreuils would gain the de Sade’s aristocratic connections, the de 
Sade’s, who were deeply in debt, would gain the Montreuils’ wealth. The Comte 
de Sade also wanted to be rid of the responsibility of a son he could not control; 
since being discharged from the army, the Marquis de Sade had been leading a 
wild, hedonistic lifestyle and running up large debts.

When the Marquis de Sade first visited Renée, she was allegedly ‘indisposed’, 
and he met her younger sister, Anne, instead. Anne is the third autobiographical 
character whom Mishima portrays in his play. Apparently, de Sade was instantly 
attracted to the twelve year old Anne, and asked permission to marry her instead 
of Renée. His request was firmly put down by Madame de Montreuil who insisted 
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that protocol required the eldest daughter to be married first. If this apocryphal tale 
is true, it would throw light on the affair between Anne and de Sade later in his 
marriage, which Mishima uses to dramatic advantage in the play.

The Comte de Sade warmed to the Montreuil family, as the following extract from 
a letter written to his sister, demonstrates:

They are the best and most honourable people in the world and everyone says 
that my son is fortunate to join this family. I feel very sorry for them because 
they are making such a bad acquisition, someone capable of doing all kinds 
of stupid things.8

Although originally a marriage of opposites, Renée and de Sade, who is frequently 
referred to as ‘Alphonse’ in the play, found common ground in their relationship. 
For example, they both shared a sense of marginality towards their aristocratic 
milieu, which would readily lead them to become outcasts. They addressed each 
other as tu, the informal address usually confined to peasant couples, displaying 
their earthiness, and familiarity with the customs of the more modest classes.9 
From Renee’s perspective, the marriage, which took place in 1763, was a means 
of escape from her authoritarian mother.
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Renée’s life as Madame de Sade

It became almost immediately apparent that marriage was not going to modify 
de Sade’s behaviour. Within a month of his marriage in May he was continuing 
his libertine activities with prostitutes in a rented apartment in Paris. In October 
of that year, what is referred to as the Testard incident occurred. De Sade hired 
a prostitute, Jeanne Testard, and locked her in his apartment. He then subjected 
her to blasphemous sexual rituals. Testard reported the incident, claiming that 
she had been assaulted. It was Madame de Montreuil who ‘managed’ the impact 
of her son-in-law’s indiscretions. Thanks to her, de Sade’s first spell in prison 
for this crime only lasted three weeks, and although Renée found out about his 
imprisonment, she was innocent of the exact nature of his crimes, ‘for her mother 
shielded her carefully from all such information’.10

For the first decade of her daughter’s marriage, Montreuil demonstrated a 
forbearance and devotion that exceeded the call of duty. She rescued de Sade 
from each of his exploits, instigated his release from prison, and saved him from 
bankruptcy. She was also the only person, apart from his wife, to display any 
genuine affection for him, offering him the most consistent maternal love he had 
ever known. She was tough on him, but she was passionately tough, offering him 
the support he had never been given by his indifferent relatives.

For the first five years of the marriage, we also know that de Sade had liaisons 
with various actresses and took one of them, Mademoiselle de Beauvoisin, to his 
Chateau at La Coste, allegedly presenting her as the Marquise. It was against this 
backdrop of events that Renée gave birth to the couple’s first son in August 1767.

Easter day, 1768

The events that took place on this day were to mark a turning point in de Sade’s 
fortunes. During this most religious of days, de Sade took a thirty-six year old 
widow, Rose Keller, to a house he had rented in Arcueil, south of Paris. He beat 
her, wounded her with a knife, then rubbed wax into the wounds. She escaped 
and reported the incident to the police. This episode was more difficult for the 
Montreuils’ to manage than those previously: too many people had heard Keller’s 
story. With their aristocratic connections, the family immediately put into place one 
of the privileges available to them: they applied to the King for the lettre de cachet, 
which removed any alleged wrongdoer from the jurisdiction of the courts and 
dispatched him safely to gaol. This time Renée became deeply involved, rather 
than relying on her mother to singly address the problem. No doubt Madame 
Montreuil noticed this shift in her daughter’s behaviour from passive to active wife.

