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ABSTRACT

This study aims to establish whether the performance or reception of a ‘theatre of
resistance’ was possible amid the abundant and popular literary theatre seen during the
Occupation of France (1940-1944). Playwrights and critics have made bold claims for five
plays that allegedly conveyed hostility towards the occupier or somehow encouraged the
French Resistance movement. These premieres will be scrutinised by examining the plays’
scripts, the circumstances surrounding their composition, the acquisition of a performance
visa, public reactions and critics’ interpretations from before and after the Liberation of
August 1944.

I intend to demonstrate that the extreme circumstances of war-torn Paris were
largely responsible for the classification of these complex works and their authors as either
pro-Resistance or pro-Collaboration, a binary opposition I will challenge. While it is
understandable that certain lines or themes took on special relevance, writers would not
risk attracting the attention of the German or Vichy authorities. Mythical or historical
subject material was (deliberately) far removed from the situation of 1940s audiences, yet
was presented in the form of ‘new’ tragedies that resonated with their preoccupations.
Individual testimony confirms that certain plays provided a morale boost by reaffirming

hope in the future of France.
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INTRODUCTION

The theatre in Paris flourished during the Second World War, with several hundred
plays being performed to packed auditoriums in only four seasons. It has been common
practice to conclude that the extraordinary activity and popularity of the Parisian theatre
during the Occupation was made possible thanks to ignorance on the part of the Germans,
bravery and uncommon subtlety on the part of French playwrights, and the public’s need to
keep warm and be entertained in difficult times. My research has revealed a much more
complex picture of compromises and cover stories constructed after the event by those
whose reputations and careers could well have been in the balance when it came to
explaining at the Liberation of 1944 just how theatres could have thrived during such a
time of great personal and collective suffering — particularly for those involved in the
Resistance. Moreover, the huge disparity between press reviews and public opinion that has
come to light during my examination of documents from the 1940s belies summary
judgments about the majority consensus on these plays. Many historians also imply that the
most extreme reviews in the collaborationist press were somehow a faithful barometer of
public opinion. However, personal correspondence and insightful memoirs from those in
attendance suggest that the opinions in published reviews were often dramatically at odds
with the popular reception of plays.

Although not necessarily written in the same period, all five of my chosen plays
were premiered during the Occupation: Claude Vermodganne avec nousienry de
Montherlant’sLa Reine morteJean-Paul Sartrelses MouchesPaul Claudel'd.e Soulier

de satin and Jean AnouilhAntigone They also had immediate or lasting success, with the



possible exception dfes Mouchesas the following summary of the theatrical activities
during the Occupation from a Paris newspaper illustrates:
Rarement créations furent attendues avec plus d'impatience et de curiosité. Allions-nous
connaitre quelgue chef-d’ceuvre interdit pendant les quatre ans d’occupation? Quelque
ouvrage inspiré par nos miseres ou par nos espoirs? Si la période 1940-1944 a été, pour le
théatre, une des plus riches, si jamais 'empressement des spectateurs n'a été aussi grand et
la qualité des piéces principales aussi incontestalittgone la Reine mortele Soulier de
satin [...]), il faut avouer que les révélations de jeunes auteurs ont été rares (je ne vois
guére a citer que l@eanne avec nowde Claude Vermoref).
All of them were written by leading French authors, with the exception of the little-known
Claude Vermorel. Although Paul Claudel was not yet a popular playwright, he was famous
for his poetry and his role as an ambassador. Henry de Montherlant was well-known as a
novelist and Sartre as a philosopher, but neither was established as a playwright in 1940.

| have chosen Paris and these five plays because, until the decentralisation of the
1950s, the French capital was the centre of theatrical activity and the site of all major
productions. It was also the home of the playwrights, the directors, the major national and
independent theatres, the censorship office, and the most influential critics under
discussion. Even the majority of the reading public and spectators were in Paris, which
remained occupied by the Germans between 1940 and 1944. Few other cities staged a
substantial amount of professional literary theatre and (arguably) the best of these — such as
Toulouse — were in the unoccupied zone. Occasionally, Parisian productions, such as for
Claudel'sAnnonce faite a Mariewent on tour to big cities such as Lyon, or to the seat of
the French government in Vichy. By far the most confident and specifically pro-Resistance

claims have been consistently made for the five plays listed above, though they have never

been tackled alongside each other in detail, nor with substantial analysis of the texts.

! Jean Sauvenayourrier francais du témoignage chrétjets December 1944,



The Occupation was a period of extremes during which the norms of creation and
reception of literary theatre did not apply. Censorship — reintroduced for the first time since
1906 — affected all written texts and the obligatory German presence in theatres at a time of
war meant that every word and gesture was scrutinised. German displeasure could result in
a play being banned or the playwright and any other participants being punished. At the
risk of stating the obvious, a play could not proclaim hostility towards the occupier, nor
offer open support to the Resistance movement and Allied war strategy: ‘il faut en
convenir, pour le théatre surtout, le parler clair par ces temps obscurs n’était guére
évident.” It will be seen that such expression would be stamped out by the authorities or
denounced by pro-Collaboration papers: ‘Parfois il y avait des Frangais qui ont averti les
Allemands de faire attention aux réactions du puBlishy playwright hoping to continue
a career could not produce an unequivocal call to resistance in a publicly performed play.

In order for a so-called ‘message’ of hostility to the occupier or an encouragement
for the French Resistance to be conveyed across the footlights, it would have to be subtly
couched in a superficially innocuous language. The subject would have to be sufficiently
distant from the circumstances of the Occupation so as not to raise eyebrows with the
German censorship body. Furthermore, insistence on a one-sided political statement would
have to be communicated subtly by the performers. That it is hard for a director to control
all of a play’s physical elements and force a specific point of view on the public is also

borne out by reactions to my chosen plays; reviews did not highlight a single ‘mé'ssage’.

2 Michel Winock’s preface to Ingrid Galstére Théatre de Jean-Paul Sartre devant ses premiers critiques:
‘Les Mouches’ et ‘Huis clos’ (Paris: L’'Harmatton, 2001), p. xi. Subsequent works in French are published in
Paris unless otherwise stated.

3 Annette Fuchs-Betteridge, ‘Le Théatre dramatique en France pendant I'occupation allemande 1940-
1944’ (unpublished PhD thesis, Université de Paris Ill, 1969), p. 398.

* Daphna Ben Chainfistance in the Theatre: The Aesthetics of Audience Resfditsggan, USA: UMI
Research Press, 1984), p. 65. In stark contrast, it is very hard to eliminate point of view in films and novels.



Indeed, here | have touched on perhaps the most sensitive and complex issue
surrounding the theatre of the Occupation. Reception studies have been wary of the study
of plays for the very reason that there are so many factors to take into consideration. Unlike
literature, theatre is not simply concerned with a written text. A play is complex mixture of
messages elaborated by the dialogue, gestures, the décor, stage directions and costumes, the
manner of enunciation and interactions with the audiniee words alone are not the
only vehicle for a possible pro-Resistance ‘message’, even if they were the only element
subject to initial censorship.

Indeed, after the Liberation of France in August 1944, investigations and trials of
prominent theatre professionals only affected playwrights. With the exception of the
Comeédie-Francgaise’s staff, no directors or actors were targeted during this purge of alleged
‘collaborators’ (the Epuration). Perhaps this indicates an obsessive insistence that only the
text of a play could be responsible for a specific ‘message’. It was certainly derived from a
conclusion that the playwright was responsible for dominant trends in the play’s reception.
However, | believe the composition of audiences, the quality of the acting (and the actors’
reputation), the leanings of the press, the nature of the hosting theatre, as well as the unique

status of any single performance, must be factored into judgments of a play’s reteption.

Criteria for the study of reception and interpretation
My research is guided by three main assumptions. Firstly, | believe that every play
is influenced by the circumstances of its composition and performance, so | will

consistently reject suggestions that a play has nothing to do with the time or events of the

®> Mark Fortier,Theory / Theatre: An Introductip@nd edn (London and NY: Routledge, 2002), p. 4.

® Susan BennetTheatre Audiences: A Theory of Production and Reception (London: Routledge, 1990), p.
98: ‘Those who have tickets for the Comédie-Francaise expect a conservative production with conservative
values'.



Occupation as misleading or downright wrong. This is a common perception of Henry de
Montherlant’'s La Reine morte for example. Secondly, | am convinced that authorial
intention is not a prerequisite for the existence and / or reception of a ‘theatre of resistance’.
It seems to me that the preoccupations of any audience — and one must assume these will be
disparate — may cause specific interpretations to take precedence over others, or even be
inevitable in such extreme circumstances. Certainly, Marxism and feminism encourage a
focus on one’s political struggles above allegiance to the work of art, while post-
structuralism argues that faithfulness to the author’s intentions is neither possible nor
necessarily desirable.

It should also be remembered that of my five plays, ddyReine mortevas
actually staged within a year of its composition, so in all the other cases the context of
writing had changed significantly by the time the plays came to be performed. This causes
particular problems when examining Sartreiss Mouchesn light of the author's own
theories. He proposes that the communication or shared understanding of a specific
message is possible only if the author and audience share the same social, political and
historical context (and preoccupations). However, his pé&syMouchesvas written almost
a year before its premiere. This somewhat undermines his claims that it was unanimously
perceived to be a call to resistance.

Thirdly, while my research must rely heavily on newspaper reviews as the dominant
source of interpretation from the 1940s, | do not necessarily consider them representative
of the public in general, nor specifically of those present in the theatre. The press was a key
participant in the world of the theatre as the official critical body left to voice the

audience’s opinion, or indeed help form it. Most theatregoers who are not looking to write

" Bennett, p. 138.



an analytical review of a play, nor have wide experience of theatre or indeed the text of the
play in question, are often referred to as the silent mafoiftye press was overrun by
extreme collaborationist editors and journalists, with left-wing papers virtually absent,
Resistance publications underground and several middle-ground editions completely re-
formed during the OccupatichA corollary of the press changeover was that a new
personnel with big ambitions was willing to bring others down. Alain Laubreaux, for
example, was an influential critic during the Occupation, who looked to dominate the
theatrical scene and even wanted the job of administrator of France’s leading national
theatre, the Comédie-Francaise, despite his consistent opposition to the orgaflistgion.

is strikingly portrayed in Francois Truffautlse Dernier Métro (1980) by the character
Daxiat (his real-life pseudonym), who maliciously uses his influence to facilitate the
elimination of Jews from the theatre.

The Parisian press almost exclusively publicised the Nazi agenda and the Free Zone
papers toed the Vichy lifé.The political agendas of certain journalists prevented them
from reflecting the wide-ranging views of the theatre-going crowds, though press
intervention could have devastating effects on the career of &’faythermore, some of
the leading journalists reporting in the cultural pages of their respective publications were
also playwrights, though they had not had the success they felt they merited and may have
been bitter about the resounding approval audiences appeared to be giving to the plays |

have studied. This was perhaps most striking in the case of Laubreaux, Roland Purnal and

8 Galster, p. 8. As Galster points out, individual spectators can express their reactions in letters to the author.
° This was the case farlllustration, La Nouvelle Revue francais@dParis-Soir Jean GrenieSous
I'Occupation(Editions Claire Paulhan, 1997), p. 28, p. 79 and pp. 152-53.

10 Jeanyves Guéritbe Théatre en France de 1914 a 1950 (Editions Champion, 2007), p. 292.

Y Grenier, p. 93: ‘les journaux francais déja connus [...] continuent & paraitre & Lyon ou & Clermont-Ferrand
et sont fideles a la ligne gouvernementale tandis que ceux de Paris suivent les consignes allemandes.’

12 Guérin, p. 283: ‘Il arrive que leurs dénonciations, leurs condamnations soient suivies d’effets.’



Armand Salacrou — whose plays were no longer being performed with any kind of

regularity*®

My research aims

Throughout this thesis, | will be weighing the claims by authors and critics that
specific plays during the Occupation were part of a ‘theatre of resistance’. This term is my
own, but most closely resembles the French definition used by historians of the period: ‘un
théatre résistant’. It highlights a deliberate opposition to the Occupation in general and to
the occupier in particular, and may denote support of the Resistance movement.
Furthermore, it implies that risks were taken in order to stage such plays, as was duly
claimed by certain individuals. It should be pointed out that some commentators are not
comfortable with such terms and prefer to avoid links with the Resistance movement by
speaking of ‘oppositional’ or ‘refusal’ theatre, both of which refer to a philosophical,
ethical or moral standpoint which did not necessarily coincide with a specific political
stance'® Other writers prefer to steer clear of any politically-charged definitions and to
classify the theatre of Sartre, for example, as non-conformist. In any case, there is a clear
gap between oppositional writing — that is, an intellectual stance — and outright Resistance
action. Even a strong message of disapproval of the occupier does not equate with
underground combat.

It is not my intention to accomplish the seemingly unattainable objective of being

able to both understand and condemn the five playwrights for not being active resisters or

13 Jean-Louis Barsac®lace Dancourt: La vie, I'ceuvre et I'Atelier d’André BarsdEglitions Gallimard,
2005), pp. 303-09.

14 For development of these two terms, see Jennifer Ann Boittin, ‘Appropriating and Politicizing Theatre
during the Occupation: AnouilhAntigone Montherlant'sLa Reine mortandVermorel’sJeanne avec nous
(unpublished Batchelor of Arts thesis, Princeton, New Jersey, 1998) and Gérard Ldisd#térature de la
défaite et de la collaboratigr2nd edn (Libraire Fayard, 1995), p. 538, note 27.



for not publicly declaring a message of open hostility towards the Germans and
unequivocal support for the Allied forcé3.Rather | will try to paint as full a picture as
possible of the unusual circumstances of the Occupation and establish what a ‘theatre of
resistance’ might have looked like. Using this framework, | shall then examine the impact
of five premieres which elicited bold claims that the playwrights effectively communicated

a message of support for the Resistance through a dialogue set in the distant or mythical

past.

The exceptional nature of the Occupation

The Occupation period brought about unique circumstances that substantially
affected the potential success or failure of plays and altered the nature of their reception
among Parisian spectators. The first and perhaps most obvious factor to be considered is
censorship. This was a key issue affecting the content of theatre texts and therefore the
potential for communicating ‘messages’. It may be that the requirement to satisfy the
German (and Vichy) censorship bodies caused playwrights to be especially cautious or pay
extra attention to the ways in which they might transmit covert moral lessons or force a
specific interpretation upon the spectators. What is more, censorship of the press meant that
there was a predominance of right-wing, anti-Semitic, pro-German, fascist one-sidedness
on their part, while certain actors, stage directors and authors were excluded from the
theatrical profession for racial reasons.

Secondly, artistic expression could not be as free as it previously had been. The

desire to attribute extreme political positions to authors largely resulted from the unusual

> The character Michael Berg in Bernard Schlink® Readertrans. Carol Brown Janeway (Phoenix,
2004), p. 156, expresses such a desire in relation to a trial of women guards from Auschwitz: ‘I wanted to
pose myself both tasks — understanding and condemnation. But it was impossible to do both.’



circumstances of war, whereas literary plays had usually benefited from freedom from a
fixed interpretation. Finally, the deprivations experienced by the public — of money, food,
fuel and paper — meant that much was expected of plays in terms of entertainment and
moral sustenance, though in reality the Germans controlled the theatres and their choice of
repertoire.

It will be seen that the development of French theatre was not slowed down by the
extraordinary intervention of history and politics in those four theatrical seasons. Indeed,
the circumstances of war led to a new vision being expressed. Playwrights were not just
reusing old subjects to ‘hide’ resistant messages, but creating theatre characterised by a
tragic emphasis and the beginnings of a ‘theatre of commitment’ that focused on the
philosophical assertion of freedom. Even if oppositional ideas were present in the plays, the
playwrights were not necessarily active resisters. Indeed, despite strong criticisms of the
authors’ Occupation behaviour, one must wonder whether this should even have been
expected of them. They needed to continue working, maturing and expressing themselves.

Furthermore, literary theatre is subtle and tends to avoid political affiliations: ‘Les
grandes figures de l'institution, auteurs et metteurs en scene, ont refuse le théatre militant.
[...] La scéne s’y préte mal, elle n'est pas vue comme un vecteur majeur de la
propagande'® Indeed, plays written by fervent collaborators such as Laubreaux, Pierre
Drieu La Rochelle and Jean-Michel Renaitour, and those by Gerhardt Hauptmann, Schiller
and Goethe imposed on the Comédie-Francaise by the Germans, had very little success or
were (on the whole) poorly attended. However, a political reading by audiences and the
press of French plays based on myth and historical subjects was perhaps inevitable because

of the circumstances of the Occupation. Some of my chosen plays havedl&stadthe

16 Guérin, p. 296.



limited interpretations that were imposed upon them by those present at the first

performances.

The complexities of theatrical production and reception

Unlike literature, theatre must be open and public, as must the majority of critical
reviews. It cannot be disseminated in a hidden way like books and pamphlets, and is a live
medium, unlike the cinema, for example. In addition to the written dialogue of a play,
several paratextual factors must be taken into account. These include the actors’
performances and their quality, the stage direction, the size of the auditorium and the
political leanings of the theatre’s administration. The director’s decisions affect décor, tone
of voice, gestures, eye contact and the use of direct communication with the audience.
Indeed, ‘amise en scénis inevitably structured so as to give emphasis to a sign or a sign-
cluster intended to locate audience focalization on that aspect of the dfafiar. a play
was accorded a performance visa from the authorities (based on an inspection of the script),
the 1940s theatre director was in a unique position to make changes before a public
showing. This was obviously not the case for books or films; once submitted to the German
censorship body, they constituted finished products that would undergo no further changes.

Only in recent decades has substantial research been done on reception theory for
the theatre, often accompanied by attempts to put such theory into practice. Traditionally,
however, the theatre has been compared unfavourably to the cinema in the sense that the
spectator must overcome the hurdle of seeing actors in the flesh and thus work harder to

accept the fiction represented on the stage.

Y Bennett, p. 160.
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The spectator must enter into a conspiracy (a convention) that permits real persons and
things to be seen fictively; but the reality of the actor drags the imagination down,
constantly threatening to eliminate distance as the spectator sees the actor as a human
being®

Sartre suggests that the spectator’s hard work can be undermined and the theatrical illusion
instantly destroyed if an actor directly addresses the audience, causing the latter to dwell on
the actor as a human being rather than the imaginary character they rer&smat.
commentator has criticised Anouilh&ntigone because he believes the spectator ‘finds
himself so near to Antigone that he is conscious even of her physical pérson’.

The security and anonymity sought by the spectator in the dark crowd, comfortably
separated from the stage, has frequently led critics to relegate the spectator’s role to a
passive one, as opposed to the reader of a novel, for example, who can freely re-read and
analyse the text. However, this is a concept which Bertolt Brecht and contemporary
reception theory rejeét. Although there is some discrepancy as to the nature, extent and
desirability of the distance between actors and spectators, it is now widely acknowledged
that the audience has a significant role in giving meaning to a play and in contributing both
to the success of the script and the career of a play.

An important feature of the spectator’'s engagement with the performance is his or
her identification with the protagonists. On some fundamental level, reception theorists
argue that there must be an internal — that is, a psychological or emotionally empathetic —

connection which allows the spectator to invest in a specific chafadtethis light, it is

'8 Ben Chaim, p. 60.

9 |bid., p. 63. Ben Chaim counters Sartre’s argument by mentioning the Chorus from Shakespeayels

whose reference to the stage’s limitations belongs to the conventions accepted by the paying spectator (p. 72).
20 Hubert GignouxAnouilh (Editions du Temps présent, 1946), pp. 114-15. Gignoux believes this proximity

is obtained at the expense of tragedy.

2 Hans Robert JausBpwards an Aesthetic of Receptitnans. by Timothy Bahti (University of Minnesota:

The Harvester Press, 1982), p. 19, and Bennett, p.148.

#2 Ben Chaim, pp. 66-67.

11



surely advantageous for reception theory to welcome psychoanalytical approaches in order
to understand audience complicity with mythical figures in particil&uch identification
cannot be complete, not only because of the need for a degree of distance, but also because
there is a ‘social contract’ between audience and performers according to which a certain
sense of unreality is expected and an activity of decoding required on the part of the
spectatof’ Besides, in every single play | am studying, the main characters die or lose
those closest to them and are consigned to exile. This sets them clearly apart from the
audience. The very nature of tension in the theatre is derived from the balance between the
spectator’s search for peace and resolution, and the pleasure of intellectual and emotional
involvement with fictional charactefs.

In the case of Occupation theatre in Paris, the spectators brought an unusual history
(or background) to the plays because they had a common investment in France’s future in
the war, though by no means from the same political angle. Moreover, they were aware that
all plays performed in public had been pre-approved by the German censorship body,
compounded by the obligatory presence of the occupier in the auditorium. In exceptional
cases, there was even extensive coverage of the event by the press prior to the premiere.
Bennett points out that such notoriety, which may equally arise from press debates about
the first performances, can lead an audience to focus on polemical elements at the expense
of the rest of a pla§® This almost certainly occurred witle Soulier de satin anéintigone

A particularly challenging obstacle to reception theory for the theatre is the nature
of the audience. While spectators gather to form a collective body that can manifest itself

by applauding, booing or listening attentively, they are also individuals who can show their

= Fortier, p. 82 ff.

% The term is borrowed from Bennett and quoted by Fortier, p. 137.
% Bennett, p. 78.

% Bennett, p. 116.
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approbation or disapproval by calling out, leaving or falling asleéthe number of
possible interpretations of a play is most likely to equal the number of spectators present.
This posed problems for those who claimed after the war that their plays had been
unanimously understood by audiences as encouraging resistance to the Germans. Having
said this, commentators tend to agree that the theatre encourages collective participation to
a greater degree than other art forms given that it unites different social classes who share —
to a limited extent, of course — the preoccupations of their time. This aspect of theatre most
affected Sartre at performances of his @Bayiona at a prisoner of war camp in late 1940.

The Occupation saw an unusually large number of Parisians turn to the theatre for
entertainment and solace. It also required that the French and Germans sit alongside each
other, creating an even greater disparity of expectations, not to mention a language batrrier.
It is significant in this regard that Gerhard Heller, a German soldier in Rassasked to
accompany the man responsible for giving a visa to SattessMouchedecause of his
knowledge of the subtleties of French literature. According to Heller's testimony, his
fellow German officer needed help to establish whether there was any truth to the rumours
that Les Mouchesvas a Resistance play: ‘Les censeurs militaires étaient inquiets et peu

rassurés; ils ne saisissaient pas la portée de l'ouvifage’.

Theatre and the Resistance
When evaluating the alleged pro-Resistance impact of an Occupation play, it is
important to take into consideration the degree to which its composition and premiere

coincided with the French Resistance. The very nature of Resistance ideology is important

%" Bennett, pp. 164-65. Some particularly harsh reviews of Claudei@oulier de satigleefully drew

attention to the physical reactions of spectators: ‘Il y a aussi les décors de M. Coutaud, qui ferait fuir le public
s'il ne dormait si profondément’. Laubreaux, suis partoytl0 December 1943.

28 | etter to Annette Fuchs-Betteridge, 12 March 1961. Fuchs-Betteridge, p. 398.
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in this context, as well as the dates of the movement. The Resistance was formed gradually
from a complex mix of political and ideological strands, and its cultural role is not easy to
identify, though it should almost certainly be seen as a unifying force among the theatre-
going public, at least from late 1943.

There are two provisos to this. Firstly, literary theatre inevitably features plural
meanings. Most plays do not communicate a univocal (political) message, which would
have to be clandestine in order to be resistant. Some lesser-known Occupation plays could
be classified as ‘littérature de circonstance’, as they bordered on propaganda and were
usually commissioned for Vichy youth canfdsHowever, Annette Fuchs-Betteridge
suggests that such plays failed to draw audiences: ‘les Parisiens se souciaient fort peu de
propagande® Furthermore, politically-engaged writing ages very fast. If any of my
chosen playwrights had in fact intended to communicate a time-specific ideological
message, they were frustrated by slow responses from the clandestine press or other
unfavourable circumstances that delayed the staging of their works.

