
INTRODUCTION

From Theatricality to Theater

Theatricality does not exist as a pure form, nor does performativity. If “pure theatricality”
existed, it would be a repetitive, dead form of art, where all signs would be identifiable,
decodable and meaningful – a kind of “museum play” that would recreate old art forms as
museum pieces, not as living art forms.1

This revisionary account of what came to be known as medieval art and
theater starts with the picture most often used to illustrate the staging of late
medieval drama (Figure 1, Plate VIII). According to an inscription spanning
the upper edge, it represents “the theater or stage as it was when the Passion of
our Lord was performed in Valenciennes in 1547.” A local painter, Hubert
Cailleau, made this drawing thirty years after the citizens of Valenciennes
financed, organized, and participated in a production lasting twenty-five days.
The picture portrays vibrantly what we associate with medieval theater:
grandiose machinery; the juxtaposition of geographically distant places; a
moralizing dichotomy between heaven and hell; and the violent, bawdy antics
of colorfully costumed devils (Figure 2). Yet the drawing envisions the
1547 performance through the lens of what is for us a more familiar play-
going experience. It has endorsed thereby a particular understanding of what
theater is: one that assumes the existence of an enclosed structure with a stage
on which actors interpret roles.

My interest is in a performance tradition that predated and then coexisted
with this conception of theater. Its distinctive features come into focus in the
late fourteenth century in regions within the realms of the French kings and
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Burgundian dukes. At this time urban performances grew in scale and com-
plexity, prompted by an invigorated sense of civic identity and the assimilation
of what became increasingly elaborate court ceremonial practices.2 This devel-
opment accompanied the emergence of new artistic forms, including large,
portable pictures in paint and tapestry; arrangements of animate and inanimate
figures; and illustrated texts of plays and ceremonial entries. The frequency of
such urban performance events decreased in the mid-sixteenth century, due, in
part, to new regulations and restrictions. City streets remained the site of
religious processions and ceremonial entries, yet the role of their inhabitants
became less important in the organization, production, and actualization of
these performances, which increasingly followed predetermined scripts.

Visual images that purportedly represent this tradition, like the Valenciennes
drawing, obscure what was unique, strange, and exciting about the varied
performances that courts and cities hosted in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries. It is to another type of image – one less frequently associated with
this history – such as tapestries, painted cloths, and ephemeral constructions,
that we might look for a vestige of their characteristics. How both types of
images participated in the formation of a distinct performance tradition and, in
turn, contributed to how it has been remembered is the topic of this book.

debating medieval art and theater

The conclusions I draw shift the foundations of a long-standing discussion
about medieval art’s relationship with theater, initiated in France with the
pioneering work of Émile Mâle and Gustave Cohen.3 The art historian Émile
Mâle’s earliest article on the topic, published in the Gazette des Beaux-Arts in

figure 1. Hubert Cailleau, Theater or Stage, frontispiece to Le Mistere par personnaiges de la vie,
passion, mort, resurrection et assention de Nostre Seigneur Jesus Christ en 25 journées, 1577 (Paris, BnF,
MS fr. Rothschild I-7-3).

2 FRENCH VISUAL CULTURE AND THE MAKING OF MEDIEVAL THEATER

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-04047-2 - French Visual Culture and the Making of Medieval Theater
Laura Weigert
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107040472
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


figure 2. Hubert Cailleau, detail of hell and limbo from the frontispiece of the Valenciennes
Passion, 1577 (Paris, BnF, MS fr. Rothschild I-7-3).
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1904, argued that art changed from the late fourteenth through the early
sixteenth century as it incorporated the themes and costumes of contemporary
mystery plays; he expanded this claim in a lengthy chapter of his history of late
medieval art.4 Gustave Cohen, historian of medieval literature, claimed to have
identified the historical connections between art and theater in the late Middle
Ages prior to and independently of Mâle’s first publication on the topic.5

Pierre Francastel’s reflections on painting’s relationship with contemporary
spectacle advanced this discussion on two counts.6 First, he showed that the
artists incorporated a much broader range of performances, including religious
processions and the associated dramas.7 He revised the object of study to focus
not on the relationship between art and theater but on the relationship
between what he termed popular spectacles, on the one hand, and art and
theater, on the other. Second, he formulated a circuit of transmission that
moves between and through these different media, each informing the other.
This argument put a wedge in the simplistic model integral to Cohen and
Mâle’s approach: that artists painted what they saw in plays.