Throughout these tempestuous episodes, Renée remained a devoted and dutiful 
wife. By the following year de Sade was released from gaol, and both mother 
and daughter were united in their vision of a fresh start for him. The King had 
requested that de Sade should clear his debts, modify his behaviour, and remain 
at La Coste. But de Sade’s contrary nature defied everybody’s plans for him. He 
would not change. He was quick to accept the advantages of privilege, but not to 
observe social conventions.
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The path to the destruction of the aristocracy 
and the French Revolution

The Marquis de Sade’s privileged escape from justice exemplifies the behaviour of 
many of the aristocracy during the late 18th century. Margaret Crossland cites the 
behaviour of the aristocratic Comte de Charolais, a grandson of le Grande Conde 
as an example:

The Comte de Charolais… behaved so badly, ruthlessly killing people for his 
own amusement and indulging in the sexual torture of women, that his own 
family disowned him. But he was not punished. His grandmother had been a 
daughter of Louis XIV and his mistress Madame de Montespan: the Comte 
knew that he was beyond the reach of the law.

It was such behaviour by this elite class that would eventually lead to the French 
Revolution which destroyed the aristocracy. The despotic rule of King Louis XV 
was modelled on that of his great-grandfather, Louis XIV. But the behaviour of 
aristocrats such as de Sade, particularly when it involved the mis-treatment of 
women, had begun to unsettle those not of the aristocratic class, the Third Estate. 
Mishima has his Madame de Montreuil support this sentiment:

The misconduct of the nobility has never before been so subjected to public 
criticism. Nowadays people believe that the aristocracy should serve as the 
model of morality.

Madame de Montreuil, Act One.
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La Coste

The de Sade family owned several large properties in Provence, all of which had 
been in the family for generations. It was one of these, the chateau overlooking 
the village of La Coste, which Alphonse chose as the home for Renée and himself. 
The couple, now with three small children, moved into the property in the autumn 
of 1771. It was over four hundred miles away from the Montreuil family home in 
Paris. The family was soon joined by Renée’s younger sister, Anne, who was now 
a young woman of twenty. She had completed her education at a Benedictine 
convent near Lyon and was a chanoinesse, a nun who had not yet taken her vows 
and had the option not to take them if she so wished. The impact of her arrival is 
documented by writer Francine du Plessix Gray:

She glided into view that autumn like some angel in a Botticelli 
Annunciation – blithe, ethereally beautiful, and unpredictable. She would 
have a considerable impact on Sade’s fate, for it was in part due to Anne’s 
romance with her brother-in-law that Montreuil would eventually deprive the 
marquis of freedom for thirteen years of his life.11

Within the boundaries of his own home, the Marquis continued to behave 
exactly as he wished. He set up a theatre within the chateau and hired actresses 
to perform with him, often in his own plays. Anne and Renée would perform 
alongside them. Meanwhile, he continued to exercise his passion of violent 
sex, seeking out and paying working class women to come to La Coste for this 
purpose. It was during this period at La Coste that Alphonse began a physical 
relationship with Anne. Renée was aware of the relationship, as she reveals in 
a letter to her lawyer in which she attempts to preserve her husband’s freedom 
(written in the third person which was customary for legal statements):

She [Madame de Sade] was with the Marquis de Sade, her husband, at 
the estate of La Coste in Provence…She was later joined there by Mlle de 
Launey, her sister, who came on the pretext of keeping her company and 
enjoying a calmer atmosphere…The attentiveness of her husband prevented 
her from suspecting that a fatal passion was soon to cause a series of 
sorrows and calamities.12

 Observation point 
In his play, Mishima has deliberately altered facts in the lives of the historical characters, 
changes dictated by theatrical necessity.13 For example, Anne died in 1781, and never married, 
yet Mishima includes her as a married woman in Act Three of his play, set in 1790. When you 
see the Donmar West End production of MADAME DE SADE, consider the dramatic impact of 
Anne’s appearance in Act Three. How does it enrich the tension in the concluding scenes of the 
production?

In relation to your knowledge of the historical background to the events in the play, consider other 
changes made by Mishima and the effect that these have on the play in performance?
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Women, power and sexuality in 18th Century 
France

Women of the aristocratic and middle classes could exercise personal and civil 
power provided they had the approval of the dominant male figure in their life; de 
Sade denied his wife such power by refusing to authorise her to act on his behalf 
on various legal matters during his long imprisonment. The power that Madame 
Montreuil exerts in the play is within the personal realm of the family, and because 
her husband is now dead, it is exercised without the need of approval from a male 
figurehead. Her aristocratic status allows her the privilege to access legislative 
power, as the lettre de cachet which she draws up against de Sade demonstrates.

