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The goal of this presentation is to unravel the shared theatrical and military cultures of port cities 

in the eighteenth-century French Atlantic. What I hope to bring to light are a series of tensions 

between the imagined, or virtual theatres conceptualized by military administrators and other 

operatives, and the realization of military-theatrical projects on the violent “periphery” of the 

French empire.  

 

Particular emphasis will be placed on the cities of Brest, which emerged in the second half of the 

century as France’s busiest naval port, and Cap-Français (Le Cap), the cultural hub of Saint-

Domingue, France’s most profitable and brutal Atlantic slave colony. Over the past several 

decades, historians have demonstrated how Atlantic port cities were linked through the commerce 

of raw materials and manufactured goods, the flow of military personnel and equipment, 

shipbuilding and armament industries, shared religious orders, and in a more nefarious way, 

through the trade and triangulation of enslaved Black laborers. But less has been said about the 

bonds among the performance cultures in port cities as well as the unique physical spaces in ports 

where audiences of mostly soldiers and sailors converged in front of plays, musicals, and 

spectacles. 

 

My presentation will unfold in three parts. In part one, I will summarize the development of public 

(commercial) theater in several port cities, highlighting the similarities and differences between 

colonial and provincial theater building, financial operations, and urbanization. In part two, I will 

bring to light a series of overlaps, including shared personnel and repertoires between two 

militarized main stages: the Comédie du Cap in Saint-Domingue and the Théâtre de la Marine 

(Naval Theater) in Brest (Brittany). In the last part, I will discuss the notion of a military-theatrical 

complex—a distinct type of theatrical environment that many port cities nurtured, and one that 

was grounded in military aggression, in performances of social (and the case of Le Cap, racial) 

inequality, and in a tension between State policies and local opposition to the Crown.  

 

Ultimately, what I hope to provide is a critical reassessment of the relationship between colonial 

and metropolitan performance cultures, a new take on the role of the military in fostering site-

specific theatrical activity in locations of strategic importance, and a reflection on the power and 

limitations of theater as an imagined social practice and virtual school of values during the late 

Old Regime and French Revolutionary periods.  
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