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A NEW HISTORY OF THEATRE IN FRANCE

Theatre in France was the first 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-scéne. Moliére 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 first time, this collaborative history testifies 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.

CLARE 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.

CHRISTIAN 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 diversified into areas including performance studies
and theatre from East Asia.
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For Christian Biet (1952—2020), with thanks and affection.
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FLORENCE NAUGRETTE is a member of the Institut Universitaire
de France and holds the Chair of the history and theory of theatre
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(nineteenth to twenty-first centuries) at Sorbonne University. A
specialist in romanticism and theatrical aesthetics, she has edited the
edition of Juliette Drouet’s letters to Victor Hugo (www.juliettedrouet
.org) and participates in the inter-university programme, Registres
de la Comédie-Frangaise (cfregisters.org). She is author of Le Théitre
romantique: histoire, écriture, mise en scéne (2001); Le Plaisir du spectateur
de théitre (2002); Le Théitre de Victor Hugo (2016) and Juliette Drouet
compagne du siécle (2022).

OLIVIER NEVEUX is Professor of the history and aesthetics of theatre at
the Ecole normale supérieure in Lyon. Editor-in-chief of the quarterly
review Théatre/Public, he is also author of Théitres en lutte (2007),
Politiques du spectateur: les enjeux du théitre politique aujourd hui (2013)
and Contre Le Théitre politique (2019).

SANJA PEROVIC is a reader in eighteenth-century French studies at King’s
College London. Her research focusses on the long eighteenth century
in France, with publications covering the French Enlightenment and
the French Revolution. She also has broader interests in the politics and
representation of time from the early modern period to the present. Her
publications include 7he Calendar in Revolutionary France: Perceptions
of Time in Literature, Culture, Politics (2012) and Performance Art and
Revolution: Stuart Brisley’s Cuts in Time (2023), on the English muldi-
media artist Stuart Brisley, widely hailed as a groundbreaking figure
in British performance art. Between 2019 and 2023 she was Principal
Investigator of the Arts and Humanities Research Council-funded
Radical Translations Project, which seeks to uncover the mobility of rev-
olutionary language: tracking not only what it said, but how it travelled,
where it went and what it became.

MARTIAL POIRSON is Professor of cultural history at the University of Paris
8. He was involved in a great range of different activities for Moliére’s
four-hundredth birthday in 2022 which included curating the exhibitions
En Cheminant avec Moliére (Caserne Napoléon, Mairie de Paris) and
Moliére, la fabrique d’une gloire nationale (Chateau de Versailles), during
which he also performed with Marcel Bozonnet in Moliére imaginaire:
dis-moi dix mythes, which they co-conceived. With the cartoonist Rachid
Marai he created the graphic novel Moliére, du saltimbangue au favori
(2022), and he was historical adviser for the documentary Moliére et
le roi, broadcast on Arte (2022). He is author of Moliére, la fabrique
d'une gloire nationale (2022) and Moliére imaginaire: dix mythes qui ont
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Jait sa légende (2022); and co-editor of M comme Moliére: dictionnaire
(with Jean-Pierre Aubrit, 2022).

ERIC RUF has been Artistic Director of the Comédie-Francaise since 2014.
An actor for stage and screen, director and scenographer, he first joined
the Comédie-Frangaise in 1993, playing in classics such as Moliere’s
Dom Juan and L’Avare (The Miser) and Victor Hugo’s Ruy Blas and
Lucréce Borgia. In 2007 he received a Moli¢re award for Best Supporting
Actor for his performance as Christian in Cyrano de Bergerac. In addi-
tion to his feted acting career, he has designed sets for productions at the
Comédie-Frangaise such as the Cyrano in which he also starred.

CLARE SIVITER is Assistant Professor in French theatre and performance
at the University of Bristol. Her publications include Tragedy and
Nation in the Age of Napoleon (2020, shortlisted for the R. Gapper Prize)
and the co-edited volumes Un Engagement en vers et contre tous: servir les
révolutions, rejouer leurs mémoires, 1789—1848 (with Jérémy Decot, 2021)
and Celebrity across the Channel, 1750-1850 (with Anais Pédron, 2021). In
2022 she became a BBC/AHRC New Generation Thinker, a Franco—
British Young Leader, and a patron of the France Alumni—UK network.
She is Fellow of the Royal Historical Society and Senior Fellow of the
Higher Education Academy.