Power for this class of woman was predominately exercised, albeit discreetly, 
through sexuality. As Margaret Crossland observes, this was the century when the 
bourgeoise Madame de Pompadour could obtain, and retain, power through her 
sexuality for nearly forty years as mistress to King Louis XV.14

Amongst the impoverished working classes, the power of sexuality was exercised 
through prostitution to supplement the low incomes women struggled to raise 
their children on. Statistically, it is believed that one woman in seven was working 
in the vice industry in some capacity.

The shifts in power from the nobility and the aristocracy to the Third Estate during 
the early stages of the French Revolution offered working women the opportunity 
to become politically active. Angered by Louis XVI’s continued defiance of the 
National Assembly, and above all incited by the high prices of bread, working 
women in Paris organised a march on Versailles on 5 October 1789. Within hours 
it had drawn tens of thousands of citizens. Although it was initially announced as 
“a march for bread”, the demonstrators’ goal soon became far more ambitious: 
in order to gain greater control over him, they would force Louis XVI to move the 
remnants of his court to Paris, which was accomplished the following day. This 
was a symbol-laden procession; some 60,000 people returned to Paris, including 
the entire membership of the National Assembly; innumerable cartloads of flour 
and wheat; the king’s disarmed soldiers, who, from that day on, like the royal 
family itself, were forced to wear the revolutionaries’ tricolour cockade (rosette or 
knot of ribbons), and the triumphant Paris women who had organised the march, 
some armed with pikes and cannons.15

What’s happened? Charlotte didn’t even come to the door. I wonder if she’s 
pretending to be one of the common people and joined her friends in a march 
on Versailles for bread.

Anne, Act Three.
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MADAME DE SADE in production

Sade seen through women’s eyes

Mishima describes his play as “Sade seen through women’s eyes”, with Madame 
de Sade placed at the heart of the piece and all the other roles assigned to 
women, each standing for different aspects of human existence:

Madame de Sade (Rosamund Pike): wifely devotion.
Renée is a paragon of devotion. She is still in love with her husband.

Madame de Montreuil, Act One

Madame de Montreuil (Judi Dench): law, society and morality
Madame de Montreuil, you are a woman of intelligence and irreproachable 
virtue.

Baronesse de Simiane, Act One

Baronesse de Simiane (Deborah Findlay): religion
The world may turn upside down, but God draws a line, sharp as the line a 
child scratches in the pavement with a stone, between right and wrong.

Baronesse de Simiane, Act Three

Comtesse de Saint-Fond (Frances Barber): carnal desires
Take a good look at my face. I doubt I shall ever visit this house again, and 
I am particularly anxious that you, who will probably see only the faces of 
respectable, God-fearing people for the rest of your life, remember the face 
of a dissolute woman.

The Comtesse de Saint-Fond talking to Charlotte, Act Two

Anne (Fiona Button): feminine guilelessness and lack of 
principles.

Staying alive has been your chief activity for years and years. But, Anne, all 
that means is someone else has enabled you to survive... 

Renée, Act Three

4section
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Charlotte, Madame de Montreuil’s housekeeper (Jenny 
Galloway): the common people

MONTREUIL:  Tell me, did you like the late Madame de Saint-Fond?

CHARLOTTE:  Yes, Madame.

MONTREUIL:  Better than you like your present mistress?

CHARLOTTE:  Yes, Madame.

MONTREUIL:   Dear me. One never heard such answers before the 
Revolution. People have become excessively frank.

Excerpt from Act Three

I had to involve these characters with Madame de Sade and make them 
revolve around her, with something like the motions of the planets.