Scholars have continued to stress the problems of assigning one medium
precedence over another, praising instead models of reciprocity to describe
art’s relationship with theater.8 However, the discussion still focuses on rela-
tionships between what are considered separate media. Whereas studies of
Burgundian ceremony and display have the potential to disrupt these categor-
ies, their emphasis on the particularity of court culture has diminished the
impact this scholarship has had on the differentiation between art and theater.9

Even Francastel’s argument reinforces a separation between painting and the
machines of processional drama based on their existence not just as different
media but, even more strikingly, as discrete phenomena.

An equally entrenched premise of this discussion is that fifteenth-century art
and theater are characterized by their innovative “realism,” through which
audiences related the content of both representational forms to their own
experience. Within this context we must also return to Emile Mâle for the
claim’s initial formulation. He argued that both art and theater were shaped by
a new emphasis on Franciscan spirituality, exemplified in the writing of the
author now known as the pseudo-Bonaventura.10 The empathetic response
encouraged by these texts underpinned a transformation in forms of lay
devotion. Viewing late medieval pictures and plays as distinct articulations of
a shared body of texts, Mâle saw both phenomena as geared toward providing
devotees with a direct experience of sacred scripture. In order to render
Christian doctrine more accessible, artists included details in their work that
audiences would identify with their lived environment.

Cohen and the art historians with whom he collaborated – Louis Réau and
Henri Focillon – explicitly critiqued Mâle’s text-based study of art.11 In his
publications, Cohen shifted attention from Christian doctrine to its
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transformation and variations in artistic forms, created by and appealing to a
broader spectrum of the population. However, like Mâle, he assumed that the
creators of late medieval urban drama sought to make their stories more
accessible, and that this goal prompted them to introduce features that an
audience would recognize as similar to its own everyday experience.

Mâle’s and Cohen’s conceptions of the medieval church and its history
differed. In his reliance on “sacred scripture” as the primary source material for
medieval art, Mâle assumed doctrinal agreement and clerical authority. Cohen,
after converting to Catholicism, became committed to Catholic medieval
culture, which he considered to be nonhierarchic and playful. However, the
characterization of late medieval art and theater common to their work, and
the pride of place they accorded France in its development, endorsed a similar
ideal of a Catholic past.12 Both accounts assume a devout audience whose
belief in the veracity of these events led its members to seek such truth in
artworks and plays. And they assume that the function of static images and live
performances was to make an audience believe that it was present at the events
of sacred history.

Such nostalgia for an ideal Catholic Middle Ages has declined in prevalence,
as has the form of patriotism that guided their projects. However, Mâle’s and
Cohen’s arguments about the realism of this period of artistic production and
the empathetic response it generated in audiences have deeply influenced
histories of art and theater.13 Fifteenth-century Franco-Flemish painting has
been defined within this model. Historians trained within a variety of scholarly
traditions have characterized the art of this period in terms of its appeal to an
audience’s everyday environment, a realism that contributed to the devotional
efficacy of artworks.14 Whether they condemn or applaud it, theater historians
also continue to rely on a notion of realism to characterize the innovations
introduced by fifteenth-century playwrights and creators of stage effects,
which served the religious needs of an urban population.15 The most detailed
study of processional drama also concludes that the public display of Christian
themes served a devotional function in late medieval cities.16

late medieval visual arts

This book comes to several related conclusions that undercut these resilient
features of the ongoing discussion about late medieval “art” and “theater.”
First, rather than making up two ontologically distinct media, pictures of
various kinds were considered to be in many ways homologous to visual art
that involved human beings. Second, the primary goal of these representa-
tional forms was not to encourage audiences to identify in them an approxi-
mation of their own lived environment; rather, their makers and viewers
recognized and promoted the distance from it such forms achieved.17
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The appreciation of this fictionality was vital to an aesthetic experience that
engaged a community of viewers, removed from the devotional function that
representations of specifically sacred subject matter might have fulfilled for a
particular individual. Contemporary descriptions of the late medieval visual arts
set me on the path to the broader investigation that led to these conclusions.

