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A NEW HISTORY OF THEATRE IN FRANCE

�eatre in France was the �rst in Europe to be written in the 
vernacular as opposed to Latin. It has provided the English language 
with the medieval word farce, the early modern word role, and the 
modern term mise-en-scène. Molière is single-handedly responsible 
for launching European-style playwriting in North Africa. Today, 
it is only a slight exaggeration to say that it is harder to get tickets 
for Avignon, one of the world’s largest theatre festivals, than for 
the Rolling Stones’ farewell tour. Containing chapters by globally 
eminent theatre experts, many of whom will be read in English for 
the �rst time, this collaborative history testi�es to the central part 
theatre has played for over 1,000 years in both French culture and 
world culture. Crucially, too, it places centre stage the genders, 
ethnicities and classes that have had to wait in the wings of theatres, 
and of theatre criticism.

Cl are Finburgh Delijani  is the recipient of a Leverhulme 
Major Research Fellowship (2023–6) and is one of the leading 
specialists in theatre and performance from the French-speaking 
world. She is currently writing a history of post-colonial theatre in 
France from the 1950s to the present.

Chr istian Biet was Professor of theatre and performance at Paris 
Nanterre University, and Visiting Professor at New York University. 
Beginning his career as a specialist in the seventeenth-century French 
golden age, he diversi�ed into areas including performance studies 
and theatre from East Asia.
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focussed her attention on French and Francophone theatre, directing 
plays with students, translating some thirty works, publishing essays 
and books. Her most recent publications include: Seven Plays of Koffi 
Kwahulé: In and Out of Africa (2017); Ariane Mnouchkine (revised 2018); 
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University of Toronto. She is a French cultural historian, specializing 
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her PhD at Durham University and The Bowes Museum, and she was 
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Rezvan Zandieh  is Associate Lecturer at the University of Sorbonne 
Nouvelle and the University of Artois. Her publications focus on queer 
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Christian Biet is everywhere in this book. In its shape, texture and energy. 
Before Christian died unexpectedly in July 2020, leaving an immense 
community of scholars, friends and family bereft, he was central to map-
ping the dazzling constellation of intellectuals who have contributed to 
this collection.

Christian Biet was Professor of the History and Aesthetics of �eatre 
at Paris Nanterre University, where he contributed comprehensively and 
crucially to the institutional legitimization of the relatively new discipline 
of theatre studies until his retirement which, with cruel timing, was due to 
begin the very day he died. It was thus logical that I should invite Christian 
to co-edit A New History of �eatre in France. Across the Channel, across 
continents, across institutions and generations, Christian created a network 
of collaborators, many of whom feature in this book. It is indelibly marked 
of course by Christian’s scholarship, but also by his openness, largesse, 
almost fanatical desire to work with others, his politically committed belief 
in internationalism and the con�dence he placed implicitly in colleagues.

Unrivalled collaborator, revered colleague and treasured friend, 
Christian is most regrettably not here for me to repay my debt of gratitude. 
I can, however, express my heartfelt thanks to his widow Sophie Houdard 
who, during a period of such grief in her life, was so helpful. Something 
essential would have been missing from this book had Sophie not made it 
possible to include a chapter by Christian. His Introduction to the major 
publication �éâtre de la cruauté et récits sanglants français (�n XVI e–début 
XVII e siècles) is abridged, translated and included in this collection by kind 
permission of Robert La�ont.

Over the past decade or so, French theatre studies have lost three titans: 
David Bradby (1942–2011), Christian Biet (1952–2020) and Alain Viala 
(1947–2021). �is book is dedicated to their memory and, signi�cantly, to 
their commitment to nurturing increasingly inclusive generations of new 
scholars.
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Whilst creating this book I lost one co-editor, but gained twenty-three. 
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chapters to be discerned with greater clarity. In ardent opposition to the 
competitive individualism instilled by neo-liberal university systems, 
Christian’s ethics of friendship and care were unstinting. �e convivial-
ity and support that contributors have o�ered both me and each other, 
is a tribute to Christian’s own unfailing bigheartedness and ubiquitous 
thoughtfulness.