Yukio Mishima16
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The historical context of the play in 
performance

Act One: Autumn, 1772
In the opening exchange between Baronesse de Simiane and the Comtesse de 
Saint-Fond, the Comtesse refers to Madame de Montreuil as ‘still upset over the 
events of three months ago’.17 This is a reference to the events that took place 
in Marseille in June 1772. In the third week of June, Alphonse travels the sixty 
miles from La Coste to Marseille, accompanied by his valet Latour, and arranges 
a series of orgies with a group of prostitutes. His intention is to stimulate them 
to take part in sessions of flagellation and sodomy with a much used aphrodisiac 
at the time – sweets laced with Spanish fly. Two of the girls become so ill from 
the high doses of the drug they think they are dying. They survive the ordeal, and 
report the incident to the police. Alphonse is condemned to death in absentia at 
the High Court at Aix for poisoning and sodomy. This incident is the catalyst for the 
introduction of, and the subsequent conflicts between, the characters during Act 
One, driving the narrative of the play forward.

Act One culminates in Montreuil writing a lettre de cachet, the judicial document 
which will imprison de Sade.
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Act Two: September 1778
Act Two takes place six years later. Renée alludes to the intervening years during 
the opening dialogue with her sister in Act Two; she talks of her determination 
to fight for her husband’s release from gaol and to the rift between her and her 
mother:

RENEE:   During the past six years my determination to obtain 
Alphonse’s freedom has been the warp of a fabric I have 
woven into many different patterns with the tangled threads 
of the woof. For six years I kept pounding on a door that 
refused to open. My nails were ripped away, my fists were 
covered with blood, but I still couldn’t open the door.

ANNE:  You did everything humanly possible.

RENEE:   I could do nothing with my strength. Mother’s strength 
slammed shut the door between Alphonse and myself and, 
when I least expected it, Mother’s strength has now opened 
the door.

During this act, Renée finds out that Montreuil has kept from her the fact that 
Alphonse has been free for two months. One of the questions that arises in the 
play is why did Montreuil hold the letter off for two months before giving it to 
Renée? The cast and creative team decided that it was Montreuil’s strategy to 
take Renée to this huge state of happiness and euphoria, believing Alphonse was 
free, and then tell her that he was back in prison again, believing that cruelty of 
these actions might awaken her.

The conflict between the two women culminates with Madame de Montreuil 
confronting Renée with her knowledge of the disturbing sexual scenes with 
five young servant girls and a young male ‘secretary’ that took place at La Coste 
during the late Autumn and winter of 1774/5, in which her daughter took part. 
Montreuil maintains that her agent witnessed the scenes, as he stood concealed 
on a balcony outside one of the windows. This scene is inspired directly from the 
real life incident referred to as the ‘Little Girls Episode’, after which Madame de 
Montreuil’s loathing for de Sade became even more intense.

Act Three: April 1790, nine months since the outbreak of the 
French Revolution
Alphonse was released from prison on April 1 1790. This fact drives the dramatic 
denouement of the play in Act Three. By this time Renée is in her late 40s and the 
French Revolution is in its ninth month. Its outbreak could be seen as the catalyst 
for Renée’s transformation. She has been seized by the ‘Great Fear’ that gripped 
the nation. In a letter to a friend written in November 1789 she writes:

We’re menaced every day with carnage. As compliant as the clergy and some 
of the nobility are, they’re still resented…When you go to bed, you’re never 
sure what is going to happen the next day.18

In her eyes, Alphonse is now part of the mobs who are insulting and deriding both 
her religion and her monarch, menacing all that her family most treasure – material 
property and the privileges of the newly acquired caste.19
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Prior to her husband’s release, Renée enters the convent of Sainte Sainte-Aure, 
which was run by Augustinian nuns, and was a particularly devout community. It 
is here that Alphonse travels after he is freed, and asks to see his wife of twenty 
three years, with whom he hoped to spend the rest of his life. But in an about-
face as absolute as the fervour of her previous devotion, Renée refuses to appear. 
She sends a messenger saying she never wants to see him again.20 In his play, 
Mishima observes unity of place, setting this scene in Madame de Montreuil’s 
salon. Religion is represented through the onstage presence of Simiane, who has 
become a nun.
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Renée’s ‘volte-face’

Francine Du Plexis Grey considers the possibilities for Renée’s refusal to accept 
her husband back after his release from prison:

Was Renée quite simply exhausted, having struggled for a quarter of a 
century against society’s scorn, the blackmail of prostitutes, the rigour of 
government and prison bureaucracies her husband’s rages and gargantuan 
demands, her mother’s fury, the peasants of la Coste, her creditors 
everywhere? Her conscience and innate kindness having led her to stand 
by Sade during his darker days, did his liberation now release her from all 
obligations?21

Du Plexis Gray also considers the impact of Renée’s religious duties, asking if they 
now took precedence over her marital ones.