Secondly, only a tiny minority of the French population (an estimated one or two
per cent) were actively involved in the ResistaticBhe vast majority of spectators, while
not necessarily opposed to its ideals, were nevertheless passive in support. In its early days,
the movement of opposition had a bad reputation because of the violent attacks on
Germans. The opponents of any regime are often called ‘terrorists’, and 1940s France was

certainly no exceptioff

2 patrick Marsh, “Jeanne d’Arc” During the German Occupatidhgatre Research Internationa (1977),
pp. 139-45.

%% Fuchs-Betteridge, p. 56.

31 Ingrid GalsterSartre, Vichy et les intellectuglls’Harmattan, 2001), pp. 56-57. Galster suggests that
there was a similar number of fervent collaborators and the rest were ‘attentistes’.

32 bid., p. 59 and Manfred Fliigge, ‘Verweigerung oder Neue Ordnung. Jean Anouilhs “Antigone” im
politischen und ideologischen context der Besatzungszeit 1940-1944’, |l (thesis published by Schauble
Verlag Rheinfelden, 1980), p. 43 (1979 letter from Anouilh).
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A problem | have encountered with 1940s reviewers, amhdrtiori with recent
critics of my chosen plays, is a strong tendency to classify playwrights, or plays, as either
pro-Resistance or pro-Collaboration, as if no shades of grey were possible. In a similar
binarising vein, Jennifer Anne Boittin suggests that ‘Resistant art could therefore fall into
two general categories: literature designed to incite to combat versus literature as a flag for
French culture® | believe the theatre featured every nuance in between and | will attempt
to temper such polarisation in my analysis of the five plays. Commentators have frequently
suggested that, in writing articles for the collaborationist press or indeed for Resistance
publications, my chosen authors revealed their political leanings more than they realized. |
will duly examine these writings for their part in revealing the playwrights’ stance under
the Occupation, though | believe that analysis of the plays themselves is just as valuable in
determining this.

It is perhaps worth issuing a warning that the very nature of theatre as an art
portraying fiction precludes direct action, in the political sense. The effectiveness of a
‘theatre of resistance’ can only be measured by the testimony of those present, whether
they be performers, critics or audience members. A performance can elicit many different
reactions from an audience, but it is the spectators who determine its effectiveness.

The theatre can neveausea social change. It can articulate the pressures towards one,
help people to celebrate their strengths and maybe build their self-confidence. It can be a
public emblem of inner, and outer, events, and occasionally a reminder, an elbow-jogger, a

perspective-bringeAbove all, it can be the way people can find their voice, their solidarity
and their collective determinatiof.

% Jennifer Boittin, p. 109.
34 Bennett, p. 167. The passage is quoted from John McGimhCheviot, the Stag, and the Black, Black Oil
(London: Methuen, 1981), p. xxvii.
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The present state of research

The study of theatre in Paris during the Occupation of France, 1940-1944, has
recently attracted substantial attention through various books and theses (re-)examining the
Resistance ‘myths’ that surround certain celebrated playwrights. These range from general
studies of the historical trends experienced by the theatre industry to specific investigations
of authors who have been — retrospectively — credited with having written a ‘theatre of
resistance’ while Paris was under German rule. The historian Serge Added’s meticulous
research has enabled him to establish clear patterns of attendance, management and policies
for the French theatre of the Occupation, though | must contest his grounds for identifying
a ‘théatre résistant® He claims that a definite ‘message’ must both have been intended by
the author and understood by audiences. | will contend that while it is extremely difficult to
establish an understanding of authorial intention, it is not a prerequisite for the reception of
a pro-Resistance ‘message’ by the spectators. Added does not allow for the influence of the
paratextual elements of theatrical performance, such as diction, costumes, @mEEtha
scene Indeed, the majority of in-depth studies on this topic have relied far too heavily on
authorial intention and public opinion. Commentators tend to gauge the latter by a
supposedly representative press and one or two first-hand accounts, often at the expense of
thorough analysis of the plays in question.

Writers who tackle a range of plays from the Occupation, and respond to claims that
they form a ‘theatre of resistance’, have perhaps inevitably felt obliged to come down
clearly on one side or the other for each author in question, not really allowing for
compromise or a more complex picture of these prominent French figures. While first-hand

accounts from theatre professionals and historians present at the 1940s performances are

% Serge Added..e Théatre & Paris dans les années-Vichy, 1940-{Rasay, 1992), p. 273.
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informative, they tend to make bold and largely unsubstantiated claims, not to mention
being conspicuously partisan. Béatrix Dussane, for example, was an actress with the
Comeédie-Francaise and does not fail to portray France’s biggest national theatre in a
somewhat flattering light’

In my view, the biggest gap in research on the topic of the Parisian stage during the
Occupation is an in-depth comparison of the vastly differing postwar claims for plays
premiered during the Occupation. A corresponding investigation into the similarities, flaws
and unresolved elements of such claims is needed. Several of these plays quickly became
part of a regularly performed canon of French theatre in the second half of the twentieth
century and far too many assumptions have since been made about the circumstances
surrounding their first performances. | maintain that it is crucial to paint as accurate a
picture as possible of the performance context of individual plays by closely scrutinising
the attitudes and activities of the playwrights, stage directors and other participants. The
nature of the theatre buildings and organising bodies, the funding and publicity available
for each play, the elaboration of the performance script and its examination by the
occupying authorities, and the makeup of the audiences must also be considered. Overall, a
greater understanding of the material and political circumstances at the time of
performance is an invaluable tool for assessing my chosen plays.

Substantial analysis of the performance texts seems to me to be essential in order to
establish whether postwar claims stand up to scrutiny, and to examine possible alternative
interpretations. | will try to discover what each playwright may have intended, based on

correspondence, recurring themes in his works, his Occupation writings and activities, and

% Courrier francais du témoignage chrétien, 4 November 1944: ‘[La Comédie-Francaise] a réussi cette
entreprise a la Don Quichotte de monteBdilier de Satimu plus fort des restrictions diverses qui
asphyxiaient progressivement le théatre comme toutes choses.’
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any other available evidence. However, authorial intention will not be the guiding standard
for my interpretation, let alone for accepting claims that audiences unmistakably perceived
a deliberate pro-Resistance message. By far the most comprehensive studies of Occupation
plays to date have focused on their reception, though this still only applies to two of the
most famous cases. Where the other plays are concerned, bold statements made in the
1940s have hardly been challenged since and it is my contention that for this reason the
plays of Vermorel, Montherlant and Claudel in particular need extensive re-examination.

The five plays to which this study is devoted all had a political reception, often one
that went counter to the author's commitments or claims to persuade otherwise. Equally,
they all received conflicting praise or condemnation at the Liberation forréstant and
collaborationist intentions. Each of the chapters that follows will present the background to
the premiere and the author’s activities, writings and possible political stance during the
Occupation. A substantial part of each chapter will be devoted to the content, reception and
differing interpretations of the theatre scripts and performances, and will be followed by an

examination of the post-Liberation debates and impact of the plays.
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CHAPTER ONE

FRENCH THEATRE IN PARIS DURING THE

OCCUPATION

The four years of German occupation in Paris remain a very contentious period for
the French, as individual and collective memories have proved to be both painful and
shameful. Many trials were held after the Liberation of France and the behaviour of many
writers, directors and actors in the performing arts has been put under the spofiiwi.
activities, encounters and publications have been scrutinised, as have the retrospective
claims to Resistance — or, indeed, collaboration — made by authors and critics. While it is
still an open question as to whether Parisian theatres can be said to have experienced
‘resistant’ activity, an undisputed fact is that an extraordinary number of plays (over 400)
were performed during those four theatrical seadbAstendance and box office receipts
also reached a record high of 318 million francs from Parisian theatres in 1943, more than
three times the receipts of 19%8.

Several key works of the twentieth century were written or had their premiere,
leading many to label this short period a Golden Age of French tfathe. Occupation
saw the first plays of Sartre, Camus and Montherlant, and the first performances of plays

by Anouilh, Claudel, Giraudoux, Cocteau and Guitry. It is certainly surprising that in a

3 See in particula¥ichy, un passé qui ne passe,pets Eric Conan and Henry Rousso (Fayard, 1994).
Summary arrests, trials and executions of artists were carried out at the Liberation, most notably the
imprisoning (without evidence) of Sacha Guitry and the execution of the editor and writer, Robert Brasillach.
3 Julian Jacksorkrance: The Dark Years 1940-1944 (Oxford University Press, 2001).

39 Hervé Le Boterfl.a Vie parisienne sous I'Occupation (Editions France-Empire, 1997).

“0 This expression was coined in 1944 by Alain Laubreau isuis partoutlt has since been adopted by

many critics, including Serge Added in his chapter aptly entitled ‘L’euphorie théatrale dans Paris occupé’, in
La Vie culturelle sous Vichgd. Jean-Pierre Rioux (Editions Complexe, 1990).
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time of such shortage — of food, electricity, fuel, paper and hope — there should be so many
people willing to quite literally go the extra mile to be entertained, and so many artists keen
to stage new and ambitious productions.

Il faut, en effet, faire preuve de bien de stoicisme pour se rendre a pied, aussi mal nourri
gue l'on soit, a plusieurs kilométres de son domicile afin de quéter I'oubli d’'une guerre,
rappelée une fois sur deux par le hurlement des sifénes.

This chapter will examine the conditions surrounding productions in Parisian theatres
during the Occupation. It will present the difficulties authors and directors experienced
when going through official Vichy and German bodies in order to obtain approval for a
performance and the compromises involved in running a theatre: ‘Quel prix fallait-il payer
pour étre représentée sur une scéne qui était si étroitement conttolée?'.

The ideological battle over the theatre will also be analysed, examining the
influence of censorship, politics and the conditions of war. An exposition of the subject
matter of selected plays will explore what was permitted, the emergence of new tragedies,
the attempted communication of a pro-Resistance ‘message’, and the disparity between
authorial intention and public receptidhA glance at the importance of audience response
in approving oppositional dialogue will lead to a discussion of the role of the press. Finally,
a summary of all these influences upon the production and / or reception of a ‘theatre of
resistance’ will conclude the chapter.

The concrete manifestation of a ‘theatre of resistance’ would be a performance that

either spurs spectators on to active resistance or reaffirms the French in their desire to

“! e Boterf, p. 175.

“2 Jeanyves Guéri,e Théatre en France de 1914 & 1950 (Editions Champion, 2007), p. 303.

3 The term ‘tragique contemporain’ was used by Béatrix Dussane, kiobes de théatre 1940-1950
(Lardanchet, 1951), p. 118, to explain a move from classical tragedy (Giraudoux) to a ‘drame de conscience’
expounded by ‘maitres de pensée’ such as Sartre, Camus and Anouilh. David Bradby also writes of this
transition inModern French Drama 1940-19§Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1984).

20



oppose the Germans and express their patriotic pride. This would primarily occur by means
of a hidden political message; that is, a substantial contemporary allegory disguised
throughout the text of a play. Alternatively, it may take the form of specific lines which
spark a vocal reaction from audiences. The least obvious or measurable manifestation of a
‘theatre of resistance’ would be an entire play which boosts French pride or speaks to the
audience’s preoccupations through its overarching themes.

It will not be considered sufficient for a play to have been written by a playwright
sympathetic to the Resistance, nor contrariwise will a play be exempted because the author
had ties with collaborators or associated with Germans. Some evidence of the play’s impact
on spectators or members of the Parisian press must be offered to support a pro-Resistance
interpretation. Given the restrictions in place, such an impact is of course very difficult to
determine, but a thorough examination of reviews and eye-witness testimonies will help to

evaluate the majority consensus on how certain plays were received.

Life in Paris and the theatregoing public

There is no doubt that daily life was a struggle for those choosing (or forced) to live
in Paris between 1940 and 1944. Permits had to be obtained for wood to burn during the
winter or the right to drive around the city, and food was rationed. The latter restriction
became an issue for the theatre when in 1943 Paul ClaugelSoulier de satin was
performed at the Comédie-Francaise. The play started late in the afternoon and a dinner
break served as relief during the five-hour marathon of this monumentaft@rity those
with ration cards could be properly fed, yet this production was sold out from the first

night, despite the extra expense of the tickets required to pay for the thirtyatibhesaex

* The Comédie-Francaise’s basement became a staff canteen, ‘tandis que le buffet servi par MM. Blondeau,
pére et fils, pendant I'entr'acte @oulier de Satinlevient Iégendaire d’emblée’. Fuchs-Betteridge, p. 35.
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to say nothing of costumes and pr8pQueuing in the cold was commonplace rather than
exceptional and Jean-Louis Vaudoyer, administrator of the national theatres, delighted in
informing Claudel of the public’s enthusiasm: ‘les bureaux de location sont assiégés par
une foule si avide et si démonstrative que certains matins, la force publique a été contrainte
d’intervenir pour rétablir I'ordre*®

All of the theatres were grouped in the second, eighth and ninth arrondissements of
Paris, so those living much further away would need to catch the last metro at the end of an
evening play (usually 11 p.m.) in order to avoid a long walk or bike ride home. Breaching
the imposed curfew was serious as people could be detained overnight and even held
hostage by the Germans in the event of an attack on their séldiesn February 1943,
to further compound the situation, there was the risk of being recruited at the theatre exits
for the Service de travail obligatoirdSTO) — French workers sent to Germany on the
promise of the Vichy government, (initially) in exchange for the release of French
prisoners.

Any performance from March 1942 onwards could be interrupted by bomb alerts,
necessitating an emergency evacuation of the theatre. In addition, the presence of German
officers had to be tolerated. The performer and playwright Sacha Guitry recounts that the
occupying authorities had made provision for their own seats in all Parisian theatres, and
that these were non-negotiaBfdt may only have been as few as five seats in 800 (as at
Guitry’'s ‘home’ theatre, La Madeleine), but it is nevertheless a significant factor to be

taken into account. Every public performance of French theatre was subject to German

%5134 370 francs de fausses barbes!". Le Boterf, p. 160.

“% e Boterf, p. 161.

47 Jean-Jacques Gautier was arrested by the police after accompanying his friend home on foot following a
trip to the theatre. Fuchs-Betteridge, p. 35.

“8 Sacha GuitryQuatre ans d’occupation@.’Elan, 1947), p. 161: ‘Les services de la Propagande du Reich se
réservaient dans chacun de nos théatres et a chacune de nos représentations, un nombre variable de places.
Nul n’était épargné.’
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scrutiny. While conditions for theatregoers were exceptionally tdRibgx office figures
demonstrate convincingly that the period of greatest attendance in the theatre during the
Occupation (the winter of 1943-44) corresponded to the time of greatest hardship in Paris.
The scarcity of electricity, food and fuel was compounded by the violent assassinations of
German officers by the French Resistance and the hostage-shooting rébrigads.
rounding-up of Jews and the increase in bomb alerts became daily realities in Paris.

At the height of these political tensions, with the threat of an Allied invasion
imminent, any theatre advertising a programme was virtually guaranteed a full house: ‘Rien
ne décourage, en effet, un public avide de diversion a I'approche du grand bouleversement
dont il se sent menac& 'This extraordinary motivation requires some explanation. How,
for example, could the world of theatre (and the same applies to night clubs and music hall)
stay so divorced from political events? Was it simply a comfortable seat away from the
horrors of war, as the previous quotation suggests, or was it a rallying call for the French to
cling on to hope and resist their German oppressors? Before examining these two questions
in detail later in this study, it is essential to understand how theatres were run and what the
opportunity of collective attendance contributed to the experience of Parisians and their
verdict on ‘resistant’ plays.

It has frequently been assumed that theatres attracted audiences because of their
warmth®? However, the same restrictions or shortages of electricity and fuel were in force
in theatres as in private dwellings and the only real material advantage to paying for

entertainment was that it saved precious resources that might have been used at home. One

9 This was quite literally the case when in March-April 1943 there was a 20.73% price rise in tickets due to
extra tax being levied. Added, p. 20.

*0 According to Eberhard Jackel, the end of 1943 was the point of lowest food rations. Added, p. 21.

*1 e Boterf, p. 175.

*2 Fuchs-Betteridge, p. 34: ‘le manque de lumiére et de chauffage dans leurs propres foyers pousse les gens a
essayer d'en trouver au théétre ou, a tout le moins, a tenter d’oublier par la “féte collective” leurs miséres
individuelles’.
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might argue that the collective heat of fellow citizens appealed to potential audiences, but
the fact that open-air concerts of music performed by German ensembles on chilly winter
days were just as well attended by the French seems to contradict such a hypothesis.
Besides, the available seating was restricted, because emergency evacuation procedures
forbade the use of foldaway seats, for example. It seems unlikely that much extra heat was
gained from the mere presence of an audience or that it could sufficiently counterbalance
the exposure to the cold occasioned by the long journey home, not to mention the frequent
trips outdoors in response to bomb alerts. From February 1944, the theatre would be
evacuated upon the first siren (‘présomption d’alerte’) without waiting for confirmation
that there was a genuine emergency. Thus Alain Decaux speaks of having to find shelter
three times during a performance of AnouilAistigonein the spring of 1942

| would suggest that two other reasons were ultimately responsible for the eagerness
of theatregoers. Firstly, a desire to escape harsh realities in daily life and war by being
entertained. This applied particularly to theatres, where no German propaganda was forced
upon the spectators, unlike the regular screenings in cinemas. The gross income from tax
on the visual arts in Paris more than doubled in the theatre between 1930 and 1945, which
suggests that Parisians ‘voulaient se distraire & tout Prixar many performances, the
available tickets were transferred to the black market, so seats could become very
expensive. Secondly, there is a clear consensus among critics that the public sought an
ideological sanctuary in the theatre; a means to observe, approve and identify with patriotic

sentiment® Perhaps the majority even wanted an opportunity to applaud heroic dramatic

3 Added, p. 21.

>* Henri Michel,Paris allemandEditions Albin Michel, 1981), pp. 339-46.

%5 Michel, p. 341. See also Dussane, p. 121, Gérard WMadteie a Paris sous I'occupation 1940-1944
(Armand Colin, 1960), p. 94, and Harold Hobsdrhe French Theatre of Today: An English V{gandon:
Harrap, 1953), p. 45.
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characters standing their ground against tyranny or illegitimate authority. In the same vein,
Sacha Guitry defended his decision to continue performing in Paris by stressing the need to
encourage French people with an ostensibly recognisable expression of national culture.
Furthermore, he chose subject material which would remind them of their nation’s (former)
greatness and reinforce their solidarity in the face of their German oppré&ssors.

This patriotic undercurrent is as difficult to define in theatre as in other art forms.
However, certain playwrights later claimed they had made subtle but subversive political
statements in their plays and that audiences had collectively discerned and approved of
them: ‘En 1944, plus d’'un auteur donne volontiers une lecture résistante de sa production
antérieure et allegue une stratégie de la contrebande. Des spectateurs débusquaient leurs
allusions, leurs sous-entendus et leurs arriére-perm€édsbson also refers to the link
between patriotism and the arts: ‘it was in the theatre that the rising spirit of national pride
and hope asserted itseif.

Though later generations would criticize the French public’s devotion to the theatre,
which had allegedly led them to turn a blind eye to the suffering of their compatriots and
the inhumane regime of the Germans, René Lalou argues the exact opposite achievement of
the Occupation years: ‘L’honneur du théatre de France restera d’avoir constitué, durant ces
années sinistres, un centre de ralliement et de résistdrioedccordance with postwar
attempts to point to a collective movement of active resistance among the French majority,
Lalou claims that the public was looking for more than mere entertainment. His military

language suggests that they were seeking to express or experience a communal sentiment

% He received a poem from Maurice Donnay (who had seen a performance of Gintey'€mpereuy
containing the following: ‘On se sentait chez soi, chez vous, chez nous...en France.’ Guitry, p. 280.
" Guérin, p. 316.

*8 Hobson, p. 41.

9 René LaloulLe Théatre en France depuis 19@esses Universitaires de France, 1968), p. 104.
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of ideological solidarity, and create a site of deliberate resistance against the occupying
authorities. The Comeédie-Frangaise actress, Béatrix Dussane, agrees at least in part with
this assessment, concluding that the desperation of the war situation led audiences to ask
more of the theatre than physical comfort and a good show:

Le public est venu au théatre par besoin d’évasion: mais bien vite il a demandé au théatre
davantage. Il a guetté messages et présages a travers des textes ou ces rencontres n’avaient
nullement été préméditées, et il y a cherché réconfort, puis exaftation.

According to this eye-witness account, spectators sought a focal point and outlet for their
frustration and humiliation; an ideological accomplice. They craved identification with the
protagonists and, conversely, approval of negative representations of the German enemy
(however well disguised by the dialogue). Moreover, spectators were searching for subtle
clues that authors might be fighting or recruiting for the Resistance.

Whilst the preponderance of reactions to Occupation plays comes from reviews in
the official Parisian press, the recollections of historians and theatre professionals indicate
that the French public sought more than mere distraction from the war. Expectations were
high, as were the political tensions in Paris, and the theatre was a live medium that was
looked to as a source of hope in the reaffirmation of French Prilevas an oasis of
French culture in a daily routine of enforced deprivations. Perhaps it was even an
intellectual sanctuary where subtle codes could be passed from actors to spectators as a

guide for their stance in relation to the occupier and to the French government if4ichy.

 Dussane, p. 121.

®1 Robert Brasillachl.a Chronique de ParjsMarch 1944: ‘voirAntigone en cet hiver de 1944, est une
récompense que nous n’osions plus espérer’.

62 |sabelle VerucchiAnouilh: ‘Antigone’. 40 questions, 40 réponses, 4 ét(EHipses, 1999), p. 39:

‘Ecriture code, qui adapte donc le mythe au contexte historique et se sert de la légende pour explorer le
malaise de toute une société.’
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The political context

The difficulty for the French of accepting the 1940 situation can hardly be
exaggerated. An unexpected German penetration of their eastern defence (the Maginot line)
was shortly followed by an embarrassing capitulation of the improvised government that
had fled from Paris. The resulting Armistice was tantamount to collaboration with the
Germans, whose rule maintained the continual threat of violence, as the merciless round-up
and slaughter of hostages was soon to proke.first German soldier was killed on the
streets on 21 August 1941. Within 24 hours, 11,000 Jews, communists and others had been
sent to concentration campPsThe French felt abandoned by their Allies and their growing
suspicion of the press was well warranted; many self-confessed collaborators and pro-Nazis
dominated the official papers. Laubreaux led the chargkeirPetit Parisien, Robert
Brasillach edited the collaborationist papéeg, suis partoytthe fascist Drieu La Rochelle
obtained German permission to resurrect Mheuvelle Revue Francais€NRF and
Alphonse de Chateaubriant was the pro-Nazi editor of the weekly hap&erbe®

As the war progressed, circumstances worsened for the French. Under the terms of
the Armistice, the Germans ordered the exclusion of undesirables (Jews, Communists and
Free Masons) from all walks of life, and the theatre was by no means exempt. Anyone
wishing to travel, work, obtain fuel and food, see relatives or even send letters had to obtain
permission from the occupying authorities. Personal details could be scrutinized or made
public. Hope raised by a potential leader, Philippe Pétain, in 1940 was immediately dashed

by his submission to German will and the presence of a violent French militia from 1943.

% Hobson, p. 36.
% Laubreaux wrote the most theatre reviews (at least 62) in occupiedLBaPitit Parisieralso sold by far
the most copies. Fuchs-Betteridge, appendix V, and Galster (2001), p. 96.
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The role and functioning of the theatre

It may be argued that the theatre’s only means of satisfying the elevated demands of
the suffering French was to portray an allegorical world. Resurrecting familiar historical
and mythical characters enabled a reflection on the contemporary situation and focus on the
author's specific angl® It is certainly true that the four years of occupation saw an
unusual number of ‘new’ tragedies and mythological plays which have (since) been
heralded as a ‘theatre of resistance’. Dussane says of SadseMouches'De nouveau,
la fable antique servait a donner accent de pérennité a l'aventure contemporaine, et a
déguiser prudemment les personnages et leur pensée actuelle aux yeux de la®8ensure.’
Tom Bishop also claims of the same play, ‘Undoubtedly, it was the mythological frame of
reference that enabled this subversive play to obtain the green light from the German
authorities.®” Whether one agrees with such bold statements or not, it was more than
coincidence that brought so many historical and mythological plays to light during such a
short period. They clearly suited the theatre’s capacity to create multiple layers of meaning
and subtly communicate hidden ideas through allegory and innuendo.

