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Rethinking political “para-staging”: framing of the stage during the longer Revolutionary 
period, 1789-1815  
 
Entering the Comédie-Française today, we might notice a discrete tricolour flag and the logo 
of the Ministère de la Culture at the end of the programme, but otherwise our attention is 
distracted by the sheer history of the place: Molière, Corneille, Racine and Hugo’s reliefs on 
the side of the building, Molière’s chair on display, and Besnard’s ceiling or Debré’s curtain. 
For our predecessors, however, the theatre was a much more visually political place. 
Drawing on my extensive archival research across France, this paper investigates how the 
political “para-staging” evolved in France from 1789 to 1815, as the country transitioned 
from a monarchy to a republic, empire and then a monarchy again. It will do so through 
three principal strands. 

1. The first strand considers how theatres’ symbols were reworked with regime 
change. The passive here is explicit as this section will look at the cases of theatres in 
the Gironde and Loire Atlantique departments amongst others. It will consider not 
only what was removed, but what replaced it and who ordered these changes. It will 
also look at spectators’ own attempts to mask traces of former regimes, allowing the 
theatrical stage to become the expression of a democratic political one too. 

2. Whereas the first strand focuses on the physical, the second considers the human 
vectors of power and how these changed over the longer Revolutionary and 
Napoleonic period. Using freshly discovered archival sources alongside digitalised 
accounts, we will see how rulers and their representatives placed themselves in the 
theatres. We will also study how the theatre acted as a forum for spectators to 
accept or reject this power, and how even the highest members of state could be 
opposed or accosted within the space of the theatre, especially in the provinces. 

3. Finally, the third strand will consider the political and theological implications of 
performing in repurposed spaces. As theatromania gripped France and the law of 
1791 allowed anyone to open a theatre, many former religious buildings were 
repurposed for theatrical performances. Whilst this repurposing was of course 
practical, the former purpose of the buildings was frequently on the spectators’ 
minds, and led to new or increasingly subversive readings of plays, even a quarter of 
a century later. 

In so doing, this paper aims to shift the focus on current works on Revolutionary theatre 
towards the larger theatrical experience of performance, both by those on and off stage and 
both in Paris and the provinces. Whilst theatre history has become adept at retracing 
elements of the ephemeral nature of performance, This methodological interrogation 
addresses issues such as the use of dispersed archives; individual research and collaborative 
and interdisciplinary projects; and research and conservation agendas (i.e. digitalisation and 
digital humanities). In so doing, this paper responds to a number of the conference’s key 
themes. 
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