What impact did the writings Alphonse compiled in prison have on his wife who 
was undergoing a spiritual conversion? How did she respond to the salacious 
imaginings of his novel Justine passed onto her from his cell? In the play, Renée 
refers to ‘a light’ that appears before her, which strengthens her resolve to leave 
her husband. Mishima’s Renée learns about the direction of this source of light 
after reading Justine’s story. She concludes that the mind which had created 
Justine belonged to a different, more spiritual, world, ruled by God. By entering 
the convent, she thus chooses to enter a realm inhabited by the ideas of the 
Marquis de Sade. By identifying with Justine, she also finds her own way to 
goodness and salvation; only by ‘seeing her reflection in a mirror created by the 
writer de Sade can the heroine find her own way to purification.’22

RENÉE:   I am sure it was a light that strengthened my decision to 
leave my husband and take holy orders. … But how shall I 
put it? I feel as if the light were different from the one you 
describe.
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SIMIANE:  Different?

RENÉE:   The light was holy, I am sure, but it seemed to be shining 
from a different place.

SIMIANE:   What are you saying? There is only one source for the holy 
light.

RENÉE:   Yes, that’s true. The source was the same, I suppose. But 
the light was deflected somewhere and shining from a 
different direction.

SIMIANE:  (anxiously): From which direction was it shining?

RENÉE:   I can’t say for certain, but I became vaguely aware of this 
other direction while I was reading that dreadful story 
Alphonse gave me in the prison, the one called Justine. I 
have always stored away his manuscripts in a safe place, 
without even glancing at what he gave me. I don’t know 
what possessed me to begin reading this one. It was the 
first thing of his I had ever looked through.

  The story tells of two sisters, the older named Juliette and 
the younger named Justine, who are suddenly orphaned 
and cast adrift in the world. Unlike most novels, the younger 
sister, who tries desperately to preserve her virtue, is 
afflicted with misfortunes of every kind, but her older sister, 
who eagerly embraces every vice, prospers and enjoys 
every blessing. And the wrath of God falls not on the elder 
sister but on Justine, who ends her days in misery. Justine 
is pure of heart and virtuous, but the poor girl is constantly 
being humiliated and even tortured. Her toes are cut off, her 
teeth are pulled out, and she is branded, beaten, and robbed. 
Finally, when she is about to be executed for a crime of 
which she is innocent. She is struck by lightning and dies 
wretchedly.

An alternative explanation for Renée’s change of resolve is offered by the Polish 
academic, Mikolaj Melanowicz. He contends that Renée sees illusion as reality, 
and therefore could not accept the real de Sade when he was finally released 
from prison; her devotion was to the scandalous Marquis de Sade of their 
youth. She rejects reality, the husband who has changed so much that Charlotte 
‘hardly recognised him’ when she answered the door to him, choosing in its 
place the fiction of illusion, the image of the man she had known eighteen years 
earlier, which she had perceived as reality. The imaginary de Sade is more real 
and important to Renée than the old man outside her chambers – and it is the 
imaginary de Sade who she will take with her into the nunnery.

Among my incurable convictions is the belief that the old are eternally ugly, 
the young eternally beautiful. The wisdom of the old is eternally murky, the 
actions of the young eternally transparent. The longer people live, the worse 
they become. Human life, in other words, is an upside – down process of 
decline and fall.

Yukio Mishima23
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As exemplified in his novel, The Temple of the Golden Pavilion, Mishima was 
obsessed with the idea of beauty as an absolute value, so running parallel to 
Renée’s notion of reality is the idea that to allow the old and infirm Marquis into 
her mother’s glittering salon would disturb the reality of absolute beauty she has 
held in her imagination for years. Indeed, Renée stopped visiting de Sade in prison 
nine months before he was released. Was this because he was becoming more 
distant from her ‘reality’ each time she visited him?