If theatre had simply been limited to entertainment, the French would logically have
seen it in the same light as their victors, for the occupying forces quickly reopened theatre
houses. Indeed, by the end of 1940, thirty-four theatres were functf3nita.only were
the Germans desirous of showing their own cultural knowledge and superiority, but they

were also content to see the French distracted from the political situation. Their policies

% Fuchs-Betteridge, p. 209: ‘le spectateur, connaissant déja la trame du suijet [...] peut préter toute son
attention aux idées que l'auteur veut exprimer’.

® Dussane, p. 124.

" Tom BishopFrom the Left Bank: Reflections on the Modern French Theater and (¥eind London:

NY University Press, 1997p. 30.

% patrick Marsh, ‘The theatre: compromise or collaborationZdiaboration in France: Politics and

Culture during the Nazi Occupation, 1940-194d. Gerhard Hirschfield and Patrick Marsh (Oxford, NY and
Munich: Berg, 1989), pp. 143-44.
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during the occupation of Paris demonstrated a desire to keep the status quo, bordering on
excessive politeness (keenly encouraged by the French press), convincing the French of
their good intentions and extracting local resources wherever poSsible.

German decisions governing the theatre were quite liberal. For example, they
overturned Vichy's veto for Henry Becquda Parisienne Pétain and the Paris Council
wanted this play banned on the grounds of immorality, as the heroine had two lovers. The
allusion to prostitution in the title was side-stepped by renaming theQitkilde de
Mesnil The occupier was also happy for the French to oversee the organisation of various
artistic fields. In the area of publishing the German ambassador Otto Abetz ordered certain
banned books to be removed from shelves or destroyed. The first ‘Liste Otto’ in September
1940 included 1060 Jewish and (allegedly) anti-German works, and was followed by more
extensive lists in March 1942 and May 1943. Outside of this restriction, French publishers
were free to decide on the suitability of books, submitting doubtful cases to the German
authorities. A certain level of auto-censorship was thus ensured, allowing for and even
encouraging denunciations from fellow Frenchmen, whilst being seen as lenient.

Similarly, in the theatre any concerns about subversive plays were referred to the
Propagandastaffeland a semi-private German viewing would be arranged. In some
instances the collaborationist press vehemently objected to plays which were perfectly
acceptable to the Germans and provoked admiring comments from their ranks. French
artists could easily be seduced by so-called Francophile German officers in Paris, believing
that a mutual exchange of ideas and culture was taking place. In reality, Germans caught
showing inappropriate affinity with the French were called out to serve on the eastern Front

or Berlin, as Vercors so strikingly illustratedlie Silence de la méFebruary 1942). This

% Michel, p. 346.
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is exactly what happened to Karl Epting (Institut allemand) and Lieutenant Frank
(Propagandastaffgl™

The importance of these observations is two-fold. Firstly, theatrical activity was
actively encouraged by the Germans, though certain topics were patently taboo. Secondly,
if the occupying forces were happy for the French to be entertained — indeed, distracted —
by the theatre, escapism in and of itself cannot account for the spectators’ propensity to
seek solace there. Hobson even claims that the reopening, patronizing and attendance of
Parisian theatres by the Germans were among many mistakes made in their treatment of the
French’! The strains of war and the unique nature of the theatre caused the French public
be alert to allegorical references in the dialogue, gestures and décor presented on stage.
Comment oublier en effet les soirs de ces dernieres années ou on s’arrachait les places,
pourvu que la piece fat, d'une maniére ou d’'une autre, exaltante? Un mot, le détail le moins
attendu faisaient brusquement vibrer la sensibilité de I'auditoire, tendue a I'excés et tout le
jour irritée?

Anything that might spur them on in difficult circumstances, fill them with hope for
the future of France, or encourage unity in the face of oppression was bound to appeal to
spectators. The French and German perspectives were markedly different when it came to
the purpose of entertainment through topics apparently divorced from the contemporary
situation.
Ces jeux subtils, échappent en regle générale a I'occupant ou, s'il les comprend il n’en a

cure. L'important, pour lui, c’est que le théatre, comme le cinéma, fournisse aux Parisiens
assez de pature de réve pour qu'ils en soient chlorofdrimés.

© Galster, p. 80. See also Jackson, p. 309.

" Hobson, p. 38.

2 Courrier francais du témoignage chrétien, 4 November 1944,
3 Michel, p. 341.
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However, the Germans had substantial oversight of artistic activities in Paris;
increasingly so as resources became more scarce. For example, from 1942, the Germans
were in charge of distributing paper and therefore controlled all publication requests.
Indeed, one of the difficulties for anyone wishing to pursue research into this period is the
lack of rehearsal scripts for plays performed under the Occupation, as only the national
(subsidised) theatres could afford prompt copies. Certain interrogations will remain forever
unanswered because the Occupation archives for all theatres beginning with the letters ‘A’
to ‘G’ have been destroyed.This is particularly frustrating foAntigone Les Mouches
andJeanne avec nousvhich were performed respectively at the Théatre de I'Atelier, the
Théatre de la Cité and the Comédie des Champs-Elyséts light, it is useful that the
1942 edition of Vermorel's play shows deleted lines in brackets and Barrault’s shortened
stage version dfe Soulier de satin has survived in the 1944 Gallimard edition.

The Germans mediated with theatre directors to negotiate the performance of new
and revisited works, as well as the promotion of French and — especially — German culture.
The German cultural office, thBropagandastaffelresided at number 52, avenue des
Champs-Elysées, and regulated theatrical activity by liaising with the French organisation
of theatre directors. Theropagandastaffelbeing a regional body, was then answerable to
the Propaganda-Abteilung de France, also located in Paris, at the HOotel Majestic.
Lieutenant Raedemacker, succeeded by Licht, oversaw the activities of Parisian theatres.
They enforced textual cuts, attended dress rehearsals, excluded allegedly left-wing actors
and rooted out suspected Jewish professionals. Guitry and Harry Baur were required to

prove their ‘aryanité’. The latter was arrested in 1942 and died just after the Libé&tation.

" Galster, p. 84.
S Guérin, p. 289. Baur was an actor who had performed many Jewish roles on stage.
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The Germans also commandeered the stages of the ABC, Casino de Paris, Concert
Mayol, the Théatre des Champs-Elysées and the Folies Bergéres for their exclusive use.
The primary function of such theatres was to entertain their troops, but these buildings were
also useful for arranging meetings with prominent French artists. In this way, the
occupying forces simultaneously provided their own cultural activities and kept a close
check on French performances. Not only had they set apart high-priority seating for
themselves in an article of the 1940 Armistice, but they also had the final say for any visa
to be granted to a pldy.They demanded that plays be performed immediately after the re-
opening of the Comédie-Francaise in 1940 under threat of bringing a German theatre
company in to reside there permanently. As things stood, there was no choice but to work
alongside the Germans and bend to their will if theatres were to stay open, or indeed to stay
French. This is not to say that playwrights and theatre directors did not attempt to change
the Germans’ mind on smaller matters, such as the selection of certain artists for labour
reinforcement in Germany (La Reléve). For example, the director of the Thééatre de la Cité,
Charles Dullin, intervened successfully on behalf of the composer Jacques Besse who later
provided the incidental music for Sartré'ss Mouchest the same theatre.

The popular actors’ choice for a general administrator of the national theatres,
Jacques Copeau, was overturned by the Germans and the Vichy government refused to
appoint his successor, Jean-Louis Vaudoyer, for another two months. According to
Dussane, Copeau had not understood the need for cooperation imposed upon civil servants
by the unfortunate circumstances and direct opposition to the occupier had caused his
termination. On the other hand, Vaudoyer was more subtle in his dealings with the

Germans: ‘[J]e I'ai vu a mainte reprise occupé [...] a réduire, a rogner, a dissoudre, comme

% Le Boterf, p. 112. In the national theatres, they requisitioned the box formerly reserved for the Président.

32



il le pouvait, le plus possible de ce que les influences allemandes prétendaient conquérir
dansla vie de la Comédie-Francaigé.’

Vaudoyer was a key figure from 1940 to 1944, backing significant theatrical
premieres such alse Soulier de satin anda Reine morteHe applied himself to the
promotion of French culture, despite the negative press to which he was subjected. He was
accused, for example, of slowing down the preparatidred@oulier de satin in order for it
to become a pro-ally gal.The choice of verb is certainly significant in the above
guotation; Vaudoyer was allegedigtivein undoing the work of the Germans. Similarly, it
iS no coincidence that Guitry chose to entitle the account of his Second World War
activities Quatre ans d’'occupationslhe play on words is obvious and the point clear:
many French writers, directors and performers deliberately chose to promote French
culture for the benefit of the public, even though it inevitably involved going through the
Germans.

The occupier was not alone in taking steps to regulate theatrical activity. The Vichy
government set up th€omité d’organisation des entreprises de spectéCIOES) on 7
July 1941, under the direction of René Rocher. The purpose of this body was to create laws
and restrictions under Vichy's wide-ranging policies of the National Revolution. In theory
Vichy had jurisdiction over at least the private theatres, but in practice the Germans had the
last word on any request for visas to perform. While Vichy had no clearly defined cultural
policy, it seems that the OES submitted to the government’s New Order (leaning heavily
towards the Nazi concept of the same name) and bended to German will. Indeed, this

organisation received violent criticism from both the clandestine press and certain

" Without naming the paper, Dussane refers to ‘le plus virulent hebdomadaire parisien d’alors’ as the source
of such allegations. Dussane, p. 30.
8 Dussane, p. 31.
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collaborationist writers. The sole publication of the Resistance ph@p8cene Francgaise

in December 1943, bemoaned the dictatorship of René Rocher whilst the pro-Garman
Gerbe blamed the inter-war government and Vichy management of the theatre for all
existing problemg?

Needless to say, the Germans were happy to exploit tensions between Vichy and
Paris, which distracted the French from the grim realities of their policies. A good example
of this is provided by Henri-René Lenormand in his outrage at the fascist purging of the
theatre by the French government: ‘Pour comble d’humiliation, aucune de ces mesures
n‘est imputable aux Allemands. Elles émanent toutes de certains puritains de */ichy.’
Rocher’s permission had to be obtained in order for theatre professionals to work, travel,
obtain subsidies and receive up-to-date identity cards. However, there were positive aspects
to his organisation and it still has a legacy in the French theatre: a set of regulations written
by theCOES on 27 December 1943. More helpfully for performers in the 1940s, these laws
took some control away from the occupier and notably helped those in the theatre
profession — ‘travailleurs du spectacle’ — to avoid being recruited for the STO.

The Association des directeurs de théatre de PADTP) was the French
censorship body overseen by Fernand de Brinon (responsible for the ban on Cocteau’s
Machine & écrirg®! From 1941, Charles Dullin, Gaston Baty and Jean Renoir served as a
link with the GermarPropagandastaffé¥’ Directors had to conform to the nationwide
purge of Jews, including the ban on translations and plays by Jewish authors. The lead for

collaborating with the occupier was given not only by the press, but also by theatre

 Collaboration in France: Politics and Culture during the Nazi Occupation, 1940-194%50.

80 a Terreur Puritaine’ComaoediaNovember 1941. His bitterness comes partly from bans on his own plays.
81 Added, pp. 43-44.

82 They took over from Robert Trébor (15 May), then resigned a year later. When Sacha Guitry refused the
post of director, the triumvirate cancelled their resignation.

34



directors. Dullin, for example, publicly approved Vichy's repressive policies, and the
‘moral lesson’ of Michel Daxiat’s violently anti-Semiti@s Pirates de Parig/as hailed as
necessary by the Parisian pr&$k.was originally namedtl’Affaire Staviskyafter a Russian

Jew who was a swindler. Daxiat was a pseudonym used by the critic, Laubreaux, who gave
influential and positive summaries of his playLm Petit ParisienL.a GerbeandComaedia.

The inevitable result of such a system was that theatre directors, journalists and
authors compromised themselves by their writings and dealings with the Germans: ‘it is
very rare to find a man who, during the Occupation years, never allowed a personal attitude
or political bias to colour in some way his activities in the the&tr&he theatre was a
place of unavoidable compromise and therefore the site of a complex mixture of ideologies

that made a fertile breeding ground for mixed responses to so-called ‘resistant’ plays.

Activity or silence?

The dilemma of whether or not to participate in Parisian cultural life under German
rule remains a bone of contention to this day. In a harsh criticism of those who continued
working in relative comfort, Henri Michel suggests that all those distracting Parisians from
the terrible reality of the war were nothing short of accomplices, dishonouring France in
passive — or worse — approval of the German occupation p0l®srge Added complains,
on the other hand, that we have a historical tendency to place protagonists in opposite
camps — Resistance or Collaboration — without allowing for nuance. It certainly seems

convenient, especially with hindsight, to classify the activities of a particular author,

8 According to Galster, p. 68\ntigoneobtained a performance visa immediately because Barsacq ‘appuyait
publiguement la politique raciste de I'occupant en se pronancant pour I'exclusion des juifs au théatre’.

8 Collaboration in Francep. 161.

8 Michel, p. 346: ‘Cette flamme qui brille dans Paris [...] elle est plus que de la résignation de la défaite: la
volonté d’en tirer égoistement avantage. Distraire les Parisiens de leurs difficultés insurmontables était un des
buts que poursuivait I'occupant; tous ceux qui s’y prétaient, méme dans la conviction gu'ils ne lui devaient
rien, se faisaient en définitive ses complices.’
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performer or stage director into one of the two, based on an incomplete profile. In some
cases, such bipolar interpretations could prove potentially dangerous for the future career of
a play or playwright once the Occupation was over.

The farcical trial of Guitry is good evidence of this, as no justification could be
provided for the accusations of collaboration thrown at him so soon after the Liberation.
His memoirs are an extended document — five hundred pages — clearing his name. It is
extraordinary that he was obliged to defend himself despite the lack of any concrete proof
to support the charges against him. Only one journalist (Pierre Descaves) actually accused
Guitry of being a collaborator. When investigated, he blamed the editogaro, who in
turn passed the buck on to another writer. A simple consultation of the list of participants in
the ‘Groupe-Collaboration’ would have revealed the absence of his name, but the French
press refused to print it. This underlines the risks for public figures during the Occupation
and the need for extensive investigation into the activities of theatre professionals, and into
the reasons behind choices they m&de.study of their writings must take into account
the source, content and reception. It was easy to write for collaborationist papers, but not to
communicate from the stage undistorted messages of hope and resistance to a French

public closely observed by the occupying officers and a multitude of German sympathizers.

The content of theatre scripts

For those who wished to continue their professional activities in the theatre, contact
with the occupier was bound to affect their daily lives. Every month, theatres had to submit
a bilingual questionnaire declaring that none of the staff was Jewish. The season calendar,

two copies of each play, posters and programmes had to be submitted to the

% For example, Julian Jackson points out that Guitry’s desire to thrust himself constantly into the limelight, to
be seen and heard in public, contributed to his problems at the Liberation. Jackson, p. 311.
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Propagandastaffelwhere all theatre texts were read in advance of reheéfshlss
tempting, and indeed common, to claim that the Germans did not — or could not — pick up
on the subtleties within French texts. However, despite initial approval from the authorities,
an outcry of derisive laughter at the words ‘Adolphe, lI'ignoble Adolphe!” in Labic2@’s
degrés a l'ombregot the character in question rechristened Alfred for the next
performance. A cultural difference — rather than lack of critical insight from the censor —
meant that the occupier was happy to see Joan of Arc plays re-enact the forced retreat of
the English from France, while the Parisians may have understood that a German retreat
was being implied because of the circumstances. ‘La censure [...] n'avait pas deviné que le
public [...] entendait “Allemands” chaque fois que Jeanne disait “Anglais” — et approuvait
en conséquenc&® The Germans allegedly stopped performanceseahne avec nous
because of the over-excited audiences. Yet it would be fair to say that virtually no play
referring directly to contemporary events successfully got through the German censor.

A noteworthy exception was Montherlantsls de Personnedescribed as ‘une
ceuvre politique d’une brilante actualité, dictée par un nationalisme intransfgéanias
premiered on 18 December 1943 at the Théatre Saint-Georges and directed by Pierre Dux.
Brasillach wrote in the January 1944 editiorLafChronique de Parishat it was the first
play to be inspired by contemporary events. The play refers openly taisbez-passer
needed to cross into occupied territory, exiled family members and the problems of
correspondence overcome with coded langd@gelusions are made to prisoners, the

1940 exodus, ration tickets and young men avoiding army service.

8 Galster, pp. 76-77

8 Dussane, p. 121-22. Dussane is referring to Vermatediane avec nous

8 |e Boterf, p. 153.

% Changes in health could indicate bombing alerts. MontheRdstle PersonnéGallimard, 1944), p. 144.
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More than anything else, Montherlant seems to be criticising mediocrity among
young Frenchmen, which would hardly have posed any problems for the German
censorship bod¥! It was extremely unusual for a play to be allowed to express the harsh
consequences for the French that the German Occupation forced upon them, so one or two
statements that slipped through the supposedly rigorous editing process are not without
pertinence.

[O]n s’en souviendra, de I'été 1940 [...] lorsqu’on a vécu ce qu’un Frangais a vécu cet été,
on est un homme atteint, a la merci de ses nerfs. [...] Rentrer dans le Paris de I'armistice,
au début de I'hiver, dans le Paris du froid sans chauffage, des restrictions, de I'occupation,
des bombardements peut-étré?...

The blame for these difficult physical circumstances (in the capital city) is not clearly
apportioned, but may well be imputed to the Germans by implication. In any case, such
guotations are evidence that it was possible for the theatre to comment on the contemporary
situation. No claim can reasonably be made that this play forms part of a ‘theatre of
resistance’, but for those plays examined in the following chapterBrtpagandastaffés

capacity to pick up on metaphorical allusions in the play’s dialogue must be addressed.

Serge Added claims that one can only allow for the possibility of a ‘theatre of
resistance’ if the Germans are assumed incapable of understanding innuendo in the French
language, or implications hidden in a mythological or historical context. In a curious
attempt to discount the possibility of a ‘theatre of resistance’, he considers such a view to
be tantamount to xenophobia and he categorically states that, ‘Les censeurs guettaient toute

allusion et étaient capables de lectures allégoriques des tExEesthermore, he suggests

> ‘[L]e héros deFils de Personneejette son enfant et, partant, toute une catégorie de compatriotes assoupis

dans la résignation confortable de la défaite.” Michel, p. 153.
2 Fils de Personngep. 28, p. 49 and p. 37.
% Added, p. 2565.
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that any cryptic meanings that might conceivably have escaped their vigilance would have
assuredly been denounced enthusiastically by the collaborationist press. Indeed, numerous
denunciations from fellow Frenchmen attest to such willingtfe$his was the case for

Jean Yonnel, later to perform im Reine morteand Guitry — named by both tA@ Pilori

andLa France au Travaipapers. Jean Grenier explains that Cocteau was also a favourite
target: ‘Des journaux le dénoncent en méme temps que Gide, Mauriac, etc., comme un des
responsables de la défaite. Par exempéeMatin, Aux écoutesLe Pilori (hebdomadaire
antisémite). Sa secrétaire est IsraéfteThe Germans also pointed out that Edouard
Bourdet had been elected administrator of the Comédie-Francaise at the instigation of
Blum, Jean Zay and Huysmans. This, apparently, was sufficient grounds for the accusation:
‘Bourdet n’échappe pas a cette qualification de sérffite.’

Between the official censorship bodies and the ‘conscientious’ efforts of the French
themselves, Added believes that there was no room for ambiguity or Resistance
message¥. To explain the ban on his playlon auguste grand-pérél941), Guitry
provided an official German letter that shows the occupier was alert to subtleties in French
theatrical writing.

Non, M. Guitry, nous ne pouvons pas tolérer que vous tourniez en dérision les lois raciales.
Vos intentions sont claires @tous ne sommes pas dupdes la |égéreté apparente de

'ouvrage. Vous nous croyez vraiment trop bétes! [...] et nous n‘acceptons pas qu’'on se
moque de nou¥

% Jean GrenierSous 'OccupatiotfEditions Claire Paulhan, 1997), p. 122: ‘avec les dénonciations de la
presse, c'est la terreur blanche.’

% Grenier, p. 121.

% e Boterf, p. 111.

7 Added, p. 290: ‘La censure et 'autocensure veillaient & étouffer tout ce qui et pu ressembler a une parole
résistante.’

% Guitry, p. 230 (my emphasis). The letter was written by Karl Epting, director of the Institut allemand.
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However, it appears that some allegorical references slipped through their net. On occasion,
the contemporary relevance of specific lines only became obvious in performance, but the
most effective means of communicating with the audience was probably through
overarching themes, and usually under the cover of a mythical or historical plot.

A private performance of Edmond Rostant’séiglon at the Comédie-Francaise,
commissioned by an unknown German emissary, was attended Byofpegandastaffel
There were some thirty Germans present, with their wives, and they politely applauded a
play which would probably have caused a majority French audience to cheer
enthusiastically. Dussane was in attendance and says of the occasion, ‘C’est pour ma part
un des jours ou jai le mieux maché la saveur de la défdigome lack of communication
between the Germans had led to this play being staged, despite its references to French
grandeur and the defeat of its enemies. Needless to say, performances were subsequently
banned. Similarly, Raymond CaillavaRetour d’'Ulysseat the Odéon was sufficiently
disguised in mythological costume to obtain a visa, despite an impression at performances
that, ‘les occupants vilipendés tout au long de la piéce ressemblent étrangement aux soldats
de la Wehrmacht'® The disorientation caused by the distance in time and place between
antiquity and 1940s France was possibly enough, in some cases, to dissimulate
contemporary social and political concerns from the watchfulness of the Germans, and it
seems the latter regretted allowing this play to be perfotfiied.

The above instances are concrete examples of textual interpretation. However, other
aspects of performance, which can no longer be directly observed, must also be taken into

account. The way in which a word or phrase is communicated can alter the message

% Dussane, p. 36.
190 Michel, p. 133.
11 bid, p.133.
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conveyed to the audience, as can the use of (anachronistic) costumes, meaningful gestures
and deliberate emphasis. The guards in Anouillkr’gigone for example, reminded critics

of the French militia. The choice of décor or costumes could also distract audiences from a
potential pro-Resistance play; this may well have been the case for Sasg®&®uches

Historians of propaganda (censorship boards too) are of course faced with a peculiar
difficulty when it comes to the interpretative art of theatre, since generally only the plain
text is available for examination, while it is obvious that all manner of signals and
messages can be made to appear when actors garnish it ofi%stage.

While few definite conclusions can be drawn from an area where so little evidence
can be — or actually has been — gathered, the cases in point are a reminder that one should
tread carefully when tempted to make sweeping generalisations. It is an over-simplification
to assume that the Germans could not pick up on subtle metaphorical illusions from French
authors, or indeed that it was impossible to catch them off guard. Where innuendo had been
neither intended by the author (as far as this can be determined), nor spotted by the

Propagandastaffela third body was to be reckoned with: the French pdfiic.

The role of the audience

If no spectator or newspaper review picked up on subtle allusions in so-called
resistant plays, the ‘message’ risked remaining theoretical rather than being effective in
modelling, promoting and encouraging involvement in the Resistance. On the other hand,
even if an author declared that he was not deliberately choosing to comment on the

contemporary situation with allegory, it would not necessarily prevent the spectators from

192 vichy France and the Resistance: Culture and Idegledyby Roderick Kedward and Roger Austin
(London and Sydney: Croom Helm, 1985), p. 109.

193 Anouilh, ‘Propos déplaisantd’a Gerbe 11 December 1941: ‘Une piéce se joue avec des acteurs, et 'un
de ces acteurs, qu’on le veuille ou non, c’est le public.’
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interpreting the contrary and appropriating — even hailing — its ‘resistant’ overtones or
impact.

Many commentators suggest that the theatre-going public was desperate to find
cryptic meanings in plays, especially — one may surmise — if they knew the Germans were
attempting to suppress any passing comment that might spark sympathy with the
Resistance or arouse hostile feelings to the occupier. ‘On retourna au théatre: ce fut d’abord
pour y guetter les moindres allusions qui, d’'un coup, auraient rendu toute la salle hostile ou
complice. On épiait les sous-entendtfé.A current of understanding between the stage
and the auditorium may well have accounted for certain incidents where the audience
reacted suddenly and collectively to specific words or phrases in the dialogue. There must
have been great appeal to the possibility of outdoing the Germans by spotting something
they might have missed, or laughing (quietly) behind their backs — even right under their
noses.