In addition to his intellectual expertise across not only theatre and per-
formance studies from the sixteenth century to the present day but also 
their interdisciplinary intersections with history and law; his dazzling sense 
of innovation and his unquenchable and infectious dynamism, Christian 
had a magician’s dexterity for conjuring money. So magical in fact, that 
he continued to cast his spells beyond the grave. Shortly after his death his 
friend and colleague Florence Naugrette contacted me to say she was the 
recipient of a grant from the Institut Universitaire de France to work on 
theatre history, and could she o�er me �nancial assistance. I don’t need to 
spell out either my response, or my joy. �e research centre Histoire des 
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which subsidized the translation from French into English of chapters by 
Christian Biet, Tiphaine Karsenti and Christophe Triau. �anks is also 
due to Goldsmiths, University of London, which also contributed to sub-
sidizing the translation of chapters.

�ere is a special circle in hell known only to those who must seek 
permission to reproduce images. �e generous grants I received made it 
possible for me to work with two extraordinary research assistants, Estel 
Baudou, Marcus Bell and Maud Lannen, who helped with formatting the 
manuscript and with obtaining rights for visual materials. �e paradox 
implicit in recruiting the very best research assistants is that one loses them 
to full-time permanent employment. �is happened to me twice, and I 
wish Estel and Maud all the best in their richly deserved new posts.

Chris Campbell translated no fewer than �ve chapters from French, 
making it possible to include some of the world’s leading theatre studies 
experts, many of whom will be read in English for the �rst time. Chris was 
also a constant and passionate interlocutor over the duration of this pro-
ject, and I cannot thank him enough for his intellectual companionship 
and his ability always to look obliquely, and never to take anything – not 
even French theatre – too seriously.
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At Cambridge University Press the former commissioning editor for 
theatre, Kate Brett, provided sustenance and chats at the British Library, a 
lifeline of reassurance when I was unwell and valuable advice on the overall 
arc and architecture of the volume. Given that Kate’s area of expertise is 
supposedly music I was always dumbfounded by the depth of her knowl-
edge of just about everything, from baroque theatre to Samuel Beckett. 
Midway through this project Kate handed over to the equally capable and 
accommodating Emily Hockley, who has o�ered a sharp eye and steady-
ing hand, the latter having to guide me out of one or two very tight cor-
ners. Editorial assistant George Paul Laver’s email response time seems 
to be less than a minute and I should like to thank him on my own and 
Maud Lannen’s behalf, for his tireless patience with all our miscellaneous 
and random requests for editorial information. It was also a pleasure to 
work with Bethany Johnson on the cover design. Finally, Melanie James’ 
hawkeye precision, combined with her dovelike goodwill, made the copy-
editing stage (almost!) pleasurable.

I have trialled some of the concepts and methodologies for this book dur-
ing seminars and conferences, and wish to thank in particular the Einaudi 
Center at Cornell University for making me so welcome. Rachel Beatty 
Reidl, Rick Lee, Natalie Melas and the astonishingly bright and engaged 
Cornell students o�ered astute comments which broadened and sharp-
ened my perspectives and purpose. Unlike Christian Biet, I am not a the-
atre historian in any formal sense. �us, Guy Spielmann and Emmanuel 
Wallon’s feedback on, and fact-checking of, the Introduction were essen-
tial. I assume full responsibility for any errors that might remain. Other 
vital intellectual interlocutors I wish to thank, in addition to the contribu-
tors themselves, are David Barnett, Anne-Françoise Benhamou, Martin 
Crowley, Maria Delgado, Katherine Ibbett and Tariq Jazeel. Dialogue 
with these individuals, each as intellectually rigorous as they are kind, has 
provided lucid feedback and inspiring advice.

I bene�ted from sabbatical leave during this project and should like 
to thank the Department of �eatre and Performance at Goldsmiths, 
University of London, notably the three Heads of Department I have 
had the pleasure to work with since joining in 2017: Osita Okagbue, Ben 
Levitas and Pamela Karantonis. I have grown both as a researcher and a 
teacher under their guidance.

Some colleagues, family members and companions – all of you friends – 
have blind-sided me with their knowledge of French theatre; others hadn’t 
heard of either Molière or Césaire (they have now!). �ank you all – and I 
apologize for any omissions – for being there in every sense: Fahim Alam, 
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Notes on the Text

Where the linguistic value of original French quotations is integral to a 
chapter’s argument, it is maintained alongside the English translation. 
Otherwise, quotations are included in English only, in the interests of 
concision.

Unless otherwise stated, dates refer to the �rst publication of a play. If 
the play has not been published, dates refer to its �rst production.

�e references for original manuscripts are given in-text and omitted 
from the bibliography.

Recommendations for further reading are provided at the end of each 
chapter.
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