 
Discussion Point

When you see the Donmar’s production of MADAME DE SADE, consider what you believe to be 
Renée’s motivation for rejecting her husband at this juncture in her life. How is this communicated 
through the semiotics of the production?
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The presence of the Marquis de Sade

The play revolves around a character who never appears on stage – the Marquis 
de Sade. Sam Yates emphasises the potent force of his offstage presence during 
the rehearsal process:

He has definitely taken on a grandeur, and an allure, offstage, because we 
are all reading and learning about him and becoming interested in him in the 
same way as the characters are. He’s constantly referenced – you’d find his 
name mentioned dozens of times in an hour and half. 

Through the interactions of the women on stage, the complex and seemingly 
charismatic character of the Marquis is revealed. They all have a view of him, for 
example, Simiane sees him always as an innocent blonde haired child, Montreuil 
sees him as a shameful scoundrel who is without redemption. Their differing 
views of him create much of the conflict between the characters on stage. 
However, although the Marquis is a potent force, the women exist in their own 
right, beyond him; it just so happens that their focus is on him throughout the play, 
‘they are not defined by him – but they are here because of him, he is the problem 
that they are gathered to discuss.’24
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During the rehearsal process, the cast and creative team came to realise that, to 
Renée, de Sade has transcended his physical form, rather like a god, so in a way 
she worships him; she worships what he stands for, she is so devoted to him she 
has almost become him; certainly in acts one and two

Alphonse is a kind of music with only one theme, and I have sworn my 
devotion to that music. Sometimes his theme sounds gentle, sometimes it 
roars with blood and whips.

Renée, Act One.

Saint-Fond brings the values and ideals of the Marquis de Sade directly onto the 
stage. It is she in Act One who takes voyeuristic pleasure in relating de Sade’s 
sexual exploits during the Marseilles episode so vividly to Simiane. In Act Two she 
demonstrates her synergy with the Marquis de Sade, relating to Montreuil and 
her daughters the ritualistic sexual exploits she participated in the previous night, 
and which have brought her to an understanding of the Marquis. By bringing her 
explicit and blasphemous story onto the stage, Saint Fond brings the spirit of de 
Sade into the private space of Montreuil’s salon.

 Observation point 

MONTREUIL:  You yourself will die one day.
RENÉE:   But not like you, Mother.
MONTREUIL:  Naturally---I have no intention of being burned at the stake.
RENÉE:   And I shall not die like a genteel whore, with what little she had saved up 

against old age.
MONTREUIL:  Renée, I’ll slap your face!
RENÉE:  Go ahead! But what would you do if I curled up with pleasure at being slapped?
MONTREUIL:  Ohh---when you say that, your face---
RENÉE:   Yes, what about my face?
MONTREUIL:  Looks like Alphonse’s. I’m afraid.
RENÉE:  “Alphonse is myself”!

When you see the Donmar’s production of MADAME DE SADE, can you identify directorial 
choices which have made the Marquis de Sade’s presence almost palpable onstage?
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The duality of human nature

MADAME DE SADE can be described as a series of witty, passionate, 
philosophical debates, which are more concerned with the duality of human nature 
than with the nature of evil and licentiousness. The play is concerned with man’s 
capacity for love and hate, kindness and cruelty, and is about the necessity to 
accommodate these contradictions. The nature of the Marquis himself is central to 
this debate, as Montreuil acknowledges:

Renée’s language is imbued with poetry, offering her free expression of her 
feelings towards Alphonse, whom, she believes, ‘can be discussed only in similes. 
He is a dove. He is not a lion. He is a small, white, golden-haired flower. He is 
not a poisonous weed.’ All of the women on stage see de Sade from a different 
perspective. For Renée, he is a saviour who has found his way back to salvation, 
to Anne, he is a figure of romance.

Mishima often pairs characters in his scenes, putting oppositional forces on stage. 
He sets up this convention in the opening scene of the play by putting Saint-Fond 
and Simiane on stage, juxtaposing ‘a corrupt woman’ and ‘a saint’.

 Observation point 
When you see the Donmar West End production of MADAME DE SADE, consider the oppositional 
roles played Baronesse de Simiane and the Comtesse de Saint-Fond in their opening scene with 
Madame de Montreuil. In what ways does Saint-Fond aggravate Montreuil’s distress over her 
son-in-law, and how does Simiane support Montreuil in the scene?
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Elements of design

The actors have approached the play as naturalistic, working within a 
stylized design aesthetic.

