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The democratic leveling of distinctions that the ubiquitous
student uniform of jeans, tee-shirt, and running shoes has operated
over the past few decades may tend to dull our sensitivity to the
very powerful role that distinctions in clothing have historically
played in the establishment and maintenance of hierarchical
differentiation. In Moliere's time, however, the periodic enactment
of sumptuary laws in France along with well-documented quarrels
over the right to wear the doctor's robe reveal the extent to which
seventeenth-century society recognized in clothing anything but a
frivolous concern (Cf.Dock 8-9 and Pihlstrom 45).

Moliere, as an actor and playwright, was particularly attuned to
the symbolic nuances of costume in this context, and nowhere more
so than in the characters he developed from the tradition of the
dottore of the commedia dell'arte and the pedants so popular in
French comedies of the period 1640 to 1660. These characters run
the gamut from secondary characters labeled as pedants to the
protagonists of some of his most complex plays. Yet an overriding
commonality of purpose with regard to costume links the members
of this disparate group: all attempt to speak with the voice of
authority, and the nature of the costume they wear is instrumental
in making that voice heard for what it is.

The capacity of a costume to speak visually of rank and
profession to the spectator at the very moment a character makes
his entrance on stage, before he ever utters his first line, makes it
possible for a playwright to call forth with a stunning economy of
means a whole series of expectations on the part of his spectators
regarding anticipated behaviors in otherwise unknown characters.
In this regard Moliere makes use of two major types of costume.
The most immediately recognizable of these costumes is the black
gown accompanied by a black hat or bonnet, which signals the
doctor and in variant form could serve for any of a number of
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