I noticed initially that authors of various types of texts assert the advantage of
the visual dimension that characterizes the audience’s experience of a live
performance, rather than their appreciation of the spoken or written word.
The Grandes Chroniques assert that the way Godfrey of Bouillon’s conquest of
Jerusalem was enacted and seen during Charles V’s banquet was far superior to
what could be captured in words.18 In his advice to the organizers of large-
scale urban productions, Jean Bouchet explicitly distinguishes the transmission
of heard information from that which is seen. Recalling the Acts of the Apostles
performed in Bourges, he writes: “The spirit is happier to see than to hear, the
thing that one sees visually is better understood than that which is heard.”19

Eustache Mercadé, in the written version of another popular enactment of the
events surrounding Jerusalem’s destruction, equates different types of perform-
ances, which he calls exemples and histoires (stories), to pictures within churches
or palaces.20 Here he expands Gregory the Great’s defense of wall paintings in
churches to allow for a range of visual media and for a range of subject matter.
His point is not that these visual representations were created to compensate
for their audiences’ illiteracy but that the visual impact of these diverse art
forms is particularly suited to a lay audience.21

Mercadé’s reference to the diversity of visual culture at the time makes sense
in that the same individuals created artworks that engaged both human beings
and inanimate figures. As historians have fleshed out the biographic details of
painters, they have uncovered more evidence concerning the role of these
individuals in diverse kinds of performances.22 This professional overlap has
become even more apparent as the art historical canon expands beyond panel
painting to include tapestry and other material artifacts.23 So the same artist can
be credited with the design of tapestries and the staging of processional
drama.24 The best-known fifteenth-century painters contributed prominently
to the orchestration of civic productions. Pierre Desrey, one of the presumed
authors of a Passion play performed in Troyes in 1482, has also been credited
with the most detailed written directions for a large-scale picture – the tapestry
known as the Lives of Urban and Cecilia, intended for the royal collegiate church
of Saint-Urbain in Troyes.25 Whether or not Pierre Desrey in fact composed
both texts, their stylistic similarity links them to a communal artistic enterprise.
Crossing media boundaries brings into relief the commonalities between visual
representation that engaged animate and inanimate figures.

Modern translations of the words most commonly associated with medieval
performances (personnage, vif, and mystère) have caused us to overlook the
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representational potential that human beings and visual images shared. The
assumption that “acted role,” “alive,” and “mystery play” are equivalent to the
medieval French use of the words cements the connection between the
cultural practices to which they refer and a history of theater in which the
privileged medium is the human body. Yet personnage could refer to a fictional
character performed by a human being, as well as to one appearing as a
pictorial or sculpted image.26 Vif or au vif (or the Flemish dlevende or het leven)
were used as descriptors to modify either living beings or inanimate objects.27

The term mystère encompassed much more than what came to be considered a
play. It referred to all subject matter that confirmed sacred history through a
representation of events drawn from the New and Old Testaments, the lives of
saints, or the realm of pagan and contemporary history.28

These words, moreover, imply an interaction between a signifying agent
and its fictional referent, rather than assuming a fixed or stable relationship
between the two. For instance, personnage points to an activity whereby an
animate or inanimate figure assumes the guise of a character, while retaining its
distinctive qualities and identity.29 Neither “actor” nor “character” is an
adequate translation: an actor implies a human being, whereas “character”
refers exclusively to a fictional referent. A representation that is vif is one that
invokes lifelikeness, not one that is alive nor one whose point of reference is a
living being.30 Both words emphasize process: personnage engages an under-
standing of movement between the visible characteristics of the figure we see
and the fictional character to which it refers; vif conveys a form of activation
that enlivens the figure as it is perceived. Mystère refers to both the content of
the story it tells and the representational status of this telling, which is at a
remove from the occurrence of the events themselves.