GUY SPIELMANN’S scholarly interests cover early modern European per-
forming arts broadly conceived, with a particular focus on stagecraft
and non-literary genres such as fairground theatre, festivals and com-
media dell’arte, as well as various forms of contemporary popular cul-
ture, notably film and comics. He has published over ninety articles
in journals and collected volumes, as well as two monographs, Le Jeu
de lordre et du chaos (2002) on the relationships between comedy and
socio-political order in the later part of Louis XIV’s reign and Parades
(2006) on eighteenth-century farces performed on French domestic
stages. He is currently completing a comprehensive theoretical work on
a possible ‘science of spectacle’ under the working title Spectacle Events
and an edition of plays by Charles Riviere Dufresny (1657-1724) with
Classiques Garnier.

CHRISTOPHE TRIAU is Professor of theatre studies at Paris Nanterre
University, where he is director of the History of the Arts and
Representation research unit. He is author of Qu'est-ce que le théitre?
(with Christian Biet, 2006, English translation What Is the Theatre?,
2019), of Cendrillon de Joél Pommerat (2013), as well as of many articles
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on contemporary stage aesthetics and dramaturgies. He has edited
numerous collective works and journal issues, notably Alrernatives
Théditrales and Théitre/Public, for which he edits the biennial Ezats de la
scéne actuelle issue (with Olivier Neveux).

EMMANUELA WROTH is a post-doctoral fellow in French music at the
University of Toronto. She is a French cultural historian, specializing
in sexualized and racialized feminine spectacle and celebrity in the nine-
teenth century. Her current project unearths the overlooked careers of
Black women performers and Afrodiasporic performance practices on
the nineteenth-century Parisian stage. She is also preparing her first
monograph, based on her dissertation, Courting Celebrity: Creating the
Courtesan on the Popular Parisian Stage and Beyond, 18311859 and her
recent article appeared in French Studies 77.3. Emmanuela completed
her PhD at Durham University and The Bowes Museum, and she was
a finalist in the 2021 TV PhD scheme.

REZVAN ZANDIEH is Associate Lecturer at the University of Sorbonne
Nouvelle and the University of Artois. Her publications focus on queer
and feminist gender politics, performativity, aesthetics and the body in
French and Iranian theatre and performance. She is currently working
on a book about the relationship between the body and power in con-
temporary queer and feminist performance, to be published by Presses
universitaires de Rennes.
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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 Theatre
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 Theatre 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 confidence he placed implicitly in colleagues.

Unrivalled collaborator, revered colleague and treasured friend,
Christian is most regrettably not here for me to repay my debrt 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 7hédtre de la cruauté et récits sanglants frangais (fin XVI°~début
XVII‘ siécles) is abridged, translated and included in this collection by kind
permission of Robert Laffont.

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). This book is dedicated to their memory and, significantly, 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.
Leading authorities in their fields, each contributor to this collection gen-
erously peer-reviewed chapters by others writing in their historical period,
thereby sharing expertise and enabling patterns in the carpet across the
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. The convivial-
ity and support that contributors have offered 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 offer me financial assistance. I don’t need to
spell out either my response, or my joy. The research centre Histoire des
arts (HAR) at Paris Nanterre University also kindly contributed funds,
which subsidized the translation from French into English of chapters by
Christian Biet, Tiphaine Karsenti and Christophe Triau. Thanks is also
due to Goldsmiths, University of London, which also contributed to sub-
sidizing the translation of chapters.

There is a special circle in hell known only to those who must seek
permission to reproduce images. The 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. The paradox
implicit in recruiting the very best research assistants is that one loses them
to full-time permanent employment. This 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 five 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 first 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 offered 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 offered 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. Thus, 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-Francoise 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 benefited from sabbatical leave during this project and should like
to thank the Department of Theatre 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 Moliére or Césaire (they have now!). Thank you all —and I
apologize for any omissions — for being there in every sense: Fahim Alam,
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Marianne Badrichani, Yvonne Beardon, Shereener Browne, Shohini
Chaudhuri, Laura and Natalie Delijani, Lizzie Eger, Julia Evangelista,
Lynette Goddard, Jo Finburgh, Lynne Friedli, Maria Cristina Fumagalli,
Anna Furse, Alex Harocopos, Nick Harrison, Harriet Hedden, Jane
Hiddleston, Rosa Maria Juanola Canals, Ali Lazrak, Myriam Marzouki,
Tim Mathews, Tiggey May, Tom Perchard, Zeba Rahimi, Mari Saeki,
Juliet Solomon, Angharad Thomas and, as always, Marina Warner.
Finally, and firstly, my family. Whilst I work it often sounds like my
pre-teen children, loosely refereed by their dad, are engaging in no-rules
lucha libre downstairs. Despite what I might say, the reassurance you all
provide far outweighs any disturbance you might cause. Leah, Rafi, Stu,
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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 first publication of a play. If
the play has not been published, dates refer to its first production.

The 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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