Some critics claim that it was feasible to fool tRmpagandastaffesimply by
implying the transposition of a historical or mythical subject / dilemma onto the
contemporary situation. A good example of this can be found in Sad@dtna ou le fils
du tonnerre Written and first performed in a POW camp, this play was designed to bring
people together at Christmas time. It was the collective element that enabled — indeed,
encouraged — a contemporary reading of the play, given the circumstances of war and the
overriding presence of Frenchmen. ‘[B]y portraying the Romans as masters of Judea and
the Jews as a conquered people, he suggested the situation of contemporary France in a

manner clear to the prisoners yet shielded from German cefSors.’

104 Collaboration in Francep. 152.
195 James D. WilkinsoriThe Intellectual Resistance in Eurofzambridge, MA and London, England:
Harvard University Press, 1981), p. 35.
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It is clearly no coincidence that the most popular and longest-running plays were
drames de conscienceThey feature characters who not only weigh their lives and
principles against each other in extreme circumstances, but also obtain freedom from
foreign oppressors or release from tyrannical leaders. These were the very issues at the
heart of Parisians’ daily fears and experiences and they needed to purge such emotions
through the catharsis offered by a meditation on moral dilemmas. ‘We have seen that
during the Occupation the French public was indeed engaged in a conspiracy with the
theatre. The theatre was the permitted spokesman for its aspirations and its anguishes and
its searchings of the sodf® Loaded language is used here. The idea of such a conspiracy
would certainly have appealed to the French when looking back over the Occupation period
after the war. Realization of the full horrors of Nazi atrocities would surely have caused
them to seek examples of French pride. That the French theatre could have reflected the
profound desires of the French to express their patriotism, outwit the Germans or even
oppose them outright, might indeed provide some comfort.

Certain accounts of plays imply that the actors sought to engage with the spectators,
reinforcing the idea that the plays were relevant to their preoccupations, despite the often
significant distance in time from the events represented on the stage. Claudel requires the
Annoncier, inLe Soulier de satin, to directly address the audience and remind them of their
active role in constructing the play’'s dramatic reality. The occupying forces were
apparently aware that the audience is responsible for the interpretation, reception and
success of plays. They ordained that no theatre director in Paris should allow a performance
to spark political tensions by encouraging a ‘misleading’ interpretation. Their remit was

defined as the ‘élimination, sur la scéne, de toute polémique politique susceptible de

19 Hobson, p. 45.
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provoquer des malentendus ou des interprétations pouvant causer des tensions entre les
peuples allemand et francai®’

The experience of the Occupation was tense and difficult for the French. Dalily life
was no longer routine, but full of risks, sacrifices, suspicions and dangers. It is therefore
reasonable to suggest that audiences were more naturally inclined to have moral and
intellectual dilemmas boiling at the surfa@ Along with the author and performers, the
spectators form perhaps the richest source of interpretation and potential complicity in the
theatre, showing up in vast numbers at the time of greatest adversity in Paris during the
winter of 1943-1944. Such commitment left no-one who could afford a ticket excluded
from the possible euphoria of a ‘theatre of resistance’. ‘The man in the street could even
enjoy moments of spiritual and intellectual resistance in innumerable and often unexpected
ways which often escaped the vigilance of the German ceri§tre.’

‘Si le despotisme conspire | Vengeons la France et ses lois | Liberté! Liberté!” was
sung as a refrain in Balzadss Rabouilleusestaged by the Comédie-Francaise, and met
with an outcry of approval from the audience.

[lls] se dressent a chaque représentation pour applaudir ce verset allégorique répondant a
leur haine de lI'occupant. Bons enfants, les Allemands claquent, eux aussi, des mains. Il ne
leur viendrait pas a l'idée que cette profession de foi patriotique soit tortueusement dirigée
contre leur Fihret?

Despite the mediocrity of the play as a whole, spectators wanted to express their patriotism

and desire for rebellion. ‘[Le public] cherche avidement, dans les répliques de scéne, de

197 Thijs extract comes from an undated note in the French national archives. Galster, p. 78.

1% pyssane, p. 136: ‘Ce public des années noires [...] et au ventre creux fut peut-étre, par |a-méme, un public
plus intelligent, ou, pour le moins, plus volontiers intellectuel.’

199 Collaboration in Francep. 151.

110 e Boterf, pp. 131-32.
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quoi satisfaire son désir de fronde et manifester son refus de I'occlipartiis ability to

show spontaneous approval of any particular line spoken on the stage is an opportunity not
to be underestimatéd® The chance to give an outward sign condoning specific ideas
communicated in the dialogue could even be said to border on resistance activity. In much
the same spirit, Hobson says of Sartre’s public, ‘Applauding his plays was like joining a
secret society’’® Guitry noticed the intervention of the Germans whenever his plays
sparked vocal outbursts of approval from the public. Even if the specific words of a play
did not overly concern the Germans, the boost it might give to an excitable audience was,
in the occupier’s eyes, unacceptatife.

Sadly, it seems that a complete record of such incidents of public unrest in the
theatre has been lost or was destroyed by the Germans before leaving Paris. However,
thanks to the diligence of certain theatre-goers and the existence of police archives, we
know that (apparently) spontaneous responses on the part of the French to allegedly hidden
messages in theatrical texts actually occurred. Audiences were keen to ‘manifester une
salutaire impertinencé™ This is noteworthy because such outbursts could create serious
diplomatic problems for theatres like the Comédie-Francaise that were obliged to cooperate
— that is, collaborate — with the Germans. One may assume that those put in charge of the
theatre by the Germans, as well as the Vichy government and Parisian police, were keen to
avoid incidents that might attract unwanted attention or intervention from the occupiers.

The Parisian public was a crucial vector in determining the ‘resistant’ nature of

certain plays and their vocal manifestations vital to the reception of my five chosen works.

11 Michel, p. 341.

Y2 Guitry, p. 167: ‘Le théatre procure & des gens assemblées le loisir d’affirmer ce qu'ils pensent en frappant
dans leurs mains. Incomparable privilege.’

13 Hobson, p. 42.

14 Guitry, p. 203: ‘la Propagandastaffel me fit demander de bien vouloir jouer de maniére & ne pas provoquer
de manifestations’.

115 Dussane, p. 37. ‘Plaisirs des idées, plaisir du théatre, plaisir de la désobéissance: plaisirs francais’ (p. 159).
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Reactions td_es Parents terriblesGuy Rotter’'skiddou (November 1942) and Racine’s
L’Andromaque staged by Jean Marais in May 1944, even provoked official interverition.
More importantly, perhaps, they could give a very different verdict from the Pfess.
Cocteau’sRenaud et Armidevas extremely well received despite being castigated by the
press. In the April 1943 issue BEvolution NationalePierre Ducrocq criticised not only
Cocteau’s style and poetry (classical verse), but also the audience present at the
performance. The multiple meanings of theatre texts and the unpredictability of an
audience’s reaction frequently provide a fascinating study of the potential ‘resistant’
content or reception of plays performed during the Occupation of Paris. While the
spectators’ response certainly contributed to determining the destiny of a play, perhaps the

greatest sphere of influence in Parisian society was the fourth estate.

The power of the official press

It is not possible in this thesis to write a history of the French press during the
Occupation, and this ground in any case has already been comprehensively t8vered.
However, this section will highlight the journalists, papers, reviews and events which had
the biggest impact upon the theatre. The most influential editors and their publications will
be presented for their contribution to the majority consensus on the five plays | have
selected. Propaganda, verdicts on plays and articles by my chosen authors, and accusations

diffused by the press will also be put under the spotlight in the subsequent chapters.

18| 4 vie culturelle sous Viched. Jean-Pierre Rioux (Editions Complexe, 1990), p. 322: ‘des problémes
dans l'assistance sont a I'origine des arréts préfectoraux interdisant certaines pieces’.

117 e Boterf, p. 157: ‘Une fois de plus, le public ne ratifie pas le jugement de la critique.’

118 pascal Fouché Edition frangaise sous I'Occupation: 1940-1944 (Bibliaghie ddittérature francaise
contemporaine delniversité Paris 7, 1987).
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The most outspoken papers devoted to culture were run by proactive collaborators.
It was even normal to see Third Reich propaganda on the streets in Paris. ‘Au cours de I'été
1940 apparut I'édition parisienne degignal qui allait contribuer a la diffusion de
I'esthétique nazie pendant toute 'Occupatibrl.Anouilh saidAntigonewas inspired by
the picture of a young resister 8ignal and its prominence is evident in a photo of a
Parisian newsstand that features an enormous sign extolling its reliability for the latest
events-®

Concerning the French-run papers, pan-German ideals were praised somewhat more
subtly, but no less enthusiastically. Laubreaux wrote frequentlyef@uis partoutis well
as for the Vichy-rurLe Cri du PeupleHis standpoint of arch-collaboration led to many
harsh reviews and fights in public with theatre directors and actors whose reputations
suffered from his vindictive articles. Edouard Bourdet, ‘contdleur général’ at the Comédie-
Francaise, even publicly slapped Laubreaux outside the Théatre Athénée in response to his
virulent publicity. Jean Marais, the principal actor in Cocteaa'sMachine a écrirgalso
attacked Laubreaux outside a restaurant opposite the Théatre Hébertot following a
derogatory review?!

Marais and Cocteau were easy scapegoats for the allegedly corrupting influence of
the theatre, due to their homosexuality and the latter’s opium addittimitially banned
by Vichy, Les Parents terriblesnderwent cuts by Cocteau and the Germans intervened on
his behalf to get it staged again in December 1941 (Cocteau had befriended Ernst Junger

and Gerhard Heller, among others). However, insistent attacks on the Gymnase theatre by

19 paris-Paris 1937-195{Gallimard, Editions du Centre Pompidou, 1992), p. 147.

120 Galster, p. 99.

21 This incident was used in Francois Truffaut's 1980 fileDernier Métro, using different names.
122 Grenier, p. 121: ‘Il avait en effet recommencé a fumer de I'opium.’
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the Parti Populaire Frangais (PPF), including the release of rats when the public applauded
the performance, prevented it being performed again for another four years.

Laubreaux’s unashamed criticism of the Jews subsequently brought the anti-
Semitism of Louis-Ferdinand Céline into the limelight with the approving remark, ‘Raison
de race doit surpasser raison d’Et4t.Both men condemned Cocteau’s plot, likening it to
the ‘immorality’ of Jewish theatre. However, Laubreaux’s influence extended much further
than mere journalism. He increased his hold on public opinion by promoting his own
violently anti-Semitic playLes Pirates de ParisSerge Added confirms in no uncertain
terms that, ‘La presse pouvait donc orienter la vision des spectdtéirsr’ example, not a
single paper read by Parisians during the Occupation contained a favourable, or indeed
politically astute, review of Sartrelses Mouche$?® This was bound to influence the point
of view of spectators already confused by the Surrealist décor and costumes, and by the
unusually racy language.

Lucien Rebatet, another writer fde suis partoytlikewise turned his hand to
publication, writing an astonishingly successful pro-German nded, Décombresin
1942. A sensational 65,000 copies were sold in the first month. There were also many calls
to violence and anti-Semitism in Brasillach’s wartime journalism, largely brought about by
his ‘conversion’ to fascism at the 1941 Weimar Congress of WritersChlisnique de

Paris was inevitably stained by the fascist leanings of the majority of its writers, as avere

123 Je suis partoytl2 November 1941. Grenier, p. 322, quotes Céline’s boast to a circle of artists and writers
in December 1943: ‘Je suis le seul antisémite. Hitler ne I'est pas; il protege les Juifs.’

124 Added, p. 288.

125 Added, pp. 259-60. For the complete set of reviewsSaeee devant la presse d’Occupation: Le dossier
critique des ‘Mouchesgt ‘Huis clos: Textes réunis et présentés par Ingrid Galstek. Ingrid Galster

(Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2005).
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Gerbe and Comoedia — ‘the theater magazine of the Occupatf8rQne can justifiably
wonder, ‘Was it ever innocent to write purely literary and unpolitical texts if they appeared
in collaboration journals likea Gerb&'.*?” It is noteworthy that all of the five playwrights
under examination in the following chapters contributed to at least one of the above
publications, which must counterbalance any claim that they were model resisters or
writing unadulterated ‘resistant’ theatre.

During the Epuration, the files from trials and investigations of authors made
virtually no reference to the plays they had written, even the select few that were actually
composed during the Occupation. ‘Les gens de théatre, auteurs et critiques, sont donc peu
nombreux a étre voués a l'opprobre, au silence et a la solitude et, quand ils figurent sur la
liste, c’est pour leurs articles partisans, non pour leurs partitions scérigueise’ blacklist
in question was published in the September and October issues aettres francaises
and featured only authors for whom theatre was not the major contributor to their success:
Montherlant, Drieu La Rochelle, Brasillach, Laubreaux and Rebatet, for example. Dullin,
Guitry, Lenormand, Montherlant, Vermorel (as a regular critic), Cocteau and Anouilh all
contributed toLa Gerbe Sartre, Claudel, Barrault and the composer Arthur Honegger
wrote inComaedia. Jean Giono was officially reproached for his association wiNRie
However, during the Epuration, his pro-Vichg Bout de la route- performed at the
Noctambules theatre in 1941 — was not even mentioned, even though it was one of the most

frequently performed plays of the Occupation period, totalling nearly a thousand showings.

126 Bishop, p. 30. Michel, p. 346, also speaks of a stain on France: {Clombien aurait été plus pure et plus
chaleureuse, a la Libération, la lumiére d’'une culture francaise qui, dans la capitale des arts et des lettres,
aurait refusdoute souillurede la dépendance et de la collaboration’ (my emphasis).

127 jackson, p. 315.

128 Guérin, p. 328.
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Montherlant was sanctioned for his writings in the Parisian press without reference
to his two plays, though the punishment was only nominal given that the one-year
publication and conference ban from October 1944 had already expired by the time of
passing the sentence. Subjected to botlCtmité régional interprofessionnel d’épuration
and the Comité d’épuration des gens de letirekan Anouilhn was reprimanded for
publishing articles in compromised papers, though his writings revealed no political
convictions. The decision by writers such as Malraux and Vercors to abstain from all
authorised publication — indeed, any contact whatsoever with the Germans — was therefore
understandable. ‘The moral was that the only way to avoid compromising oneself was to
abstain from any public gesturé$” Any concrete evidence of meetings, correspondence
or writings tainted with collaboration was bound to cause problems for authors during the
intensely vengeful period of the Epuration.

Another alternative was to be involved in clandestine publications. Vercors and
Pierre de Lescure founded the underground publishing house, Les Editions de Minuit, in
1941. Vercors’s subversive short stdrg, Silence de la megaddressed the duplicity of the
German ‘interest’ in French culture. Through the compulsory hosting of a German soldier
in a French home, Vercors shows that the daughter’s purposeful silence in the face of the
occupier is the only appropriate, honourable and consistent attitude for the defeated French.
Any hope of compromise or union between the two nations is presented as naive and
illusory.

Jean Marc Bruller used the pseudonym Vercors in order to publish and diffuse this
Resistance message, though he was by no means the only person to do so. Jean Paulhan

also used many differenbms de pluman order to publish calls to Resistance. In February

129 jackson, p. 313.
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1944, for instance, he wrote ‘L’Abeille’ ibes Cahiers de la Libération under the name of
Juste'®® Furthermore, in 1942 he formed the clandestine revims, Lettres Francaises

with Jacques Decour. The latter was arrested by the Gestapo and executed by German
firing squad 30 May 1942, thus delaying its first appearance (September). Not until the
twentieth issue was it openly published in September 1944. In this paper, political and
literary topics were covered from a Resistance perspective and in August 1943 12,000
copies were circulated, before being passed on to more readers by hand. Its heroes were
Resistance victims and its villains those who had benefited from intellectual collaboration.
Its remit was entirely unambiguouse's Lettres Francaisesill be our arm of combat. By

its publication we intend to integrate ourselves, in our role as writers, in the struggle to the
death begun by the French nation to free itself from its oppresdbrs.’

If the collaborationist press targeted individuals, as much as plays, the same may be
said of clandestine Resistance publications. Drieu La Rochelle had taken on the job of
editor of theNRF at the Germans’ behest; he became friends with Otto Abetz, the German
Ambassador, and his pro-New Europe sentiments were well-known and approved of by the
occupier. He was the subject of a lengthy unsigned castigation in the April 1943 edition of
Les Lettres francaiseswhich later became Sartre’s ‘Portrait d’'un Collaborateur.” Drieu
committed suicide in 1945. He had tried to recruit French authors foNRfe but
according to Francois Mauriac — writing in 1949, ‘La majorité des écrivains sont hostiles a
l'occupant et la plupart ont un réle dans la Résistance. lIs préférent se tenir a distance d’un

projet taché de nazism&?

%0 paris-Paris 1937-1957. 507.
13 wilkinson, p. 44.
132 paris-Paris 1937-1957. 519.
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Gerhard Heller, present as interpreter for a November 1940 meeting between Abetz
and Drieu, claimed that most ex-writers for thlRF contacted by Drieu were keen to
support its reforming. However, there is evidence to show that, with Gallimard excluded,
Paulhan refused joint management and André Gide later pulled out, with Malraux blankly
refusing to contributé®® Drieu turned theNRF into a(nother) collaborationist stronghold:
‘sous l'autorité de M. Drieu La Rochelle, cela va devenir le pivot de la collaboration
franco-allemande*®** However, clandestine publications were few and far between in the
cultural sphereLa Scene Francaisdor instance, produced only a single issue during the
entire Occupation period, and there was no organized resistance in the theatricaf arena.

It seems that the Parisian press, like audiences, was searching for a playwright who
would bring something new, challenging and exciting to the stage, to arouse the rebellious
urges of the reading public. If the papers were unable or disinclined to pick up on a
Resistance message, maybe the authors of plays were simply not willing to take
unnecessary risks or be reckless, given the circumstances and inevitable repercussions. ‘La
presse réclama du théatre qu'il enfantat un auteur “nouveau”. Il ne vint*pasdeed,
Claude Vermorel was perhaps the only young playwright to be praised by thelpassse
avec nousvas performed by a young theatre company under the manifesto of the Théatre
d’Essai, which claimed to promote new authors but fell back on adaptations (and plays by
George Bernard Shaw) once Vermorel's play had run its course.

Overall, the influence of the press was such that it could get actors arrested, plays

banned and propaganda spread, but its role in the success and interpretation of my five

133 Gerhard HellerUn Allemand & Pari¢Editions du Seuil, 1981), p. 42. See Grenier, pp. 152-53 and p. 297.
134 Heller, pp. 45-46.

135 Guérin, p. 286 and p. 289, points out that the theatre barely features in even the most comprehensive
accounts of either the Collaboration or Resistance movements.

136 Added, p. 337. See aldajourd’hui, 9 January 1943, arih Semaine a Parj46-23 January 1943.
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chosen plays was considerably more complex. Anouihtggoneg in 1944, provoked the
mostly clearly contrasted reviews and interpretations. The press alternatively hailed the
play for communicating an effective oppositional message or saw it as a pro-Nazi plea for
fascist government. Sartrelses Mouchesvas, embarrassingly, praised in the German
paper Signal receiving ‘a lukewarm reception from the collaborationist press. It
encouraged, of course, the nascent spirit of resistance in Baris.’

The complex reaction sparked by my chosen handful of plays, all of which were
first performed during the Occupation, is a key element in addressing their various
Resistance claims. The role of the Parisian press cannot be discounted, as its influence was
far-reaching. Along with the spectators, it helped to determine the wartime reception of
plays. In addition, the press was capable of seriously compromising the reputations and
situations of those participating in, opposed to, or even targeted by the official

collaborationist publications.

Conclusion
In order to tackle further the complex question of whether or not a ‘theatre of

resistance’ was possible during the Occupation, it will be necessary to examine in detail the
various participating factors presented in this chapter. The term could be said to cover
many aspects of performances, including public outbursts sparked by plays which would
not otherwise have pretensions to such a title. Also, many ‘undesirable’ foreign plays were
adapted, translated and often performed privately (such as Picasdd&sir attrapé par la
gueu@, though they do not form the subject of this thesis. The five selected plays, to each

of which a chapter is dedicated, are marked out by their impact during the Occupation and

3" Hobson, p. 86.
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their identification by critics as landmarks in theatrical creativity. The pro-Resistance
claims for each one will be analysed using the scripts, evidence of audience response,
reviews and any concrete indications of German reactions or interventions.

The circumstances surrounding each production will be presented as accurately and
comprehensively as surviving documents allow, as will their effect on the public and the
press. Potential allusions to the contemporary situation will be tested for their credibility,
taking into account the moment of writing and the author’s probable intentions. Discussion
of the many meanings contained within each play will be accompanied by an examination
of the benefits of purely French artistic projects for the theatre-going public and the
profession itself. ‘[T]lenu sous une cloche pneumatique ou l'air respirable se raréfiait un
peu plus chaque jour, [le public] accourait chercher quelques gorgées d’'oxygene, quelques
accentsuthentiquement francaigans le répertoire de la Comédi&.

This exploration of five plays covers the final three theatrical seasons of the
Occupation, beginning with Vermorel3eanne avec nous January 1942 when the
beginnings of Resistance activity were first being seen. Frequent pro-Resistance claims
have been made for this play and it was allegedly withdrawn by order of the Germans only
a few months after it was first staged. The Joan of Arc story had already been imported,
exploited by Vichy and approved by the Germans. The following interrogation will attempt
to discern how such bold claims could be made that a play written before the war

contributed to a ‘theatre of resistance’.

138 Courrier francais du témoignage chrétien, 4 November 1944 (my emphasis).
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CHAPTER TWO

CLAUDE VERMOREL: JEANNE AVEC NOUS

Although no list of plays banned during the Occupation has survived, and the
German Propagandastaffelrecords were destroyed, Patrick Marsh has analysed the
performance scripts held at the Comédie-Fran¢aisehe blacked-out lines in these copies
give an indication of what the occupier intended to edit from French plays. Almost without
exception, they are allusions to the material circumstances of the early 1940s, derogatory
references to the Germans or positive ones concerning the Allies, Jews or ‘negroes’.
Obvious mention of material shortages, German activity (such as the occasional
unexplained ‘disappearance’ of French hostages) or the tactics of war were usually
forbidden. Therefore, if dramatists wished to communicate oppositional ideas in a theatre
text, they had to find other ways of doing so. The most readily available, as suggested in
the previous chapter, was the use of myth or historical events reaching far back into the
past. A shared understanding of such themes between French performers and spectators
could make use of plural meanings or allegory inherent in the text — whether or not this was
intended on the part of the playwright by using anachronisms, implications or double
meanings.

The first play for consideration as potentially belonging to a ‘theatre of resistance’
is Claude Vermorel's 1938 dramatisation of Joan of Arc’s trial, first performed on 10
January 1942. In 1945, a second productiodesnne avec nouwas performed at the

Théatre du Vieux-Colombier with the dedicatee, Paula Dehelly, restored to the title role.

139 patrick Marsh, ‘Censorship in France during the German Occupdftueafre Research Internationdl
(1978), pp. 27-31.
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For this occasion, the playwright wrote an articleOpéa explaining the genesis and
career of his play, and identified a pro-Resistance messdgarme avec nouslaiming it
had been banned by the occupying authorities. Certainly, the story of Joan’s rebellion, trial
and martyrdom, which had been exploited from many different political angles over the
previous centuries, was ideal material to please French audiences on the lookout for
subversive content to fuel their anti-Occupation sentiments.

Although it was written before 1940, a considerable proportion of Vermorel's text
is concerned with the topics of occupation, collaboration, torture by an oppressor, the
legitimacy of the French leader and the appropriate response to invasion by a foreign
power. These features enabled the Joan of Arc theme to be transposed or manipulated so
that the invader was implied to be Germany rather than England. The diverse
representations of the fifteenth-century saint during the Occupation of France will be
discussed in this chapter, followed by an examination of Vermorel's politics and
Occupation activities, in order to see how they may have coloured not only the audience’s
reception of the play but the legacy of its interpretation. First, however, it is necessary to

study the staging of Vermorel's text and the differing interpretations it has provoked.