Contemporary descriptions of both animate and inanimate figures echo the
meaning of these words in calling attention to the distance between the
fictional realm of storytelling and the lived historical environment. Accounts
of performances involving human beings refer to actions not as simply taking
place but as being performed before a spectator; they explicitly recognize and
register the world of make-believe to which a representation belongs. Or, to
take just one example of inanimate figures, the description of the woven Lives
of Urban and Cecilia systematically specifies that a figure is adopting a role or
pretending (faire semblant) to carry out a task, make a gesture, or complete an
action. We never learn that either Cecilia or Urban appears; rather, the figure
representing Cecilia or Urban appears. We never learn that Urban or Cecilia
does something; rather, the figure representing Cecilia or Urban pretends to
do something.

These descriptions and words suggest that the goal of diverse artistic forms at
the time was not to convey and maintain a consistent similarity to the natural
world, either through their physical likeness to it or their believability as
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faithful surrogates. Instead, these arts moved flexibly between the fictional and
lived worlds, while proclaiming their status as fiction. What emerges is a set of
aesthetic assumptions that depart from models of impersonation and imitation
associated with the Renaissance recovery of classical dramatic theory.31

These observations prompted me to return to artworks that, because they
do not ostensibly relate to an actual performance, histories of medieval theater
have overlooked. Other reasons have determined their marginal status for art
historians: they are not attributed to known artists, many of them are grubby or
quickly drawn, they are considered “minor” or “decorative,” and some did not
even survive. Their subject matter draws on Christian stories, as well as the
legends of Antiquity and contemporary events. Supported by expanded dis-
cussions of the terms and language just reviewed, I argue that these proces-
sional stagings (Chapter 1), manuscript illuminations (Chapter 2), and tapestries
(Chapter 3) preserve a trace of the representational mode they shared with
diverse forms of performances.

What’s more, unlike the contemporary texts from which I departed, these
diverse pictures provide a vestige of the spatial contours of this performance
tradition. They physically engage their audience in ways that parallel what
historians of medieval drama have identified as some of its distinctive features,
including the lack of a strictly delimited and fixed playing area and the overlap
between areas reserved for players and those reserved for the audience.32 As
I began to isolate and describe the aesthetic characteristics of these medieval
pictures and the experience they prompted on the part of their viewers,
I found that conceptual formulations of the term “theatricality” provided a
framework in which to refine my observations and to identify their broader
implications.

theatricality

To invoke theatricality acknowledges my debt to another feature of Gustave
Cohen’s project, in which he sought to enliven medieval texts through their
performance.33 Cohen’s departure from a primarily text-based study of medi-
eval drama gained an historical foothold with the discovery of what he termed
a “director’s” notes for the staging of a Passion play in the city of Mons.34 This
document prompted him to publish a second revised edition of his 1906 book
on the staging of medieval French religious theater.35 His student Paul
Zumthor affirms that the Mons handbook inspired him, in turn, to begin
staging medieval dramatic texts.36

As he turned his attention from the anchor of the written plays to the
historical documents that provide evidence for individual performances in the
past, Cohen therefore also focused on their relevance in the present. His
formation in 1935 of the theatrical troupe the Théophiliens engaged his
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students in medieval literature at the Sorbonne in play productions. Helen
Solterer has demonstrated that these performances were formative in the
intellectual and personal development of the student actors and also provided
them an outlet and defense from the charged political events of prewar and
wartime France.37 For some, they honed the skills that were essential to assume
alternate identities in their work as members of the French resistance; for
others, they strengthened their commitment to Catholicism. Rather than
confirming the alterity of medieval drama, the Théophilien performances
reinvigorated its currency.

For Roland Barthes and Paul Zumthor, the Théophilien experience and
Gustave Cohen’s mentorship were instrumental in defining a new approach to
literature.38 The transposition of the surviving texts onto the stage inspired
them to consider texts as prompts for dynamic improvisational events. This
approach effectively short-circuited the entrenched assurance that textual
editions accurately transmitted an original meaning. Moreover, the body that
Barthes and Zumthor invoke in their textual analysis is not the body of the
actor, the presence of whom is assumed in the disciplines of theater and
performance studies, but one that is embedded in the narrative itself.