Sam Yates, Associate Director, MADAME DE SADE

Christopher Oram’s mirrored, silver sharded set provides a magnificent forum for 
the actors. As was Mishima’s intention, the visual appeal for the production comes 
from the beautiful rococo costumes, which he wanted to provide ‘a precise, 
mathematical system around Madame de Sade.’26

The costumes change in each act to convey the eighteen year span of the play. 
They start off in autumnal colours, browns and greens, and then they get slightly 
cooler in the second act; by Act 3 they are steely blue, faded and aged, a visual 
reference for the decay of the French revolution, with the nobility, their money and 
power bleeding away.
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 Observation point 
When you see the Donmar’s production of MADAME DE SADE, can you identify the individual 
detail that the designer, Christopher Oram, has given to each character’s costume in Act One. 
What do these personalised touches convey about each character? How do these details shift 
as the play progresses into Acts Two and Three, and how do they reinforce the journey that each 
character takes during the play?

How is light, sound and video projection used in the production? What impact do these elements 
have on the way you receive the production?
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An interview with Fiona Button (Anne)

Mishima is clear that MADAME DE SADE is not intended to be a historical 
play, however, he has based three of the characters in his play on historical 
figures. What, as a company, have you taken from history to inform the 
creation of the production?

Michael said it was up to us as individuals how much we wanted to take from 
history, and how much that helped the play, because even though three of the 
characters are historical figures, the play is fiction. Although a lot of it is based in 
history, to serve the play, we had to take bits that were useful and leave bits that 
weren’t. Personally, I read a couple of books which contain letters from Anne to 
the Marquis. I found out that Anne was actually his real love and he was pretty 
much devoted to her his whole life. She was also hugely devoted to him. Overall, I 
found it immensely useful to read actual letters and base my role in truth.

The Marquis de Sade is a powerful force in the play; he is the reason the 
women are there and he is the springboard for the debates in the play. How 
does your character see de Sade, and how does this attitude shift as the play 
progresses?

It shifts massively, because of the eighteen year span of the play. At the 
beginning, he’s changed her life; she’s been to Venice with him, lost her virginity 
and basically, opened her eyes to the world, from being an innocent, well 
protected, nun (she’s been educated in a convent and is an apprentice nun) and 
she’s now been deflowered by him. In Venice she has had an experience which 
has changed her life. She comes back completely devoted to him, in the same 
way that her sister is. And remains so, I think, for the whole play really, for the 
whole 18 years, but at the end, I think age, the Revolution, her circumstances 
(she’s now married) and reality have meant that she has to ‘put to bed’ her 
feelings and the impossibility of it is something she has to deal with.

Mishima said that each of the women in the play stood for a different 
aspect of human existence (i.e. Anne for feminine guilelessness and lack of 
principles). How helpful have you found these definitions in developing your 
character for performance?

Not particularly helpful! Mishimi said those things, which you can’t argue with, 
because he wrote the play. But in terms of an actor playing a part, it’s very difficult 
to play a label; aspects of the human are many, many, different things. You can’t 
label someone as ‘evil’ or ‘good’, and the whole play is about that, to do with 
questioning your preconceptions, and so in terms of saying Anne is lacking in 
principles – yes she is, she’s duplicitous – but with her sister’s knowledge. You can 
argue that it’s not really her fault. I’m obviously going to be very defensive because 
I am playing that role! In terms of an actor playing a part, it wasn’t useful, because 
of the fact that you can’t play only two things. You have to inhabit someone and 
make them human and that involves playing many, many different things in many, 
many different colours.
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On one level, this could be seen as a ‘mother & daughter’ play. What 
discoveries have you made about the relationships between Anne, Renée 
and Madame Montreuil during the rehearsal process?

Anne and Renée never let it go! The sexual jealousy between the two is apparent 
throughout. Even at the end, eighteen years later when Anne’s married and 
she announces that she’s going to Venice with her husband, the fact that Anne 
originally went to Venice with Alphonse is still very much alive in Renée, in them 
both. So the relationship between them is totally defined by him in the play. That’s 
how we’ve developed it. In terms of Anne and Madame de Montreuil, I think, 
from the work we’ve done, that Anne was always the golden, innocent girl, and 
so the shock of her coming home to Montreuil is the tip of the ice-burg. In the first 
act Montreuil is hugely betrayed by Anne, or feels that way. But I think that Anne 
doesn’t really ‘get it’; she’s so overwhelmed by what she has just been through, 
that she think she’s invincible. In the scene where Montreuil asks her where she’s 
been, I think she’s frightened, because some part of her knows that what she’s 
done is wrong. But what she’s been through is so immense, and so life changing, 
so over whelming, (and she’s so young, as well), she can’t really fathom that 
someone might think it’s deceptive or wrong I suppose.
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Women from the aristocracy through to the working class had very few legal 
or civil rights in 18th century France, so they were denied power and status 
as citizens in that respect. From your experience of working on the play, 
where does your character find her power and status from, and how does 
she exercise it?