The premiere and an overview of the play

The story of Joan of Arc is open to many different interpretations, not least because
of the unknowns and ambiguities surrounding her character, trial and trial strategy. It is
therefore understandable, even inevitable, that people defending vastly different and
conflicting ideologies should exaggerate certain aspects of her life in order to promote their
own interests. The reception of Vermorelsanne avec nousas never more enthusiastic

than during the Occupation of Paris. ‘A I'époque, on s’en souvient, les représentations
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d’ceuvres sur Jeanne d’Arc se multipliaient dans la capifal@nh this basis, it is possible
to argue that the play isméce de circonstan¢cédenefiting from the unusual conditions of
the early 1940s which brought an extra significance to bear on the text.

Those who opposed the Vichy government and wished to defy and expel the
Germans might have read a message of resistance into the text, though it would be far from
obvious to those more convinced by other aspects of Joan’s character, such as her strength,
country values or her mockery of the English. ‘Dans le caSed@mne avec noudes
circonstances prédisposaient les différents publics & y voir ce qu'ils vouldfer®42 was
a definite high point for Joan of Arc in this respect, as many facets of her story seemed to
be reflected in the conflicts of the Occupation.

De Gaulle I'invoqua, et Pétain également: Dieu étant toujours de tous les cotés a la fois.
[...] Ainsi, Jeanne se trouvait dans toutes les bouches et dans tous les coeurs: sur les autels
et dans les théatres, dans les discours des officiers réactionnaires et dans les chuchotements
de la Résistance. Le mythe semble avoir atteint ici son apogeée, fait d’ambiguités et
d’incertitudes*?

Curiously, not a single Joan of Arc play actually written during the Second World War was
performed on the stage of occupied Paris. Vermorel's play was the last on the subject to be
produced and was possibly responsible for the subsequent IRckelfeplays because of

its potential to encourage French audiences on the lookout for subversive t8ntent.

Debate aboufeanne avec nousot only resulted from its subject material, but was also a

feature of the events leading to its premiere.

0’| a Croix 28 October 1956.

141 | aurent Broche, ‘Médiévales et actuelles. Investigations sur quelques piéces de théatre du temps de la
tourmente (1939-1945)", conference paper forSbeiété Internationale pour I'étude du Théatre Médiéval

Lille, 2-7 July 2007.

142 Edith ThomasJeanne d’ArqEditions Hier et Aujourd’hui, 1947), p. 266.

143 Named La Pucelle (the Maid) in French, Vermorel's Jeanne departs from historical records as she is raped
by the guards.

57



Vermorel made several attempts to get his play staged, including writing a letter
commending a new version of the Joan of Arc story to Georges Pitoéff, who was to stage
Shaw’s Sainte Jeannén 1940 and was the director of the Théatre des Mathurins, the
intended venue for Vermorel's pldy# In the event, however, delays prevented the
premiere from taking place there. Althoudganne avec nowgas not staged in its entirety
until January 1942, Vermorel adapted it for the libretto of André Jolivet's camtata,
Tentation derniére de Jeanne d’Amhich was broadcasted on the radio on 16 May 1941
and again in 194%° The visa for the play was given in 1940, although problems with
funding and the cast delayed the first performance. In the 10 January 1942 issue of
Comcedia Vermorel conveyed the distress caused by the departure of Joéle Le Feuvre, who
was due to play the title role.

Jeanne avec nousan for more than three months at the Théatre des Champs-
Elysées. The 4 April 1942 edition Gomoedia dates the final performance at the Champs-
Elysées to 29 March. Gabriel Jacobs mysteriously speaks of a transfer to the Théatre de
’Ambigu at the end of February, though his remark is unsupported by 1940s documents
referring to the play?® The weekly adverts iComoedia, for example, mention no change
of venue. After a hiatus, it was staged again at the Théatre Pigalle from 26 June to the end
of August 1942, achieving its milestone hundredth performance on the weekend of 4-5
July. Postwar stagings of the play took place in 1945, 1946 (Théatre Verlaine), 1954 (on
the cathedral square of Notre-Dame) and 1956 (Théatre en Rond), as well as ‘une série de

représentations acclamées dans les villes libérées d’Alsace et de Lorraine’ before the

144 3 February (1939?). Paris, BnF Richelieettre de Claude Vermorel & Georges Pitp€®L 17/320.

145 Comeedia, 9 May 1942: ‘Sept poétes et sept musiciens se sonsaéimie patronage de la
radiodiffusion nationale (my emphasis). The broadcast was thus officially sponsored by Vichy.

146 Gabriel Jacobs, ‘The Role of Joan of Arc on the Stage of Occupied PavighjnFrance and the
Resistance: Culture and Ideolggd. Kedward and Austin (London and Sydney: Croom Helm, 1985), p.
114.
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Parisiarreprisein December 1945 The initial restriction on the number of performances
was imposed by the Vichy-funded Théatre d’Essai.
Le réglement du Théatre d’Essai de la Comédie des Champs-Elysées imposait une durée
limitée aux représentations des pieces retenues. Aussi, aprés trois mois, les représentations
cesserent. Vermorel, soutenu par la presse qui regrettait I'arrét de sa piéce, sollicita des
subventions pour couvrir le déficit®
This organisation comprised the triple administration of the Société des auteurs, the
Association des directeurs and the Union des artistes. Its purpose was to showcase and
support new talent: stage directors, actors and dramatists. Designed to facilitate the difficult
first contact with the theatre-going public, the Théatre d’Essai made its own début with
Jeanne avec nous

The Comédie des Champs-Elysées was made available by the Germans, who had
reserved it for their exclusive use throughout the first year of their *Staghe
Propagandastaffelvas housed on the same avenue and the Germans retained the smaller
Théatre des Champs-Elysées until the end of the Occupatibhe Théatre d’Essai was
also designed to appeal to young people, only charging between five and forty francs for
the seats and advertising the play to studehtideed, the company that performed
Vermorel's play, Le Rideau de Jeunes, was made up of little-known actors near the
beginning of their careers. The troupe had already had success on the stage withL@iono’s
Bout de la Routand Shaw’sCandida. By all accounts, there was much admiration for

their spirit and work ethic.

47 | aurent Broche.

148 |pid., note 91. Broche is referring to official documents housed in the French archives.

149 es Nouveaux Tempk3 October 1941: ‘Ce théatre a été mis & la disposition de la Société du Théatre
d’Essai par les autorités occupants qui se I'étaient jusqu’ici réservé par voie de réquisition.’

150 Annette Fuchs-Betteridge, Appendix |.

1511 es jeunes avec nousGomeedia24 January 1942.
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Chacun a senti que la soirée avait révelé deux nouvelles personnalités: un auteur
dramatique et un metteur en scene: Douking, et a vanté les mérites d’'une troupe de talent,
disciplinée, cohérente, dévouée a l'ceuvre noble qu'elle interpréte et, par surcroit,
désintéressée puisqu’elle n'est rétribuée que sur les bénéfices qu’elle a éventuellement a se
partager->

The rules laid down by the Théatre d’Essai stipulated the provision of a stage, a
short rehearsal period of three to six weeks and the self-sufficiency of the theatre company.
The organisation was not looking for commercial gain, and the actors were only given a
small percentage of the eventual profit. ‘The venture was rather meagrely funded, and the
actors of the Compagnie du Théatre d’Esssi@ yvorked without pay during the rehearsal
period; but their obvious enthusiasm carried them through, and the play opened to a warm
reception.®® It was evidently worth braving the harsh winter for the premiere and
reviewers warmly praised both play and playwright. ‘La presse a reconnu en [Vermorel],
avec une quasi-unanimité assez exceptionnelle, un tempérament personnel et vigoureux
d’auteur dramatique et chaleureusement vanté les mérites de la piece, de l'interprétation et
de la présentatiort>® Although there were mixed reactions to Berthe Tissen in the role of
Jeanne, Lucien Blondeau’s performance as Cauchon was singled out as one of the real
highlights; he was to steal the show when reappearing in the same part for the 1956
production*>®

It appears that the initial success of the Théatre d’Essai did not continue in the same

vein. The next project was an adaptation of Lope de Végatsile de SévilleComplaints

were expressed that the organisation was no longer fulfilling its mission of encouraging

152 paris Soit 3 February 1942.

153 vichy France and the Resistanpe 114.

154 Comaedia, 24 January 1942.

155 Figaro, 18 October 1956: ‘J'ai retrouvé avec plaisir Lucien Blondeau. Il était, & la création, un excellent
évéque Cauchon. Il I'est resté.’
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unperformed young playwright® After such a promising start, ‘Les plus légitimes
espérances étaient permises. Hélas! réussite sans lendethmideed, even towards the
end of the first month of performances, the number of spectatodedmme avec nous
dwindled significantly®>® Pierre Fresnay, a director on the Comité du Théatre d’Essai,
attributed this to the name of the host organisation, wondering if the audience ‘ne confond
“essais” et “balbutiements”, s’il ne se dit “Trop d’essais nous ont décus, nous voulons des
garanties” > Nonetheless, one may assume the numbers picked up as sufficient interest —
and presumably funding — enabled a further staging of the work at the end of June of the
same year, ‘réclamée par le grand public qui venait alors en foule I'appf&fdir.a
report on the 1941-1942 theatre season, a special place was reserved for Vermorel's first
theatrical success.
A la Comédie des Champs-Elysées, M. Claude Vermorel, Jagme avec nous eu le
mérite de reprendre hardiment un sujet architraité et de le renouveler. M. Vermorel voit,
d'un ceil exercé et sir, le fond des ames et les nuances les plus subtils des événements.
Une si incontestable réussit&:.
A new perspective on Joan of Arc, written in a modern yet noble style, seems to have been
exactly what the stage of Occupied Paris neétfed.

A bursary was allocated to Vermorel, following a successful application to — and
viewing by — Louis Hautecceur, the man in charge of distributing Vichy funding for the

arts. The seemingly paradoxical mixture of Vichy subsidies legitimising the performance,

%8 | a Gerbe 16 April 1942, andComaedial9 August 1942: ‘si le Théatre d’essai ne nous révélait a chaque
saison qu’un jeune auteur aussi méritant que M. Vermorel, et une ceuvre aussi digne d'iniéa@trieie

avec nousil ferait beaucoup mieux de justifier son utilité’.

57 France Socialiste31 March 1943.

18 Audiberti, Comoediall July 1942, remembers the ‘petit nombre des spectateurs’ at winter performances.
159 Comaedia, 24 January 1942.

%9 pid., June 1942.

161 Jean Silvanil.’Appel, 20 August 1942.

162 Combat 5 October 1956: ‘il n’a pas craint d’exprimer par un langage moderne des mouvements
psychologiques particuliers a notre siecle.’
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the use of a German-leased theatre, approval from the collaborationist press and an alleged
Resistance message provide for an array of mixed messages matched by the play’s dialogue
and paratextual elements.

In the 1942 programme faleanne avec noud/ermorel wrote about the limited
sources available to consult on the play’s subject matétilowever, he stays close to the
trial transcripts first collected in as complete an edition as possible — given doubts, for
example, about the authenticity of Joan’s signed confession — by Quicherat in the mid-
nineteenth centurd?* Vermorel's play opens with hearsay about the identity and innocence
of Jeanne, then exposes the tensions between ranks of the French and English armies with
the arrival of Warwick and Bedfott® They discuss the background to the trial and prepare
the entrance of Cauchon, whose reputation as a champion of justice precetf&sThan.
chairman lays down the charges and a heated argument about witchcraft and the conflicting
portraits of Jeanne takes pld€&The trial begins about halfway through the first act and
ends as the curtain falls on the second act. Here Jeanne is in her element, playing the judges
off each other and making them look somewhat ridicut8tShe exposes the flaws in their
accusations, provoking them to silence or anger by her intractability, surprising stamina
and digressions from the trigf’

The final two acts are set in Jeanne’s prison where she is taunted and tempted in

turn by the guards, Bedfort, Nicolas (her confessor) and Lemaitre (the inquisitor). The

163 Comaedia, 17 January 1942: ‘Ce que se demandent les historiens divers et successifs qui n’ont de certain
sur elle, s'ils n'ont la foi, que deux ou trois piéces d’'archives, deux ou trois chroniques de propagande, et les
minutes du procés, douteux comme tous les proces de tendance.’

164 3. QuicheratProceés de condamnation et de réhabilitation de Jeanne d’Arc dite la P(@l&-1849).

185 Claude VermorelJeanne avec noy&ditions Balzac, 1942), hereafter referred tdAN, p. 15.

186 JAN, p. 19.

157 JAN, pp. 29-31.

188 JAN, p. 67, for example.

%9 This is the case for Warwick (JAN, p. 42), then Estivet (ppiN44-48), Courcellesd AN, pp. 71-74) and
Cauchon (JANp. 73).
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combined pressure and threats of Courcelles, the prosecutor Estivet, the monk Martin
Ladvenu, the Count of Warwick and Cauchon finally force Jeanne to sign a retf&ttion.
The first scene of the fourth act is a long, melancholic exchange between Ladvenu and
Jeanne where we learn that she has been raped by the guards and is resigned t8*her fate.
The closing scene returns to the courtroom, where blame is apportioned for the sloppy
manner in which the execution was handi€dSeveral eye witness accounts are shared and
opinions given as to the legacy of Jeanne and the international consequences of her
death'”®

The final twist is a change of political situation in England that renders Jeanne’s
murder utterly pointless and a fright is given by a sculptor carrying in a statue of ‘Faith’,
which is mistaken for Jeanne. The ambiguity of Jeanne’s identity is summed up by Bedfort.
Le plus beau pour la fin: c’est nous, Anglais, qui 'avons mise a mort, et sans proces. Cela
devient une plaisante histoire, n'est-ce pas? Pauvre fille! Que vas-tu devenir, tirée ainsi a
nos quatre mensonges. Dans cinquante ans d’ici, s'il advient qu’on parle de toi, en quelle
étrange image t'aura-t-on travestie? Qui étais-tu? Le savais-tu toi-frféme?
Perhaps this reminder of ‘Allied’ culpability was sufficient to satisfy the 1942 occupying
forces: ‘The theme of Jeanne d’Arc was popular with the Germans, as for them it
represented France oppressed by the Endfidfthe unresolved theses on peace achieved
by armed force or collaboration leave much room for interpretation. The play ends with a

characteristic note of uncertainty from the sculptor’s question: ‘Quelle Jeanne d'&rc?".

170 JAN, pp. 121-23.

1JAN, p. 131.

172 Cauchon is deemed responsible for this\, p. 147.
3 JAN, p. 152.

74 JAN, p. 153.

75 patrick Marsh (1977), p. 142.

176 JAN, p. 155.
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The political message of Joan of Arc during the Occupation

Most periods of recent history in France have laid claim to the legacy of Joan of
Arc, inevitably emphasising certain of her qualities whilst playing down others. Countless
versions of her story have been written, sung, spoken and staged, and its appeal is ongoing.
She can be seen to represent the defence and legitimacy of French rule, the importance of
rural values or salvation from foreign oppression. The anti-English angle holds great appeal
for the French, as does the military nature of Joan’s revolt. The trial, fraught as it was with
corruption and carefully constructed lies, maintains the theatrical impact it must surely
have had in 1431. The Occupation saw a rich output of works about the legendary heroine,
with vast celebrations organised for ‘Joan of Arc Day’ on 11 May each year often featuring
performances of French (and other) plays, musical compositions or books in dialogue form.
Aucun personnage n‘aura si souvent brdlé les planches que Jeanne, si nous osons dire,
depuis la Libération. Ce fut pourtant durant la guerre que la tragédie de Vermorel aura
affronté les feux de la rampe pour la premiéere fois, et I'on s’interrogea alors sur sa
vaillance. [...] Nous edmes l@eanne d’Arade Péguy, chez Hébertdeanne et les juges
grace a Thierry Maulnier, l3eanne au biichete Paul Claudel et Darius Milhadd.

1942 was a key year for festivities, marking the publication of a (controversial)
tome edited by Guitry, entitledl429-1942. De Jeanne d’Arc a Philippe PétdhThe
superficial similarities of these two figures as saviours of France in the context of foreign
occupation were frequently highlighted. Various interpretations of the Johannic legend

flourished in Paris as parallels were made with the contemporary situation. This section

will examine a brief selection of the foremost political messages expounded using this

17| _e Monde 19 October 1956.
178 The book included contributions from eminent French writers such as Giraudoux and Cocteau.
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historical framework and will summarise the changing trends seen in the official and
popular banners for Joan of Arc waved by the French in Paris.

Perhaps the most crucial factor in obtaining approval for a Joan of Arc play during
the Occupation was the Anglophobic angle of her story. Indeed, many postwar articles
suggested that the Germans must have been blinded to the double meanings in the play
because of a short-sighted interpretation of its message. One reviewer, imagining the
reaction of the German censor, postulates their reasoning: ‘Ca, [c’est une] trés bonne piéce.
Piece contre Anglais. Une piece pour Jeanne d’Arc, c’est forcément une piece pour
Allemands.*”® The argument is certainly appealing, given the representation of the English
as unwanted occupiers who must be kicked out of France and Joan’s evident sarcasm
(shared by the French soldiers) towards the invaders from across the channel. The English
also burnt Joan at the stake, breaking the Treaty formed between the two countries. Indeed,
at various points in 1942 animosity towards the allied forces would have been particularly
strong, given the fresh memory of the sunken French fleet at Dunkirk and Mers-EI-Kébir.
The Allied bombing of factories at Billancourt in early March of the same year caused 623
deaths and a day of national mourning was announced for 7 March, followed by anti-
English campaigns in the pre'$S.

A reading of this topic needs only to be literal in order to implicate the English. The
first big success for Joan of Arc in the theatre of occupied Paris was SkawtsJoan,
performed in FrenchSainte Jeannein 1940, which posed no problem whatsoever for the
Germans. Quite the opposite, perhaps: ‘Double malice, devaient penser les censeurs de

'armée occupante, puisqu’il s’agissait d’'une héroine francaise dressée contre les Anglais et

7 jacques Maucham@pectateur2 January 1946.
180 Added, p. 266.
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célébrée par le plus irréductible des Irland&fsOn 4 January 1946, Minerve Francois

le Roux surmised the probable German respondeaone avec nous

Je suppose que lorsque tout le monde comprenait ‘Allemands’, eux, selon le texte littéral,
entendaient: ‘Anglais’. Il est méme possible qu’un de leurs censeurs, moins épais que les
autres, en devinant les allusions, ait jugé qu’aprées tout la piece était historique, que c’était
bien les Anglais qui avaient martyrisé Jeanne d’Arc et qu’il pouvait donc en rester une idée
anti-anglaise dans l'esprit des spectateurs.

Given the absence of surviving German administrative records concerning the
censorship of plays, or any live recordings to gauge the audience’s reactions, such
explanations are of course limited to conjecture. However, they are based on very real
evidence. For example, there must be a reason why the Germans allowed the play to
continue being performed for almost eight months without requesting any text cuts. It
seems that they were willing to provide a theatre, raw materials (fuel, props, costumes and
scenery) and their blessing for plays about Joan of Arc. Overall, it seems that the official
German attitude towards Joan of Arc was one of acceptance, if not enthusiasm. Vermorel's
play was by no means the first on the subject to obtain the green light; he was preceded in
this by Shaw and extracts from Charles Pégdganne d'Arcperformed in 1941.

La vision allemande de Jeanne d’Arc était antibritannique. Les occupants furent d’ailleurs

promoteurs de la premiére piece de la période sur ce théme. L'objectif propagandiste était
clair. Cette vision a dominante anglophobe était partagée par les collaborationnistes
parisiens.

Those in favour of Collaboration were keen to emphasise the purity of the French

race in danger of being tainted by the English. The fascist slant on the theme was seen in

Joan’s military bearing and her masculine appearance. The right-wing claims on Joan of

81 Dussane, p. 121. Shawgaint Joan (1924) was available in French translation before the Occupation.
182 Added, p. 263.
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Arc were founded on her character; her refusal to compromise or accept defeat was
accompanied by her rejection of democracy or even solidarity and reform among the
common people. Jean Jacoby’s 1BkEnes de la vie de Jeanne d’'Ascused on these
aspects of Joan’s legacy and the overtly pro-German Brasillach conden$¥ddéis de
Jeanne d’Aranto dialogue form in 1941.

However, it may be said that in the first months of the Occupation, no clear stance
on Joan of Arc had been established by official French propaganda and, despite the greater
success and popularity of Shaw’s play compared to those of Péguy and Vermorel, it did not
elicit the same interest or excitement sparked by later versions on the samé®thdose.
critics focused on its theatrical and literary qualities, rejoicing in the cynicism aimed at
English government and society, though Gabriel Jacobs claims that, ‘the play does truly
abound in what might have been taken as allusions to contemporary circumstédnces.’
Whether the French chose not to see references to their political and military shortcomings
or the Germans allowed implied calls to a Free France to remain in the text, it seems that an
official position on Joan of Arc was required in order to rouse audiences and spark specific
breeds of nationalistic fervour.

Interestingly, the remarks (written in German) concerning the 1940 visa for the two
copies duly submitted to the ADTP described Jeanne as a providential envoy bringing
much-needed order in difficult timé¥ A pro-Pétain interpretation is clearly in operation
here and was to be further exploited by the Vichy government. The distinction between
pro-German and pro-Vichy sympathies grew fainter as the war progressed, and the

collaborationist viewpoint began to merge the two. If the Germans approved the Joan of

183 Jacobs believes Shaw's version to be superior to the otheinty. France and the Resistange 109.
184 bid., p. 110.
185 Added, pp. 263-64.
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Arc theme, it may be said that Vichy went several steps further in that they appropriated the
immortalised nineteen-year-old as their standard bearer. Pétain was praised as the saviour
of France and the parallel with Joan of Arc was promptly made by the propaganda arm of
the regime. As early as 11 May 1941, Pétain declared, ‘Martyre de I'Unité Nationale, [...]
Jeanne d’Arc est le symbole de la Fraré@’.

Using Joan as a figurehead of French identity and legitimacy was one of Vichy's
tactics in promoting Pétain as a leader, seen in the multifarious posters defying any other
potential figure of authority (ultimately Charles de Gaulle) in the race for the public’s
loyalty. A typical example was a picture of tMaréchal in his military uniform — to
remind the French of his famous First World War victory at Verdun — with the challenge:
‘Etes-vous plus Francais que [ui?’. In the same way that the German interpretation of the
theme necessarily avoided the issue of ridding the country of an illegitimate occupier,
Vichy downplayed the armed rebellion led by Jeanne in favour of a more peaceful image of
the peasant girl humbly tilling the soil for her nation.

Vichy required a very specific message to be disseminated for its National
Revolution, whose slogan was ‘Travail, Famille, Paffi&'Johannic plays by Péguy and
Pierre Shaeffer/Pierre Barbier were promoted and patronised by the governement. Both
were recommended reading for Vichy’s ‘Chantier de jeunesse’ and theRattigue pour
une jeune fille de Franceontained several refrains intended for communal performance.

It was evidently a priority for the Vichy government to indoctrinate youngsters with
theatrical propaganda relating to the regeneration of France under the auspices of a

benevolent spiritual leader. That the two had very little in common — one a peasant girl

18 These words were reproduced by Marcel Vioux on the title page dé&ime d’Arq1942).
187 Combat January 1943, sarcastically referred to Vichy's policy as ‘le paradis de la Révolution Nazionale'.
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burned alive for treachery and the other an octogenanaen combattanattempting to
maintain French rule in unoccupied territory — seemed of little importance.

It was important for the French of 1942 (in particular) to pin their hopes on a
figurehead and only logical that both Vichy and the Resistance should seize on Joan of Arc
as a national symbol. As a postwar critic suggested, this has always been her fate: ‘chacun
de ces hommes d’armes ou d’église la tue pour la pos¢&teetrmorel also recognised
his nation’s capacity to manipulate the theme for its own political ends: ‘Jeanne se trouvait
habillée aux couleurs de tous les partis. C'est le sort de I'héroine nationale, le sort peut-étre
de tous les héros, d'étre écartelée ainsi entre quatre menstfigasitemporary reviews
of Vermorel's play praised the (apolitical) sense of heroism present in the performance:
‘une piéce écrite dans le sens de la vraie grandeur, voie dans laquelle nous aimerions tant,
en cette époque, voir le théatre de France s’enggd&khether or not Anglophobic lines
appealed to audiences, parallels made with Vichy’s figurehead were far more prévalent.