Barthes first employed “theatricality” as a critical concept in his 1954 article
on Baudelaire.39 His definition of the term as “theater-minus-text” is often
quoted. Barthes proceeds, however, to clarify that what he means by “text” is,
in fact, plot. What is “theatrical” in Baudelaire’s writing, according to Barthes,
is the alternate world it creates for the reader. Ostensibly focusing on four
incomplete and little-studied plays by Baudelaire, the essay argues for the
theatricality of all of the author’s literary production, except, tellingly enough,
the plays he wrote. In so doing, Barthes expanded the definition beyond a
narrow focus on the relationship between play scripts and staged-based theater.

Zumthor historicized the concept of theatricality by refining its distinct
relevance to the study of medieval texts. Building on Cohen’s interest in the
performance tradition of medieval plays, he turned to the performance trad-
ition of medieval poetry. In this primarily oral society, surviving written texts
of poems provide an alternate version of the words than those which an
audience heard. Departing from this historically grounded observation,
Zumthor used “theatricality” to describe the distinctive characteristics of
twelfth-century love poetry.40 The term captured for him the corporeal
exchange between singer and audience, through which singing the poem
materialized it. He went on to propose theatricality as the defining feature of
texts in medieval oral culture and as an interpretive model to study the written
documents that preserve this experience.41

Of course, Michael Fried’s heavily influential art criticism and historical
writing on eighteenth-century French painting provide another model for
expanding the objects of study to which the word applies.42 For Fried,
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theatricality is a representational mode through which an artwork or a staging
of a scene by actors displays its own artifice, by both addressing the viewer and
situating him or her in relation to the scene depicted. As with Barthes and
Zumthor, the human body is not the exclusive agent of theatricality. More-
over, static or live artworks can either display or hide their artifice, an
acknowledgment of artistic flexibility that avoids a reductive opposition
between “theatrical” and “natural.”43 Despite this nuance, Fried’s model has
perpetuated the pejorative meaning of the term that became more pronounced
in the nineteenth century.44

Any use of “theatricality” as an interpretive model for artworks should take
into account the warning from Josette Féral with which I began this introduc-
tion. To understand theatricality as a definable set of practices or features in an
artwork denies the experiential process the term invokes. We risk substituting,
using Féral’s terms, “museum pieces” for “living art forms.” Mindful of the
potential distortion that might result in their description, I contend that some
pictures allow us to glimpse, however partially, and to put in words, however
incompletely, the participatory experience these performances prompted, the
expansiveness of their spatial contours, and their improvisational verve. They
preserve, in turn, the distinct fictionality of the late medieval performance
tradition in which they participated.

the evidence of manuscripts and printed books

The most tangible and evocative remnant of this performance tradition, how-
ever, exists in manuscripts and printed books. The growing production of texts
coincided with the increase in number and scale of urban performances of similar
subject matter. So, whereas only 2 luxury manuscripts of plays survive from the
fourteenth century, Graham Runnalls’s corpus of fifteenth-century “mystery
plays” includes 231.45And, although chronicles occasionally are devoted partly to
describing entry ceremonies, the earliest surviving manuscript to take one as its
subject matter, and the topic of Chapter 1, dates to the fifteenth century. By the
mid-sixteenth century, however, such accounts were printed in great numbers.

It is, in fact, the survival of written versions of the subject matter of
contemporary performances that differentiates the late medieval French per-
formance tradition from that associated with other linguistic communities. In
German, English, Italian, and Dutch, for instance, most textual versions of
plays postdate evidence for their performance.46 With few exceptions, they
served primarily a documentary function to preserve the words of a perform-
ance for posterity or later use. In the French case, by contrast, a large body of
written texts was produced during the time period when the same subject
matter was performed. These manuscripts and printed books were made in
numerous, often luxurious copies; many of them include pictures.
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