I suppose whatever century you are in, your upbringing defines your power and 
status, and how you’ve been shaped by your parents. Anne’s father was the 
president of the taxation court. I read that Madame de Montreuil made everyone 
call her ‘la Presidente’, and so, as a character, you don’t find it from anywhere, you 
just are quite powerful and because of our money and links with the aristocracy, 
Anne is automatically given respect because of that. And also you have lots of 
servants. As an actor, you have to remember that you can’t apologise for anything: 
a servant is a servant, even though Charlotte has probably been my mother figure 
in a way, she’s a servant and I tell her what to do; that’s just accepted. There’s no 
politeness. Sue Lefton, who came and worked on movement with us, said that 
their dresses were big to symbolise how much space they wanted to take up in 
life, and so that was a really important thing for me, as an actress, to remember, 
how strictly and rigidly that’s imposed on you from a very early age.

During the rehearsal process, how have you accessed the world of the 18th 
century, in terms of movement, manners, conduct etc?

Sue Lefton ran a whole session with us on how to hold a fan, how to walk, how 
to sit, how to conduct ourselves (no heads down, no very quick movements, 
everything is pretty slow). I went to the National Gallery and looked at some of 
Gainsborough’s paintings as part of my own personal research. I was struck how 
delicate their gestures were in the paintings; the fan is held with two fingers, 
the forefinger and the thumb. Everything is very posed and they always have 
their hands in front of them, crossed to form a ‘V’ shape. They never held their 
hands out to the side resting on the basket of the dress – which is actually quite 
comfortable, and we all found ourselves doing that in rehearsal! It makes you feel 
totally different, and it brings you physically and mentally into the world that the 
women of that period inhabited.

The play spans 18 years. What creative decisions have you made about the 
events that have taken place during the 6 years between Acts I and II, (1772-
8) and the 12 years between Acts II and III (1778-90)?

From Anne’s perspective, I created a whole timeline for her. Basically from Act 
One to Act Two, I think she becomes very much a ‘Mummy’s girl’. In Montreuil’s 
eyes, she’s spent six years making up for what she did. In her heart she’s still with 
Alphonse, and you can see that in Act Two. I think over those six years she builds 
up a huge resentment towards Renée, and her way with dealing with Alphonse. 
You have to think the intervening years through, but in terms of actually playing 
the scene, you have to think only of the events that have just occurred. That is, 
Montreuil and Anne being conspiratorial against Renée. My motivation for that is, 
‘If I can’t have Alphonse, no-one can’. So I’m going to conspire with my mother 
to make Renée believe something that isn’t true. In the twelve years between 
Acts Two and Three she grows up an awful lot. Then there is the Saint-Fond 
connection. In our production, there is a sort of complicity between Anne and 
Saint-Fond. She is intrigued by Saint-Fond. It makes sense, you can read the scene 
where Saint-fond has what we call ‘the black mass’, and you can take Anne’s 
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reaction to that as dispelling the tension in the room. And I think that may be what 
Mishima intended. Anne’s the one who describes Saint-Fond’s death. We have 
decided that Anne and Saint-Fond become great friends in those twelve years, and 
that Anne goes to visit her in Marseilles. When she dies, Anne goes to pay her 
respects and meets someone who tells her the story first hand and that’s how she 
knows so much about it. It gives another layer to the speech, because there’s a 
personal relationship; this is what has happened to my friend. So that’s the part of 
the twelve years. Then there’s that old Revolution! And she’s got married and has 
become a grown-up, and I think that’s my main perspective. She’s looking after her 
mother, asking her to come with them, knowing that what is about to happen is 
going to be a very frightening and potent thing.
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