During the Epuration, productions patronised by the Germans or Vichy between
1940 and 1944 had to be explained away. Péguy’s play was consigned to oblivion and the
Occupation production not even mentioned during postwar performances of the work. It
was tainted by associations with the Vichy regime and its use in the government’s youth
camps. Péguy’s Joan of Arc was ostensibly rural and working to build a New France, and it
had been convenient at the time to hold Péguy up as a national hero in a similar light to
Pétain. Although no copy of the heavily edited version of the play is extant, one may

surmise that, ‘With so much to cut, Marcel Péguy was perhaps able to manipulate this

188 Combat 5 October 1956.

189 jJean-Jacques GautiBraris sur scénéEditions Jacques Vautrain, 1951), p. 26.

19 André Castelot.a Gerbe 15 January 1942.

191 Stéphanie Corcy,a Vie culturelle sous I'Occupation (Perrin, 2005), p. 131: ‘En fait, ce n’est pas I'angle
anti-britannique qui a séduit le public, mais plutdt I'assimilation de Pétain a Jeanne d’Arc, deux sauveurs de
la patrie, un des classiques de la propagande de Vichy.’
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theme of armed revolution [...] and that audiences associated it with the ideals of Pétain’s
National Revolution™? Given this background, it would have been virtually impossible to
reconstruct a favourable account of the play at the Liberation, and a conspiracy of silence
surrounded the 1941 showings, despite the media attention it initially attfacRamth a
1947 critic and the author’s son, Marcel Péguy — who wrote abridgments for the play —
expressed their disappointment that the work had not been previously staged (that is, since
18971)1%4

Despite its government funding and German host, Vermorel's play
straightforwardly passed the test of the Epuration because of the author's subsequent
Resistance activity. However, extracts of Vermorel's play were performed at various events
sponsored by Vichy, such as a gala held at the Palais de Chaillot that featured scenes from
several other Joan of Arc plays, including one by Schiller. This fact that is somewhat
overlooked when claiming that the authorities preverlegnne avec nousom being
staged after its initial ruff> Another element in Vermorel's favour was that, undeterred by
Vichy's attempted monopoly of Joan of Arc, Charles de Gaulle was calling on the French
to pour into the streets and look at each other in silence. This was intended as a sign of
solidarity with Joan and the Resistance at the time of the special celebrations organised by
Vichy to hail her as queen of the New Order in 1941: ‘des manifestations hostiles se sont
déroulées [...] lors de la féte deanne d’Arca Paris et & Lyor?® Although clandestine
reports of this incident may be slightly flattering, it is crucial that an alternative political

angle on Joan of Arc was surfacing to challenge Vichy propaganda.

192 Viichy France and the Resistange 113. Initially lasting eight hours (three plays), it was cut to just three.
193Vichy France and the Resistange 113 and note 19.

194 |pid., p. 113. The critic in question was Marc Beigbeder.

195 patrick Marsh, “Jeanne d’Arc” During the German Occupation’, p. 142.

19 Grenier, p. 89. This report is from Gabriel Marcel, who claimed the protests were in fact against Darlan.
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While Vichy’'s appropriation of Joan as a symbol of their regime might have

deterred French spectators from plays on the theme, such negative associations were not
necessarily unavoidable. ‘Once the subject had become officially acceptable, it could be
used in a more frankly subversive way, as was evidently the case with the production of
Claude Vermorel'sleanne avec nou$’’ Unqualified praise of its ‘evident’ Resistance
content is perhaps misleading, especially given the date of composition. Nevertheless, there
was considerable potential for using a rubber-stamped historical account to create plural
meanings and communicate (or indeed perceive) a hidden message. Many postwar reviews
and witness accounts insist on the Germans’ supposed ignorance of contemporary
allusions, blinded as they allegedly were by literal and ‘official’ interpretations:
[Clette piéce [...] témoignait a la fois de la bétise sans nom des censeurs allemands, du
courage de l'auteur et de I'adhésion du public a la bonne cause. [...] L’ceuvre est un long
cri de révolte contre 'oppression, contre 'occupation étrangére, contre toutes les formes de
la soumission & 'ennemi®

Whether evidence for such an interpretation is actually available in Vermorel's text
or not, Parisian audiences clearly applauded certain sentiments they saw in the play,
affected as they were by the circumstances of the Occupation. The changing view of Joan
of Arc meant that the official Vichy party line likening her to Pétain and the strictly anti-
English stance understood by the Germans could be relied on less and less. This was
perhaps what condemned her to a short-lived career on the Occupation stage, as audiences

became encouraged and excitable, thus arousing the suspicion of the authorities: ‘La

7 David BradbyModern French Drama 1940-1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), p. 23.
198 Jacques MauchamSpectateur2 January 1946.
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censure avait appris, non peut-étre a deviner tous les sous-entendus, mais a se méfier de
tout ce qui paraissait réjouir trop vivement le publié.’

That in Joan could be seen the figure of de Gaulle was intrinsic to a pro-Resistance
interpretation, based on the theme of legitimate French rule so characteristic of Joan’s
mission. However, Vermorel confessed that potential references to the exiled leader of the
Free French were only really a happy coincidence, given that he happened to share the
same first name as the fifteenth-century KiffgOn the other hand, the cross of Lorraine
(Joan of Arc’s signature) was adopted as the emblem for the Free French who rejected the
1940 Armistice as an admission of defeat, in much the same way as Joan did the Treaty of
Troyes?® Much of the Resistance’s focus was on Joan’s militant reaction to oppression,
liberating France from an unwelcome occupier; the transition was not difficult to make.
However, it did involve somewhat disregarding English responsibility for Joan’s death, a
fact which clashed somewhat with De Gaulle’s residence in London and use of the BBC as
his propaganda tool.

When addressing the various interpretations of Joan of Arc, it is essential to
remember not only that individual lines gave rise to reactions that were out of keeping with
the overall tone of plays, but also that the same line could be interpreted several different
ways. ‘Many of Jeanne’s heroic, patriotic lines could have been interpreted equally as
justifying the National Revolution or the cause of the Resist&fitadded argues that it

was unlikely that audiences in January 1942 would read a Resistance message into the play

because the movement had not yet won people’s hearts and De Gaulle was far from

1% Dussane, p. 122. This echoes the Germans’ warnings to Guitry mentioned in the first chapter of this study.
200pérg 19 December 1945: ‘Et jusqu’au hasard de ce méme prénom de Charles pour le général de Gaulle
et le roi de Bourges.’ Interestingly, the Germans banned Frangois C8gpéi® Torell{written in 1883)

because help is brought byCharles de Francéo a nation occupied by a tyrant. Fuchs-Betteridge, p. 185.

201 JAN, p. 40 and p. 34: ‘votre paix de honte [...] A bas le traité de rapine!’.

202vjichy France and the Resistange 117.
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unanimously acknowledged as France’s true leader. Similarly, there was almost certainly
no widespread approval of armed attacks on the occupier. The phenomenon of a popular
insurrection evoked ideanne avec nowsas not to occur until late in the summer of 1944:

‘Ce peuple sait encore descendre dans la rue, s'ameuter contre I'injtftice.’

Moreover, Maurice Delarue, who was present at the 1942 performances, suggests
that those who were well-disposed to the Resistance would have expected much more bile
from a play claiming an anti-Occupation Joan, and that such hopes were actually dashed by
Jeanne avec nou$\Nous cherchions, bien que la piece datat d’avant guerre, l'allusion sous
chaque mot. [Mais] il faut dire que ces théses si intelligemment, si justement présentées, ne
pouvaient absolument satisfaire nos réserves de Hai&@he retrospective act of
attributing Resistance values to Vermorel's Jeanne was probably partly influenced by the
changed role of the teenage martyr in the national consciousness, which was reinforced by
the Liberation of France. Joan of Arc was the ideal standard bearer for efforts to paint a
more redeeming picture of French activity during the preceding dark years of the

Occupation.

Vermorel's activities and political allegiances

At the beginning of 1942, Vermorel was only 32 years old; a young and virtually
unheard-of author. It seems that he was a somewhat unknown quantity and had difficulty in
attracting financial support. Speaking of these obstacles in 1945, the playwright claimed
the Germans had banned his text and prevented Paula Dehelly from working as an actress.
Patrick Marsh attempts to elucidate this claim by suggesting that the Germans may have

objected to Dehelly being Jewish, though he mentions no evidence in support of this

23 JAN, p. 81.
24 Terre des Homme49 January 1946.
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claim?® However, Ingrid Galster has recently unearthed documents from the French
national archives which prove that Dullin, Gaston Baty and Pierre Renoir jointly obtained
German permission on 19 June 1941 to except Dehelly from Vichy's OctobeiS1£140

des juifsdesigned to eliminate all Jewish professionals from the th@atreaddition, one

can be sure that she was not excluded from professional activity at this time because she
featured in the Robert Bresson fillnes Anges du péché 1943. Rather, it seems that
Dehelly and Marie Déa were unavailable, while Michele Alfa changed her mind and Joele
Le Feuvre was unhappy with the paft.The writer of an article icComoedia from 27
December 1941 complained — and was mystified — about delays to the prenJieas o

avec nousgiven that Vermorel had auditioned some thirty young actresses for the title
role. The time needed to prepare a replacement delayed the public dress rehearsal that had
been planned for 13 December 19%iit was the inexperienced actress Berthe Tissen who
finally took on the role of Jeanne.

It should be noted that the interwar years had led to a certain stagnation of theatrical
activity, in the sense that large-scale theatres generally opted for guaranteed commercial
success with popular plays. The largest national theatre in Paris, the Comédie-Francaise,
had a reputation for only staging repeats of previous works, so it was particularly difficult
for new authors to be taken seriously or become established. Vermorel suffered from this
trend and was to campaign for greater equality for, and investment in, new plays and
talented writers. Although his motivation may well have sprung from political views on the

purpose and accessibility of theatre, there is little doubt that the stakes were high for him on

25 Marsh, “Jeanne d’Arc” During the German Occupation’, p. 143, note 19.

206 Galster, (2001), p. 72 (and note 179). TruffaugsDernier metro underlines the life-threatening situation
of a Jewish theatre director attempting to remain in Paris.

207 Michéle Alfa refused the part of Jeanne, instead playing the main role of Rosalie in Marcel Achard'’s
Mademoiselle de Pananiathe same month (January 1942).

208 Comoedia, 3 January 1942.

74



a personal level. From the outs@eanne avec nousvas limited to a small number of
performances and restricted by the funding he was given and its career was short-lived, if
highly successful.

Most of Vermorel's creative output falls on either side of the Occupation. He had
written scripts for a few films in the 1930s and was to make his name in the cinema rather
than the theatre. However, he also wrote several novels and two other published plays:
Thermidor (1948) andUn jardin sur mer(1964). He helped to found the Fédération
Nationale du Spectacle (initially a clandestine organisation), which took significant steps
towards reforming the theatre after the Liberation, by which time Vermorel had been
nominated director. Perhaps the most significant project to be presented by the federation
was its proposals for change entitled ‘Pour la prospérité du théatre’, which looked back on
the Occupation as a period when audiences were coaxed through the doors because of
difficult living conditions created by the war situation. It was suggested that the influx of
spectators was mostly due to black market ticket sales and that audiences were therefore
cultural philistines and likely to abandon the theatre as soon as public transport was
working properly again. Jean-Jacques Gautier made similar complaints about the muttering
of ignorant spectators disturbing his appreciation of high-quality theatre, itself a rare
occurrence in occupied Paris. ‘La plupart des spectateurs utilisaient des billets de faveur et
semblaient croire qu’on les avait exemptés d'étre pofis’.

The main thrust of the proposals bemoaned dependence on the State for staging new
works, the virtual dictatorship of so-called famous theatre directors, the excessive
programming of the classics and the lack of training available, especially outside Paris. It

was clear that Vermorel, among others, wished the theatre to be accessible to all and for

29 Gautier, p. 26.
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professionals to be paid more equally. His criticisms of bourgeois monopolies, unfair pay
and opportunities, and reputation privileged over youth simultaneously betray certain
socialist sympathies.

There are few documents available to help construct a complete picture of
Vermorel's political leanings or activities, though many articles attest to his regular
writings for the fascist newspapeéa Gerbeand the collaborationist journ&lomeedia
Inevitably, Vermorel and Georges Douking had to liaise with the Germans in order to
perform at the Comédie des Champs-Elysées, though this should not be equated to a pro-
German attitude. Indeed, not only did every French play have to make its way through
German censorship, but a viewing also had to be arranged in the presence of the occupier.
Sacha Guitry, to give but one example, distinguishes clearly between meeting with the
Germans on their territory and inviting them back to one’s house (in order to improve one’s
reputationf'° The very fact that yet another stage was being used to perform a French play
under the aegis of the Germans is surely more than just mitigating evidence; maybe it can
even be called a triumph. Once the Germans had approved the play for performance and
contracted the theatre to the company’s use, the play entered the public domain and its
interpretation was beyond the occupier’s control.

Vermorel's involvement in clandestine organisations earned him immunity from
trial at the Liberation, though it also masked his earlier attempts to unite French and
German youth in the theatre. This project solicited support from the Germans for a joint
participation in staging works by playwrights from both countries and aimed to pool
resources both to benefit the French cultural landscape and to boost the morale of the

German troops. This structure would also have catered well for Vermorel as a prospective

210 Guitry, p. 536: ‘Pourquoi nous rendre inconsidérément responsables, nous, des rencontres qu'ils
provoquaient, eux [les Allemands]?'.
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author, and he certainly couched his proposal in a language fit to flatter the Nazis. Added
approximates the date of this application to March 1941 and exposes some of the
ambiguous language used by Vermorel to persuadéiygagandastaffeto allow the
‘Project Jungen Theater’ to go ahe€at.

Vermorel employed politically-charged words in his application, such as
‘renouvellement’ and ‘européen’, remaining in line with Nazi terminology concerning a
New Order and Hitler's ‘Europé? Another argument he put forward was that a joint
cultural venture would enable the staging of more German works, by Schiller and Goethe
for instance. He even suggested inviting German opera, ballet and theatre companies to
Paris in order to perform for their soldiers and the French public, using Goebbels’s views
on organisations within the arts to support his case. Another aspect of the project that
aimed to appeal to the occupying forces was the suggestion that this collaboration — also to
be understood with a capital ‘C’ and its compromising implications — could later be
reciprocated by Berlin, who would host the inter-cultural exchange in turn.

It need hardly be said that if this intended ‘collaboration théatrale’ had actually
come to fruition, Vermorel's undisputed status as a committed member of the Resistance
would have come under serious review at the Liberatibhany artists were indicted for
less. In the event, neither audiences attendi@anne avec nousor the Parisian press were
aware of the project. Had they been alerted, the reception and interpretation of Vermorel's
play would almost certainly have been drastically altététowever, | believe that one

must be cautious in assigning a political persuasion to Vermorel on the basis of the above

21 Added, p. 268. The German project title was given by the person in charge of reading Vermorel’s proposal
that concerned the shared use of the Théatre des Champs-Elysées alongside a youth theatre organisation.
212 pid., p. 269.

213 Added, p. 270.

24 Broche: ‘En effet, les démarches de l'auteur auprés des Allemands rendues publiques, la piéce auraient
[sic] & coup slr subi un autre accueil.’
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documents alone. Added helpfully points out that, ‘Sollicitant une faveur, l'auteur a
tendance & écrire ce que le destinataire souhaiteéir®espite the playwright’s postwar
reputation, tensions are evident in his dealings with the Germans and Vichy which are very
difficult to add up; they are mirrored by the contrasting interpretatiodsarfne avec nous

It appears that Vermorel was just as willing to seek financial help from the Vichy
government as he was to seek German approbation for the youth theatre project. Unlike the
other four authors examined in this study, he did not have an established reputation as a
writer in the early 1940s. He therefore needed funding and the structure of the Théatre
d’Essai to provide a stage for his new play on the understanding that the theatre company
would cover its own costs. Louis Hautecceur, the principal secretary of the Vichy cultural
office — the Administration des Beaux-Arts — was employed by Vichy to allocate funding
for plays based on a successful viewing. Not only was he impressedeaithe avec nous
to the extent of releasing the substantial sum of 20,000 francs, but a performance in the spa
town of Vichy itself was envisaged®

Evidently bolstered by this initial success, for which he did not neglect to show his
appreciation, Vermorel applied a second time to Hautecoeur on 20 June 1942 for funds to
stage his latest playjlessaline Undeterred by a first refusal on the grounds that support
was not available for projects that had not yet come to fruition, Vermorel wrote to the
Minister of Education, Abel Bonnard, at the Académie-Francaise. In all probability,
Vermorel was never given an audience as a question mark was pencilled in next to his
praise of Bonnard’s ‘vertus dédaignées’ — a possible allusion to his pro-German sympathies

— that Vermorel claimed to share. A note of suspicion about Vermorel's presumptuous

25 Added,p. 271.
28| have not found any evidence to suggest that such a performance ever materialised.
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parallel with Vichy's top-level administrator is evident here; the letter was stamped ‘a
classer’ and filed away for the records.

In any case, it is a measure of Vermorel's persistence that in both of these letters he
at least feigns to share the same ideals as his addressee, the former boasting, ‘Je suis trop
publiqguement partisan du patronage moral et matériel de I'Etat sur le théatre pour ne pas
demander & I'Etat son appdt* Whether Vermorel believed what he was declaring or not,
his language is compromising and would not have ingratiated him to audiences before or
after the Liberation had this stance really been proclaimed as publicly as he suggests. That
the play is an indictment of the République (the kind of democracy decried by Pétain) and
was printed — in part — iComecediathe following year, only serves to corroborate
Vermorel's claim of allegiance to Vichy’s moral guidance. However, caution is once more
advised in regarding Vermorel as a collaborator, as his subsequent writings and actions
belie such summary judgments.

Edith Thomas was a journalist in the Parti communiste frangais (PCF) and hosted
the Front national des écrivaifi§. When speaking of the different political mouthpieces for
Joan of Arc in Occupied France, she labelled Vermorel ‘un jeune commdthiskis
petitions for changes in the theatre certainly involved the common people uniting to
overthrow the dictatorship of a handful of well-established directors. The latter allegedly
prevented the spread of new works and failed to encourage all but upper-class spectators.

Je connais pratiquement — hélas — les difficultés de I'exploitation théatrale. Quelles qu’elles
soient si, sur trente spectacles, quinze sont des reprises ou des traductions, quand des

27 Added, p. 271.

218 This was renamed the Comité national des écrivains (CNE) idn&ceéne francaissas published in the
clandestine journdles Lettres frangaisésom September 1943. Corcy, p. 207.

219 Edith ThomasJeanne d’ArqEditions Hier et Aujourd’hui, 1947), p. 266.
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ceuvres de valeur ne trouvent pas de scene, et si n'importe qui, s'il est riche, peut faire jouer
n’importe quoi & peu prés n'importe ou, la corporation est mal org&fisée.

In his public call for individually named young playwrights to join the ‘Jeune théatre’
organisation presented fDomoedia, Vermorel also outlined measures intended to create
better opportunities for upcoming French playwrights and to re-open theatres that were
closed or being used for film projections and other purposes.

The ‘programme de travail’ for the newly-formed ‘Comité du Jeune Théatre’ was
published a month later fbiomcedia as a plan of action for these young authors to shake up
the world of theatré?! It is interesting that, fresh on the heels of successJeitnne avec
nous Vermorel should risk his reputation by speaking out against the governing bodies of
the theatre indust’?? His language, which speaks about demonstrating a common voice
and uniting the key figures of contemporary French theatre (including Douking and
Anouilh) in order to provoke a response, smacks of a Communist uprising.

Nous espérions au moins une contre-attaque. Rien n'a bougé sur le cocotier. C'est gu'il
faut secouer plus fort. Et s’y mettre a plusieurs [...] parce que nous avons des intéréts
communs, et je 'espere le commun désir de donner le pas a l'art sur le commerce, pour
faire entendre la voix de ce jeune théatre aupres des autorités présentes et a venir, qui vont
s'occuper de la réforme de la corporatidh.

These indications of Vermorel's political position are by no means conclusive. A
journalist reviewing a 1950s performance Jeanne avec nouat the Théatre en Rond
bemoaned the tendency to use political extremes to classify the play, saying such
judgments are distorted by the circumstances of a specific period. ‘Certes, de 1940 a 1944,

les occupants utiliserent Jeanne d’Arc au profit de leur propagande. Certes, actuellement,

20 Comoedia25 April 1942.

22! Comoedia, 23 May 1942 and 4 April 1942.

222 \yermorel mentioned colleagues’ surprise at his precocious ‘don-quichottBametedia25 April 1942.
223 Comoedia, 25 April 1942.
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les communistes célébrent volontiers, de concert, Jeanne d’Arc...Et, face a ces annexions
abusives, M. Vermorel a raison de réagf’Regardless of Vermorel's private convictions

and attempts to elicit support from Vichy and the occupier in his personal correspondence,
the theatre-going public was to see his play in a completely different light, further

encouraged at the Liberation by the playwright’s divulged membership of the Resistance.

Interpreting the play and the 1942 public reaction

It appears quite likely that spectators who attended the first performantzsnok
avec noushad very little idea of what to expect. The title was word-for-word the 1936
rallying cry of the Front populaire and the language of the dialogue often misleading, or at
best uncleaf® ‘La France aux Francais’, for example, was a fascist sl&jaimdeed, the
pro-German Lucien Rebatet, writing lia Gerbe envisioned Vermorel's Jeanne becoming
with little trouble, ‘la patronne d’un fascisme frangais’, though he admitted ignorance of
Vermorel's political leaning&’ The Théatre d’Essai, by definition, was testing new works
and allowing new authors their first contact with the public, so the audience could not
anticipate the quality or nature of the performance.
Il fallait traverser I'hiver pour grriver...A la nage, dans la boue, dans la neigignst
l'ignorance de ce que c¢a seraih la Comédie des Champs-Elysées, on trouvait quelques

personnes, aussi, qui, comme vous, avaient tenté I'aveatud®pit du nom de la pigage
ce nom qu’on pouvait redouter en cheville avec des propagaritfes...

2241 a Croix, 28 October 1956.

225 Alain Laubreaux alludes to rumours of such allegiance on Vermorel's part: ‘On m’affirmait qu'il avait
flirté avec le Front populaireJe suis partoyt21 February 1942.

226 JAN, p. 34.

227 e Cri du peuplel4 January 1942.

228 Audiberti, Comoediall July 1942 (my emphasis).
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Public opinion of Vermorel was heavily influenced by those of his activities which
followed the success afeanne avec nousn 1942 he commissioned Jean Darcante, an
actor and stage director, to organise a clandestine actors’ union. Vermorel also held the
presidency of the formerly clandestine Fédération Nationale du Spectacle from 1945 to
1947. In other words, there is concrete evidence to show that he was involved in Resistance
activity. This would later ‘confirm’ his claims thdeanne avec nowsas a subversive play,
and later reviewers were at a loss to understand how the Germans could have missed such
obvious allusions to the 1940s situation. ‘Un beau cri de révolte, un stupéfiant défi lancé a
'occupant et a sa lourde censure. Comment a-t-il pu se méprendre, ignorer le danger de ces
répliques capables d’arracher les pavés des réf/@sdowever, as shall be observed at
length, close scrutiny of the play shows such transpositions to be far from obvious, and
Vermorel's political stance far from fixed.

The dialogue ofleanne avec nousas written before the 1940 invasion of France
and took on special relevance because of the situation of foreign occupation, as new
parallels with fifteenth-century France were created. Cuts made to the text seem to have
been devised out of the need to distil the action for theatrical purposes and to shorten the
performance, which had to finish before the public transport closed down for the night.
However, certain lines were potentially risky, even alluding to Hitler's war campaign. A
few examples of extracts deleted from the original text for the first performances will help
to illustrate this point. During the trial, when Jeanne recalls the guidance of the ‘voices’
that she claims spoke to her, she mentions the disaster brought by the arrival of the English:

‘La nuit tombée sur nos provinces quand leurs quatre énormes armées s’allongeaient sur la

229 yan der Eschl.e Pays29 December 1945.
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France saisie comme un oiseau dans cette $&r8he uses the same metaphor of a
trapped bird when suggesting that any trust she may have accorded her judges was
misplaced: ‘et je me rassurais, comme un oiseau blessé, dans la main qui caresse avant
d'étouffer’ ! To interpret this line as a warning to the passive French about the Germans’
true intentions does not seem to stretch the imagination too far.

Jeanne also speaks with nostalgia of the joy of battle, when one is swept up with a
common purpose, despite trampling on the en&fgn implied reference could be seen
here to the merciless invasion by the Germans. However, one of the problems faced by
reviewers interpreting lines such as this — for contentious words certainly remained in the
performance text — was the mouth from which they came. Jeanne’s praise of armed combat
could be seen either as approval of the invasion and Nazi occupation or as an incitement to
the assassination of Germams.the same way, confusion lay in how to understand
criticism (of the French, for example) from the voice of the enemy.

The 1942 audiences cannot have been insensitive to such remarks, but since they came
from the mouth of one of Jeanne’s oppressors, the critics seem to have been at a loss as to
how they should be received, and abstained from discussingthem.

A further potential reference to the contemporary situation, of the kind censored by
the Germans in other texts, is found in Bedfort’s description of the French humiliated by
the occupier as ‘le [peuple le] plus arrogant jadis, écrasé de rancune et de dééspoir.’
Some caution is advised here, as the previous line, which remained for the performance,

also describes the French with compassion: ‘un peuple ruiné, famélique, tourneboulé par la

%0 JAN, p. 37.

Z13AN, p. 120.

232 JAN, p. 102: ‘abattant I'épervier de tes vagues d’assaut sur ce grouillement de gueules ouvertes qu’on
n’entend pas hurler.’

23 vjichy France and the Resistange 117.

%4 JAN, p. 58.

83



défaite.” Nevertheless, the example | have chosen is not isolated; ‘ce peuple, pourris par le
dénigrement, le doute’ implies foreign responsibility and was cut from near the end of the
play?*> At one point, Lemaitre describes the effectiveness of torture and incarceration over
long periods for manipulating prisoners. He also makes allusions to denunciations, albeit
obliquely?*® This was to become a sensitive issue in France when members of the
Resistance were anonymously revealed to the government by letter. Louis Malle addresses
such occurrences in his 1974 filoacombe Lucien.

It would be quite a leap to infer political bias from these few passing words written
in 1938 but, as previously demonstrated, the war situation was perfectly capable of
attributing loaded meanings to the most innocent of texts. Besides, a further allusion can be
seen later in the play which more closely resembles the plight of an active resister. ‘[U]ne
Jeanne qui s’entéte, qui refuse, qui accuse — une géneuse — et bientbt diffamée, calomniée
par les siens, injuriée par son peuple, excommuniée par son*faRiiths-Betteridge
suggests that Vermorel's play was prophetic in its evocation of the Occupation, though she
believes he could well have been aware of Nazi atrocities in concentration camps at the
time of writing. ‘Ce qu’il y a d’extraordinaire, c’est la maniére dont il a prévu ce qu’'allait
étre I'occupation allemandé®®

A similar kind of transposition could be made with other lines spoken by Lemaitre,
the most fierce and unrelenting of Jeanne’s opponents. ‘Ecraser des crapauds me souléve le

ceeur. [...] Je préfere que les victimes demeurent pour moi des patients, des adversaires, des

%5 JAN, p. 137.

238 JAN, p. 60: ‘s’engluant & chaque défaillance, a chaque aveu de leurs amis, de leurs valets, de leurs
maitresses.’

Z7JAN, p. 132.

238 Fychs-Betteridge, p. 224.
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numéros dans un rappoft’. If there was any hint that the spectators, especially the
Germans, might understand such statements as alluding to the Nazi regioukis
operandi (in their treatment of Jews or hostages, for example), those responsible for
allowing the line to be spoken publicly could be in serious trouble. Added has remarked
that Jeanne avec noysassed its ‘postcensure’ with flying colours. This term refers to the
editing of lines, or banning of a play, based on a German viewing after the initial
examination of the written tes{® This means that no inflammatory elements were
perceived in the realisation or communication of the text.

However, any passages edited from the play were presumably not included in that
particular hearing. It is generally accepted that the 1942 edition is like a prompter’s script,
and there is certainly no evidence of the Germans blacking out lines or opposing the text in
any way?*' Therefore, it is impossible with hindsight to know why these lines were
removed, though it is not inconceivable — in light of the above analysis — that the author
and stage director in fact took care to eliminate content which may have attracted unwanted
attention from the Germans. If this were the case, it would seriously undermine their
postwar claims thaleanne avec nowsas unmistakably pro-Resistance.

Lines inJeanne avec nousat referred to torture as part of the trial and used the
term ‘camarade’ were interpreted by the press as Bolshevik propadakidaile this may
be flawed or misleading, the text certainly allows for such a reading and is typically unclear
on this point. Vermorel's letter to Pitoéff states that the ‘proces de Moscou’ have probably

changed the impact of Joan of Arc’s trial since Shaw wrote his own powerful version of the

Z9JAN p. 76 and p.139. [L]es cadavres, au fil de notre caravane de montreurs de routes nouvelles’ calls to
mind dead bodies left on the roads by the Germans during the 1940 French exodus to the Free Zone (p. 112).
240

Added, p. 268.
241vjichy France and the Resistange 116.
42 This was a criticism aimed at the play early on by Alain Laubreade suis partoyt21 February 1942.
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legend. Added also confirms the intentional allusions to — and influence of — the Moscow
trials on the basis of an interview with Vermof&l.Admittedly, some of the details of
torture and interrogation methods were omitted from the first performances, but sufficient
indications remain which elaborate on the historical facts — not least the rape of Jeanne by
the prison guards"*

Jacobs further suggests that the negative portrayal of the Church and the Inquisition
encourages a Communist readii.The word ‘camarade’ was frequently used by
Vermorel in his correspondence, usually to refer to fellow theatre professionals, though
again Vermorel points to this word as a potentially subversive contemporary allusion in the

text 246

He implied, in a conversation he allegedly had with Douking, that the Germans may
not have understood the word’s significance and therefore let it remain in the dialogue for a
second performance. As far as | know, this cannot be authenticated, as no documents attest
to the conversation. The fact that the word ‘camarade’ is used by the judges — that is, the
enemy — negates any claims (and accusations) of Communist or Resistance propaganda and
clearly confused contemporary critics who were at a loss as to how to interpret it. Such
ambiguity can also be seen as intentional on Vermorel's part; a clever ploy to create doubt
about the play’s (or his own) specific political stafit’e.

Suffice it to say that many unequivocal eulogies of Vermorel as the Occupation’s

foremost Resistance playwright were forthcoming at the Liberation, when he was hailed as

the author of a play that had made brave statements in defiance of the Germans. Below, for

23 Added, p. 294, note 35.

244 The omissions in question can be foundAN, p. 13, p. 60, p. 84 and p. 143.
243 vjichy France and the Resistange 118.

246 Opérg 19 December 1945,

247 Laurent Broche.
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example, is a recent appreciation of the play’'s achievements in the arena of theatre
understood as hostile to the occupier.

As a Resistance counterpart to th[e] ‘collabo Joan’, Claude Vermorel's $§@B®[ir-act

play Jeanne avec nouydoan Among Usrepresents the most valiant effort. [...] Actually
staged in Paris in 1942, it was quickly suppressed by German censors, only to reappear in
1945-46. Vermorel, like Brasillach, based his play on the trial records and modeled his
Joan on Shaw'’s, infusing the whole with Communist touches (having the judges address
each other as ‘comrade’, allusions to Moscow trifs).

What is striking here is not only the confident identification of Communist propaganda in
the play, but also the persistent error in explaining its short-lived career on the Occupation
stage. The German censorship body did not in fact refuse a visa for the text, nor prevent its
continued performance. Suffice it to say that a hostile reaction from the Germans has been
attributed to this play, and a confirmed verdict of Resistance hero conferred on Vermorel
based on just one play and his subsequent participation in underground movements.

While the edited passages contain allusions which did not reach the stage, the text
used for those first performances is by no means free of ambiguous elements or potential
references to the contemporary situation. Patrick Marsh confidently and, according to him,
randomly quotes eight such examples in a footnote to his 1977 arfielne d’Arc
During the German Occupation’, though far fewer were spotted by the critics of 1942. An
early review tempers the eagerness of those who would classify Cauchon as the archetypal
Collaborator, condemned by the author for his scheming and opportunism.

Il faut savoir gré a l'auteur d’avoir su bannir de son entreprise toute esppaéidais a

'endroit de ces Docteurs dont la responsabilité sera lourde devant Dieu. Japplaudis
spécialement a la réhabilitation de Mgr Cauchon. [...] L'image qu’il nous donne de

28 Joan of Arc, A Saint for All Reasoresl. Dominique Goy-Blanquet (Ashgate, 2003), p. 102. Brasillach’s
Proces de Jeanne d’A(@932) was condensed and re-issued in 1941.
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'évéque de Beauvais laisse bien loin derriere elle les sommaires attributs qui font de lui le
type méme du juge iniqufé®

It would be ambitious, to say the least, to argue that this collaborationist journal was aware
that Cauchon might be seen as a despicable compromiser and was consequently attempting
to justify him in anticipation of potential attacks from the clandestine press.

The official reception was one of unanimous approval, to the extent that Vermorel's
second attempt at obtaining Vichy funding was supported by his own inventory of some
twenty favourable reviews from different souré&sNo germ of oppositional content or
allusions to the Resistance was spotted in the text. It was therefore down to spectators,
individually or collectively, to interpret the text in a way that had not been spotted or
considered by the censorship bodies. With hindsight, however, the reader has every right to
be surprised that certain lines were not seen as comments on the contemporary situation.
Perhaps the most astonishing example of this, in my opinion, is Bedfort’s reflection on the
appeal — to the French — of welcoming an occupying presence. ‘Rappelez-vous, cela n’est
pas si vieux,deux ans a peineces gens finis, désemparés, si résignés a la débacle et
I'anarchie, que le pays, dégo(té d’eux, nous accueillait, nous étrangers, en libérdteurs.’

Given that the play was first performed in 1942, an implied reference to the defeat
of France in 1940 (assuming that the English are understood to represent the Germans)
seems hard to overlook. If the mention of King Charles had been taken to mean De Gaulle,
further implications can be drawn for a contemporary reading. ‘Savez-vous a quoi je pense:

si Charles, un jour, était vainqueur. [...] Sa France sera grande. Derriére lui un peuple

29 Comoedia, 17 January 1942 (my italics).
250 Added, p. 264.
%1 JAN, pp. 15-16 (my emphasis).
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monte, rajeuni, la flamme aux yeux, et sir de la victGifeJust because the official view
sanctionedleanne avec nouy# does not necessarily follow that other readings were not
possible, or indeed prevalent, among the theatre-going public of 1942.

Gabriel Jacobs argues that if there was a grain of truth to the claims of postwar
critics, it could be found in the Occupation audiences’ perception of the papal inquisitor,
Lemaitre, whose exposition on the use of torture could have brought to mind the violent
practices of the Gestapo or the French militia. No intent can be imputed to the author, given
that the unedited text had been approved in 1940, before these two organisations were
publicly feared. Also, Vermorel's Jeanne is otiyeatenedwith torture. Nevertheless,
Jacobs sees a possible parallel in the mistreatment of the innocent Jeanne and her rights at
the hands of, ‘the State, in this case itself a puppet of a ruthless foreign r&gime’.

Although the colour and material of the guards’ uniforms were mentioned in 1942,
their political significance was not addressed. On the contrary, ‘Houseaux, ceinturons,
pattes d’épaules, etc., ne choquent pad\evertheless, later reviews were less reluctant to
draw inferences from this aspect of the staging. ‘[L]'uniforme haut sanglé de Warwick, tout
avait été fait pour nous rappeler une occupation non plus anglo-saxonne, mais
germanique®® Some were unequivocal when assessing the impact of those first
performances: ‘L’'occupant seul s’y trompa, qui ne vit point que les Anglais de Rouen
ressemblaient furieusement aux Allemands de PafiDirect parallels were also made

between the judges and political figures of 1942, particularly Pétain and MarcéPDéat.

%2 JAN, p. 151 and p. 137.

23 vjichy France and the Resistange 118.

24 Gautier, p. 27.

55| e Parisien Libéré18 October 1956.

56 Eranc-Tireur, 18 October 1956.

%7 Maurice DelarueTerre des Homme49 January 1946.
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Various writers present at showings of the play during the war point —
retrospectively — to supposedly obvious anti-Nazi sentiments portrayed in Douking’s
production, without referring to specific lines. Such comments tend to be sweeping
generalisations and offer no factual evidence in support.

Vermorel avait écrit une piece adroite; elle attaquait les Anglais, mais ceux-Ci
apparaissaient comme ‘les occupants’, Cauchon et sa clique comme leurs collaborateurs; si
bien qu’en applaudissant les fieres répliques que leur décochait Jeanne, on manifestait sans
équivoque contre les Allemands et contre VieHy.

It is worth sifting the text for such ‘fieres répliques’, which can indeed be taken as a protest
against oppression, though there is perhaps a touch of exaggeration in Beauvoir's
description of spectators demonstrating ‘sans équivoque’ against the authorities.

One of the few lines frequently highlighted by 1942 commentators is Jeanne’s
outcry reported by Cauchon: ‘La France aux Francais. Les godons a la’poirteliever,
while it can be seen as a triumphant outburst against the occupying forces, it has also been
understood as an apology of fasci€thThe pejorative term used to describe the English
also communicates a strong Anglophobic content, showing that the line is ambivalent at
best?®* Similar — often prophetic — fighting talk can also be found in some of Jeanne’s
bolder lines. ‘Ce que je sais bien, c’est que [les Anglais] seront bientét tous hors de
France...sauf, bien sdr, ceux qui seront morts. [La France,] c’est un peuple vaincu, fourbu,
désemparé, qui sur un ordre refait face et gagne la bat&illahother example, which

resembles Gaullist nationalism more than that of Vichy, has also been hailed as pro-

%8 Simone de Beauvoit,a Force de I'agdLibrairie Gallimard, 1960), p. 470.
29 JAN, p. 34.

260 ycien Rebatet,e Cri du peuplgl4 January 1942.

#1:Godons’ is a corruption of the English swearword, ‘goddamn’.

%2 JAN, p. 42 and p. 99.
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Resistance: ‘Comme il est doux le mot patrie quand il s’allie au mot révolte, au mot
jeunesse! Tous ensembféf

Laurent Broche points out that postwar critics recognised a more general objection
to totalitarian regimes that was not limited to Vichy and the Nazis. This interpretation is
further supported by the allusions to Soviet and Church dictatorships used as inspiration in
the play. Broche suggests that Vermorel deliberately twisted this interpretation after the
war to target ‘les ennemis qu'il convenait d’avoir combattlilt was the extreme contrast
of the political situation in 1945 which put pressure on authors to justify their Occupation
writings, particularly where they had been approved and disseminated by the authorities in

force at the time.

Postwar (re-)interpretations

Pro-Resistance claims attributed X@anne avec nousave commonly been based
on articles written by the playwright in 1945, in which he gave his view on the
subversiveness of his play during the war and the risks entailed in staging it. He mentions a
prophetic comment he allegedly heard from mistteur-en-sceneédouking. ‘Méme si il
N’y a qu’une générale, si nous sommes encore en vie en trois ou quatre ans, ¢a ne sera pas
tout de méme pas mal de pouvoir se dire: voila ce qu’on a eu le culot de monter en janvier
42 a Paris®® This statement implies that Douking predicted Hitler's downfall in

December 1941, when most of Europe was occupied and Pearl Harbour was being bombed.

%3 Added, p. 263.
2641 aurent Broche. Note 107 of his essay has extracts of reviews from the postwar critics mentioned above.
265 gpectateurl9 December 1945.
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Added and Broche have dissected his ambitious argument, which does not stand up
to scrutiny?® The implausibility of Vermorel's testimony has recently led to much
cynicism about the allegedly unanimous reception of his play as a call to Resistance. Rather
than cover the same ground convincingly argued by these writers, | will analyse another no
less ambitious claim made more than three decades after the prendiea@rd avec nous
My purpose is twofold: to show the power of a Resistance myth that dispenses liberally
with facts and to attempt a reconstruction of the events as they occurred, with the help of
documents from the 1940s.

Here, first of all, is the bold claim in question from Patrick Marsh. The highlighted
passages will be scrutinised in detail throughout the following section of this chapter.
Claude Vermorel'sleanne avec nousas perhapthe only ‘resistance play’'that was put
on during the occupation that effectively got its message across to the audience. Although it
had beenwritten in 1938, the parallels between the France of Charlesiy] pnd the
occupied France of 1940 were very striking; its message became all the more powerful and
poignant once France had fallen.

Originally the play was to have been put on at the Théatre des Mathyri@gorges

Pitoéff, but the war interrupted their plans and Vermorel had to wait until 1822
permission from the censorgo put on the play, which finally opened at the Comédie des
Champs-Elysées on 10 January 1942, and was produced by Georges Douking, who also
designed the décors. The play only ran for three mootbsing on March 18" — the

censor had perhaps understoodmoreover business had been poor, partly because the
conditions in the theatre were arctic. When the playpuddishedin 1943, it was awarded

the ‘Prix de la Société des Auteurs Dramatiqd&s’.

First of all, if one accepts the reception by an audience of a perceived message of hostility
to the occupier as sufficient grounds to define a ‘resistance Pgleghne avec nousas

most assuredly not the only one of its kind during the Occupation. MonthetlanRgine

morte and Anouilh’sAntigone in particular, also enter this category, whether one agrees

with the spectators’ understanding or not.

%6 Added, pp. 267-68, and Laurent Broche.
%7 Marsh, “Jeanne d’Arc” During the German Occupation’, p. 142.
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Secondly, while Patrick Marsh and the playwright himself insist that the play was
written in 1938 and that it remained unchanged for the 1942 performances, we are
instructed (in the 1942 published edition) that the lines in brackets were cut for the first
production. Given that the edited passages fill several pages this is not a small error. While
it would be convenient to take the author at his word, it should be pointed out that his
memory is unreliable at best. Interviewed in 1956, he failed to correct his interlocutor who
recalled the 1941 premiere, and thought he was right in saying there were forty-five
performances, whereas the fiftieth occurred in the middle of its first run (21 February 1942)
and its one hundredth at the Théatre Pigalle in early3uly.

An identical mistake was made lira Croix a week later. Interestingly, the same
article questions the author’s affirmation that the play was written in 1939 — yet another
discrepancy: ‘Ce n'est guéere vraisemblable: en tout cas, il retoucha probablement son
texte.” Whether or not this was true, it is nevertheless a salutary reminder to think twice
before writing off potential changes to the 1942 text merely on the authority of the author.
While there is no reason Vermorel should lie about the date of writing his play or about it
remaining unchanged for the performance (which would, if anything, undermine his
Resistance claims), critics are rightly concerned to investigate his so-called assurances in
other areas. ‘Jignore si l'auteur dit vrai quand il assure qu’il n'a pas retouché son texte
depuis 1939, mais, dans ce cas, il était en 1939 curieusement averti de nos sentiments d'a
présent2°°

Thirdly, although permission was granted to perfal@anne avec nouat the
Théatre des Mathurins, it would not have been under the auspices of Georges Pitoéff. He

died on 7 September 1939 before the visa was even given for the play (at the end of 1940).

28 | & Monde 13 October 1956.
269 Gautier, p. 25.
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Moreover, while Vermorel clearly wanted to win Pitoé&ff to his cause, he also categorically
stated: ‘vous ne monterez pas une troisiéme Jeanne digrt’[° By showing the respect

his generation owed to the theatre director, Vermorel may well have been looking for a
recommendation from his famous addressee, but we may straightforwardly deduce that
Pitoéff was not due to stajgeanne avec nous 1940.

The reasons for the delayed premiere have already been elaborated, but the arrival
of war was, if anything, favourable to the staging of Vermorel's play. The subject was
quickly approved and funding accorded by Vichy, despite the money only being handed
out after the completed performance. The stage was readily provided by the Germans at a
time when resources were scarce. ‘Dans ces temps ou tout manquait a Paris, on pourrait
presque dire qu’il suffisait d’annoncer le projet de monterJaane d’Arcpour obtenir
locaux, chauffage, toile de décors et tissus de costifffds.’any case, shortage of fuel
would not have stopped performances. Several critics have mentioned the extreme cold of
the Théatre des Champs-Elysées; even if heating was provided, it may well have been
severely insufficient. As far as | know, the delayJ&anne avec nousan be attributed to
the time needed to find a theatre and a lead actress. This became a sore point for Vermorel,
who had trouble finding somewhere to stage his play after the first three-month run.

These facts expose the claims of Patrick Marsh as false; a dithering censorship
board cannot be blamed for putting off the premiere. No German objection to the play was
formalised either in their translation of the ADTP approval in 1940 (given by Vichy’'s
censorship body, the COES) or in their 1942 reff6fuchs-Betteridge’s claim that Vichy

was alert to oppositional dialogue ireanne avec nouand banned the play in the

270 | etter to Georges Pitoéff, 3 February (1939?), op. cit.
2! Dyssane, p. 121.
272 Added, p. 264.
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unoccupied zone remains unsubstantiated. Moreover, it is seriously undermined by
evidence of financial support from the French administration and officially approved
performances of extracts in the spa town of Vichy itSélf.

To state so confidently thdeanne avec nouan until 10 March 1942 before it was
‘understood’ and therefore banned — or so it is implied — by the Germans, is misleading in
the extreme. Indeed, Jacobs suggests that official opposition to the play is a figment of later
commentators’ imagination.

Jeanne avec nousannot have had the immediate impact as a Resistance play implied by
post-war critics, since it ran almost continuously for nearly eight months without being
banned by thePropagandastaffelor its French theatrical equivalent, the Comité
d’Organisation des Entreprises de Spect&éle.

However, Marsh is by no means alone in assigning a hostile reaction to the play on the part
of the occupying powers. A 1956 review also comes to the conclusion that the play was
performed, ‘45 fois a la Comédie des Champs Elysées avant son interdiction par la censure
allemande®”® It would be extremely difficult to explain how permission was granted later

in the year to perform the play if it had been banned by the GeAffans.

The coveted award won by Vermorel in 1943 feanne avec nouseflects its
widely accepted qualities, but also somewhat masks the nature of the play's 1942
publication. The first edition appeared in October of that year and was published by Balzac,
the recently ‘aryanised’ press formerly named Calmann-Lévy after its Jewish management.
Having been quickly shut down in 1940, it was reopened as a collaborationist publishing

house. The same was true for Editions Denoél (renamed Nouvelles Editions francaises) and

213 Fychs-Betteridge, p.33. See also above, p. 58.

27 vjichy France and the Resistange 118.

273 a Croix, 28 October 1956. See also Dussane, p. 122.
2’8 vjichy France and the Resistange 118.
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Editions Ferencsi (renamed Editions du Livre moderne). The legal disseminaiemoé
avec noudeads Gérard Loiseaux to classify it as ‘littérature de refus’, as opposed to the
clandestine publications of Vercors, for example. In any case, the press label attached to
Vermorel's play ought surely to be acknowledged when discussing its postwar reception as
a supposedly undisputed Pro-resistance flay.

In my view, an unmitigated pro-Resistance interpretatioteahne avec nowoes
not stand up to analysis. One must be wary of unwavering claims which have little recourse
to the documents of the early 1940s, but should not hastily overrule the possibility of a
Resistance message being understood by audiences during the Occupation, influenced as
they were by extreme circumstances. The evidence points to a more complex picture of the
author and the events surrounding the premiere. It also reveals a much more complex text

than at first might be supposed, and one that was not even accessible to the first spectators.

Conclusion

The grounds set out for judging a ‘theatre of resistance’ have recently been defined
as follows. ‘Pour qu’une ceuvre littéraire soit une ceuvre résistante, c'est-a-dire hostile a
l'occupant allemand et parfois favorable a la Résistance, son auteur doit avoir la volonté de
faire passer un messagé’However, such criteria deny both the huge influence of the
circumstances and the particular impact of individual lines given contemporary relevance
due to the war situation.
Although Claude Vermorel wrotéeanne avec nousefore the outbreak of hostilities, once

France was occupied the play came naturally to be seen as a piece of anti-German
propaganda. [...] Whatever tientionsof Péguy and Claudel [and Vermorel] were when

27| oiseaux, p. 538, note 27.
2’8 Corcy, p. 198. This hypothesis is confirmed by Added, p. 257: ‘La notion du message se dissout ici par
absence d’émission.’
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they wrote their plays about Jearare unimportant|...] what is important about all these
three plays is that they were taken by the audience to be an attack on the ‘occupier’ —
obviously in this case the Germans; the circumstances surrounding their production turned
them into ‘piéces de circonstance’ which had a very poignant message for contemporary
French audiences?

The situation of war and the spectators’ active imaginations appeared to have conferred
special meaning onto the dialogue. ‘Je gage queaine avec nous suscité, lors de sa
création, certaines réactions et a joui d'un certain retentissement, c’est que les spectateurs
de cette époque prétaient & chaque réplique un double’®enkis is echoed by another
1956 review: ‘Dépouillée de ce qui en faisait une piece de circonstance, je veux dire privée
del'écoute qu’on lui prétaitalors, elle ne se soutient plus que par ses qualités préfres.’
Once again, it should be remembered that once a play is performed, it is in the public
domain and no longer the exclusive property of its author. Its interpretation is not fixed, nor
dependent on the playwright’s (declared) intentions.

In the case adeanne avec nousis logical and consistent to disregard the author’s
intention, restricted as he claims it was by an unchanged 1938 text, because the spectators
were perfectly capable of having their own expectations of the play. ‘Since the play’s
message was determined largely by the preformed attitudes of its audience, Vermorel's
own objectives are probably rather beside the pointJBamne avec nouwsmught the mood
of the times.2®2 Until very recently, it has been common to (retrospectively) suggest that
the Occupation spectators were unanimously party to a pro-Resistance performance.

Loiseaux’s definition of refusal literature, ‘recouvre aussi toutes les oeuvres de

“contrebande” percues sans hésitation comme des écrits de résistance par le public: [...]

2% Marsh, “Jeanne d’Arc” During the German Occupation’, p. 144 (my emphasis).
280 paris Presse18 October 1956.

281 Guy Verdot,Franc-Tireur, 18 October 1956 (my emphasis).

22 \jichy France and the Resistange 119.
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Jeanne avec nowde Claude Vermorel.es Mouchesle Sartre, par exemple, appartiennent
a cette catégorié® As we have seen, it is no small feat to locate individual examples of
spectators understanding such messagdeanne avec nouget alone attribute such an
understanding to the entire gathering in attendance.

Nonetheless, it is revealing that performances in the following decade suffered
from attempts to recreate the same atmosphere as the 1942 production, especially in the use
of costumes. ‘Ici, de nouveau, les responsables ont eu tort de trop se souvenir des
représentations de 1942. Douking avait, alors, “germanisé” les vétements des?§ardes.’
Such details no longer appealed to the preoccupations of Parisian audiences nor fed their
expectations: ‘Les spectateurs ne sont plus compfitesty as one might to write off a
‘Resistance’ message, the enormous success of Vermdealsie avec nousannot be
easily explained away. While much uncertainty surrounds the text and the contemporary
allusions afforded by the Occupation situation, it clearly fascinated the Parisian public.

For whatever reason, Vermorel's heroine found a warm welcome in occupied Paris.
‘Jeanne d’'Arc fustige les envahisseurs de son pays, pour la plus grande joie du public. [...]
Cette Jeanne bien en chair, véritable reflet de la paysannerie francaise, est ainsi 'une des
figures les plus attachantes du théatre de cette afifidereviewer in 1956 made a clear
distinction between the first performances — which communicated an allegedly brave
attitude of revolt framed in a refined, heroic language that appealed to the disheartened
French of 1942 — and later versions which seemed somehow distanced from the
preoccupations of their audiences. He concludes that there are sufficient qualities in the

play for it to be of interest again, at a time when circumstances are hard.

283 | oiseaux, p. 538, note 27.
2841 a Croix, 28 October 1956.
285 Arts, 24 October 1956.
86| e Boterf, pp. 139-40.
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Claude Vermorel a présenté, sous I'occupation,Jeamne avec nowgui clignait de I'ceil.

C’était une piéce solide et courageuse qui méritait la sympathie: cette sympathie que nous
devons a touseux qui jouent avec le feu. [...] Cette histoire d'impostures, ces histoires de
trahison, ces cas de conscience ne sont plus a la mode. [...] Curieux Vermorel, il a construit
'honnéte piéce des temps difficiles. Qu'il se tranquillise, elle resservira. Pour l'instant, elle
est encore hors de saisoh.

Jean-Jacques Gautier was present at a 1942 performance and was surprised at the
audacity of the text and its author. ‘L’étonnant, c’est qu’elle soit jouée a Paris, qu’on lui ait
permis de voir le jour?® Although his disgust at the behaviour of the majority of those
present is evident, he nevertheless mentions their reactions to individual lines: ‘Le public
[...] ricanait aux petites allusions circonstancielf@&.No more explanation is given; nor,
perhaps, is it needed. Debates and doubts about Vermorel's play persist, and it clearly
sparked diverse interpretations compounded by the unusual circuméfarkesome, no
doubt, it constituted ‘a theatre of resistance’ and fuelled French hostility to the Germans or
admiration for Jeanne as an advocate for a France free from foreign occéifjaftuat. this
interpretation was adopted by the majority seems unlikely from the evidence available,

though this in no way diminishes the power of a reconstruction created to redeem a Parisian

stage deprived of obvious Resistance activity during the war.

%7 Pierre MarcabruArts, 24 October 1956 (my emphasis).

288 Gautier, p. 25. His comments are dated 6 March 1942 and, although they were not published in the
occupied zone, he insists they remain unchanged (see his ‘Avertissement’, p. 9).

289 pid., p. 25.

2901 aurent Broche: ‘En 1945, la piéce appar(t comme un geste hardi et habile de Résistance, un incroyable
pied au nez aux autorités, et déja, sans doute, il en fut de méme, pour certains, en 1942,

291 André Altier,L’Actualité théatrale 30-31 December 1945: ‘nous y avions reconnu, & la barbe des
Allemands, le proces de la collaboration’.
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CHAPTER THREE

HENRY DE MONTHERLANT: LA REINE MORTE

Henry Million de Montherlant (1895-1972) was perhaps one of the most prolific
writers during the Occupation of Paris, earning some 140,000 francs for his journalism
alone?®? Not only did he frequently publish essays commenting on the contemporary
political situation and his impressions of the French, extracts of which were quoted in the
columns of cultural papers, but he also wrote — or embarked upon — several plays. After the
Liberation he was punished with a year’s publication ban for his contributions to the
collaborationist pressLé Matin, La Gerbe Aujourd’hui and Panorama). The main
criticism of him was his inability to stay silefit Despite his great admiration for
Montherlant, Camus criticised his loquaciousness, finding it dangerous and
inappropriateé>*

The postwar accusations and trial of Montherlant, based entirely on his
controversial essays dealing with the defeat of the French army in the summer dfel 940,
Solstice de juin, will be examined in greater detail at the end of this chapter. His
Occupation activities will also be investigated to see how they shed light on interpretations
of his first major play. First, it will be necessary to trace the events which led to the

creation ofLa Reine morteon 8 December 1942 at the Comédie-Francaise. This will be

22 jackson, p. 315.

293 Guérin, p. 329: ‘Sa vraie faute est sans doute de ne pouvoir se taire jamais.’

294 Jean-Francois Domengdtpntherlant critique(Genéve: Librairie Droz, 2003) pp. 361-62: ‘Montherlant
écrit beaucoup et je ne suis pas sdr que ses articles soient opportuns. Je suppose qu’il a ses raisons mais
jaimerais les connaitre.’
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followed by a summary of the play’s content, an analysis of possible interpretations and
study of its initial reception.

Critics and spectators respectively have labelled it a pro-fascist and a pro-
Resistance play, giving much credit to the view that Montherlant’s writing is complex at
best, and self-contradictory at wofSt. In any case, the extraordinary success of
Montherlant’s first publicly performed dramatic work, which reached its one hundredth
performance within a year, needs to be accounted for. Under its new administrator, Jean-
Louis Vaudoyer, France’s largest national theatre began its project of staging three new
works by contemporary authors for the 1942-1943 season (including CodRemaiad et
Armide, under the watchful eye of the occupier. The Germans had already favourably
intervened in Montherlant’s literary activity and — crucially — the Resistance was beginning

to take shape at this tinié&

The creation of the play

Montherlant’s reputation preceding the Second World War was that of a mature
novelist, though he had tried his hand at the theatre with two early attempts. He wrote
L’Exil at the age of eighteen (1914), though it was never performed — at the author’s
insistence that it was simply too privafé.A second attempt to write for the stage
produced fragments for a ‘poéme dramatique’ called Crétoisof which Pasiphaé

published in 1929, was the only extract to be performed. It was staged once at the Théatre

2% | e critiques de notre temps et Montherlamtsentation parndré Blanc (Garnier, 1973), p. 87.

294 e Solsticede juin], d’abord interdit par les autorités allemandes, sera ensuite autorisé en France sur
I'intervention du directeur adjoint de I'Institut allemand a Paris, qui se trouve étre depuis des années le
traducteur habituel de Montherlant.” Pierre Siprigntherlant par lui-méme. Images et textes présentés par
Pierre Sipriot(Seuil, 1953), p. 186.

297 The play drew on Montherlant’s own experience of his mother preventing him from enlisting in the army.
A single scene was performed privately by Pierre and Emilienne Dux in 1934. See Henry de Montherlant,
Thééatre. Préface de J. de Lapradibliothéque de la Pléiade, Librairie Gallimard, 1954), Préface.
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Pigalle and again at La Maison de la Chimie by the Sylvain Itkine theatre company, ‘Le
Diable écarlate’, in 19382 It has not stood the test of time, despite a ‘very successful
production’?® Ultra-modern machinery, sterile metallic scenery and overly comfortable
seats in the theatre account, at least in part, for its short-lived t&rBesspite his various
published theatrical drafts, Montherlant’a Reine mortepremiered on 8 December 1942,

is generally considered (even by the author) to be his first play.

An uncharacteristic and substantial period of silence — in terms of publication —
preceded_a Reine mortelt seems that the shock of defeat at the hands of the German
advance in 1940 sparked a change in Montherlant’s creativity. ‘Il y a un abime entre 1939
et 1942. Que s’est-il passé entre ces deux dates? Il suffit de les juxtaposer. Le Montherlant
du théatre est né de la défaité. French suffering and humiliation certainly offered ample
inspiration for Montherlant’s characters. ‘Depuis 1942, au contraire, jusqu’a la derniere
ceuvre, écrite en 1945, un lien de famille, celui du désespoir, unit tous les héros principaux
de Montherlant®? Montherlant was already working on the first versiorPoft-Roya) a
play of Jansenist inspiration which he had begun in 1940. However, given his views on the
mediocrity and spiritual lifelessness of the French, Montherlant suggested it would be too
severe for Parisian audienc83Besides, he would need another two years to complete it.

A further complication arose from the content which Montherlant claimed would not get

28 There appears to be some discrepancy about this date. Gallimard’s 2006 etlsidteafe mortdists an

earlier, private performance given in 1937. A note to the Grasset edition of the text (1938), however, situates
the premiere on the 6 December 1938.

299 John BatchelorExistence and Imagination: The Theatre of Henry de Monthe(@tritucia: University of
Queensland Press, 1967), p. xvi.

30° Georges Placé/ontherlant(Chronique des Lettres francaises, 1974), p. 42.

301 Jacques de Laprade, in Montherldrtgatre p. xxxiv.

302 Ernst Bendz inLes Critiques de notre temps et Montherjant cit., p. 87. In.a Reine mortgFerrante

describes himself as ‘un roi de douleur’. Henry de MonthedlznReine mortéGallimard, 1947), p. 110,
henceforth referred to &iW.

393 Comcedia, 30 December 1943. See Monther&avpir dire nor(H. Lardanchet, 1941), p. 12 and p. 14:

‘une obnubilation du sens des valeurs, et cela dans tous les ordres. [...] Les Francais sont gens de mauvaise
qualité.’
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through censorship. ‘J'écrivis un premiort-Royal entre 1940 et 1942. Il parut que sa
mise en scéne ne serait pas acceptée par I'occidfant.’

Unfortunately, Montherlant destroyed this first version, entirely rewriting it eleven
years later, so his own explanation for its controversial subject matter is all that remains.
Si je ne montrai pas a Vaudoyer le prenifart-Royalcommencé en 1940, terminé en
1942, ce fut surtout parce que le sujet, avec ses histories de police, de perquisition,
d’emprisonnement, e(t paru aux Allemands plein d’allusions & la situation d’alors, et il e(t
fait interdire la piecé®
It is somewhat pertinent that if one were to claim any intention on the part of Montherlant
to communicate ‘resistant’ contentlia Reine mortethe above quotation would serve as
proof that he did not hesitate to withdraw a play that might attract unfavourable attention
from the occupier. It seems he was at least partly aware of pressures on authors deciding
whether or not to have their theatrical works performed during the Occupation.

In the author’s dedication to Vaudoyer, printed in the earliest editioba &eine
morte Montherlant thanked the administrator for the commission. ‘Vous m’avez ouvert
aussi [...] un domaine, que je négligeais, de la création artistique. [...] Mais il y avait un
premier pas qui m'ennuyait. Faute d’entrain a tirer les sonnettes des directeurs de théatre,
jécartais cette forme d’expressiofi® Whether Montherlant’s temperament prevented him
from approaching directors with his works, or whether he was simply in need of a stimulus,
this project was to spark Montherlant’s creativity in writing for the stage. After the
overwhelming success &b Reine mortethe Occupation saw Montherlant go on to write

Fils de personnandMalatesta (first performed in 1946).

% MontherlantPort-Royal et Notes de théatre Il (Editions Gallimard, 1954), p. 5.
305 MontherlantLa Reine mort¢Editions Gallimard, 2006), p. 9.
306RM, p. 13.
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The creation of Montherlant’s first play was certainly not divorced from the unusual
burdens of the Occupation. The principal actor, Jean Yonnel, who played the part of
Ferrante, was among fifteen staff whose resignation from the two main subsidised national
theatres (the Comédie-Francaise and the Odéon) was ordered in 1940 by the
Propagandastaffel‘Le bel effort de Pierre Dux menace pourtant d’étre réduit a néant.
Quelques journalistes s’en prennent en effet a Jean Yonnel qu’ils accusent d’étre un Juif
roumain.®®” It was only upon special intervention by the German embassy in August 1941
that Yonnel was able to return to the Comédie-Francaise. Yonnel's father was indeed
Jewish, and a second accusation by Jean Azéira @ri du peuplen 13 May 1942 again
threatened his participation, but the Germans remained convinced Yonnel was not a Jew.

The length of the play, particularly before any cuts were made by the author, was
such that a special announcement had to be read out by the stage manager at the dress
rehearsal.

Mesdames, Messieurs, étant donné I'heure a laquelle nous avons dd commencer le
spectacle, celui-ci, que nous voulons donner intégralement pour respecter I'ceuvre de M. de
Montherlant, ne pourra s'achever qu’a 11h10, le dernier métro passant au Palais-Royal a
11h20. Nous tenons a vous en prévenir au début de cet entracte, afin que chacun puisse
prendre les dispositions qu'il croira devoir prentife.

Despite adverse conditions, the play was performed to sell-out audiences and tickets were
bought in bulk by certain entrepreneurs apparently gifted with foresight about the play’'s
popularity, based on reception of the early performances. Seats were then sold on the black

market; people were willing to buy at great expense even at a time of such sffSrtage.

%7 Added, pp. 48-49.

308 Sipriot, Montherlant par lui-mémep. 97.

309 e Boterf, p. 137: ‘Des petits combinards, ayant flairé la bonne affaire, achétent massivement des places
pour les revendre au marché noir.’
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Recognising the popularity of his play, Montherlant may have been bitter to see it
taken off the programme at the Comédie-Francaise. ‘Toujours jouée a guichets fermés, la
piéce n'est retirée de l'affiche que pour des raisons politiqid®Somewhat sarcastically,
Montherlant suggested (with hindsight) that his play had had to make way for Paul
Claudel'sLe Soulier de satin in order to balance the Comédie-Francaise’s political stance
at a time when the Resistance movement was flourishing.

A Paris la piéce fut arrétée a la centiéme, en plein succés. On voyait poindre la défaite
allemande. Il était prudent que la Comédie-Francaise, qui avait joué sous l'occupation
I'lphigéniede Goethe, elt joué aussi dans le méme temps un Résistant éprouvé. Claudel
était lhomme3*!

Whether or not Montherlant was right about the Comédie-Francaise’s stance, his play was
very successful, though it will be shown that this can in no way be linked to suspicions of
Resistance activity on his part, nor to a pro-Resistance interpretation on the part of the
audiences or critics.

However, the first performance of Claudel's play had already been significantly
delayed. The sheer material demands of Montherlant’'s and Claudel's plays made it
impossible to stage the two simultaneously.

[La Reine morfefut, avecLe Soulier de Satin de Claudel, le plus grand succes théatral
sous l'occupation. La piéce fut retirée de l'affiche aprés la centieme représentation, alors
gu’'on la jouait encore a bureaux fermés, par suite de la nécessité ou I'on était de créer sans
tarderLe Soulier de Satifi?

Montherlant’s next playfils de personnenever created any controversy as to its political

leanings, despite the obvious contemporary setting. Even though the clandestine Resistance

310 MontherlantLa Reine morte. Drame en trois actes. Texte corrigé par 'auteur avec des coupures
possibles pour la représentation. Introduction de H.-R. Lenormand (Lib@alienard, 1947), p. 206.

11 MontherlantLa Tragédie sans masque: notesideatre (Gallimard, 1972), p. 31.

312 MontherlantLa Reine morte. Introduction de H.-R. Lenormand (Librairie Gallimard, 1947), p. 7.
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movement was in full flow, the public stage was not a straightforward outlet for Resistance
activity. ‘Cependant on n'imagine pas, dans le Paris de 1943, un spectacle ou le probléeme
des rapports franco-allemands aurait été librement abordé et tranché d'une facon
défavorable au nazism&3

It is important to examine the circumstances which led to the writiiga &Reine
morte and the various sources which inspired its characters. The fact that it started with a
commission is not a coincidence but rather a singularity for Montherlant, who almost
invariably created his own works independently. A twenty-two-year friendship with
Vaudoyer was to bear its fruit in a very intuitive commissirin an article dedicated to
the beginnings of.a Reine morteVaudoyer explained his decision to lend a series of
Spanish classical plays to Montherlant, with a view to adapting one for the Comédie-
Francaise. It was an old, dusty collection including works by the influential Lope de Vega
and Pedro Calderdn de la Barca. It also featured Luis Velez de Gudragaisr apres sa

mort3%®

The theatre administrator wrote of a sense of anxiety and risk in not pointing out
his own preference to Montherlant, allowing the author to make an independent selection.
However, the result was a happy meeting of the minds, then a trip to the south of France.
Quelqgue mois apres nous avoir notifié son choix (qui confirmait si bien le nétre),
Montherlant partait pour Grasse. Trois semaines plus tard, il en rapportait cette ‘Reine
morte’, sa ‘Reine morte’, plus délibérément arrachée a Guevara que ‘Le Cid’ le fut a
Guilhem de Castrd®

It is noteworthy that Montherlant did not write the play in Paris, but in the countryside near

Grasse (at leisure and on walks, or late at night), away from the presence of the Germans

33 Jean-Louis Garetn écrivain dans le siécle. Henry de Montherléfditions des Ecrivains, 1999), p. 153.
314RM, p. 13: ‘Avec une sorte de divination, vous aviez piqué sur une matiére qui m'était convenable.’
315 The volumes were entitlg@hefs-d’ceuvre du théatre espagriainslated by Charles Habeneckpe de
Vega'sL’'Etoile de Sévillevas performed in 1942 at the Théatre des Champs-Elysées.

316 ‘Naissance de “La Reine morteComcedia5 December 1942.
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and the sufferings of occupied Paris. A period of only a few weeks was needed for this
after he left Paris in May of 1942. Montherlant almost certainly allowed five weeks but
finished it in only three, which would account for discrepancy among critics as to the span
of its composition. The play is infused with the countryside and during the same stay the
author witnessed a child chasing after fireflies; an identical episode appears in tHé play.
Originally intended as an adaptation, Montherlant’s play became a new creation,
using only the shell of the original. Based on the historical legend of Inés de Castro,
posthumously crowned Queen of Portugal in the fourteenth century, Guevara’s staged
version was one of some forty-four different plays on the same topic, including Lope de
Vega’'s own lost manuscripAimer sans savoir quiand Houdar de la Motte’s extremely
successfulnés de Castro (1723}2 A popular love story made famous and embellished by
the sixteenth-century poet Camoéns inlhisiades this political tragedy is ideal material
for a play*'® However, Montherlant strips Guevara’s play of its actiba. Reine mortés
a play almost entirely devoid of incidert® Instead, he turns it into a psychological
examination of a king tormented by old age, weariness and impotency. However, a tragic
tone is maintained, particularly in the edited version that dispenses with comiéelief.
Montherlant’s Ferrante was inspired by the eleventh-century Persian poet Firdousi's
Chah Nameh (‘The Book of Kings’) which features another ‘roi de douleur’, Khd%rau.
At the height of his powers, when he had every possible benefit a man could attain in life,

Khosrau renounced his throne, saying, ‘Je suis las de mon armée, de mon tréne et de ma

37 RM, p. 114: ‘c’est moi qui saute et qui cueille les lucioles et qui les apporte dans le creux de la main’. See
Marguérite Lauze, ‘J'ai vu écrilea Reine morteur la grand-routeComeoedia3 March 1954.

318 Antero de Figueiredo made this inventory of Inés de Castro playsaSeeine morté2006), Préface’.

319 Maurice Rostand, iRaris-Midi, 19 December 1942.

320 Hobson,The French Theatre of Today; An English Vigandon: Harrap, 1953), p. 174.

%21 |n a 1946 essay, ‘Forger des mythes’, Sartre insisté hBeine mortés not a tragedy. Sartren théatre

de situations: textes choisis et présentés par Michel Contat et Michel RyBdlkans Gallimard, 1973).

322 Montherlant examined this work in an essay, ‘L’Assomption du Roi des rois’ (January 1942), published in
theNRF (May 1942), the book Eventail de @944) andlrextes sous une occupation 1940-1944 (1953).
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couronne; je suis impatient de partir et jai fait mes bagages. [...] C’'est mon ame qui est
épuisée et mon coeur qui est vidé>These words are echoed by Ferrante, who complains,

‘Je suis las de mon trébne, de ma cour, de mon peuple [...] Je me suis écoulé comme le vent
du désert [...]: il n’en reste ried® Ferrante is the Alphonse IV of history, of Italian not
Portuguese resonance, and Montherlant develops his complex character almost from
scratch. Incidentally, the illegitimate successor of Alphonso V of Aragon, King Ferdinand |

of Naples (1423-1494), lived at a small remove from the everita Bfeine morteHe was

also called Ferrante.

Even the character of Inés was not foreign to Montherlant before reading Guevara’s
tragedy. She featured in his series of short novels from the latter half of the 1920s. ‘A 15
ans de distance, IBetite Infante de Castilléendait la main a I'écrivain degoyageurs
traquéspour I'encourager dans ses premiers pas d’auteur dramatigiénis is evidence
of the rich variety of influences present in his work, and of the unity and continuity of his
output. La Reine morte premier chef-d'ceuvre de Montherlant au théatre, recueille
I'expérience amassée dans ses ceuvres précédentes et annonce celles qui vaft suivre.’

It is unhelpful at this juncture to attempt to identify all the sources of inspiration for
La Reine morteparticularly given the complex processes of artistic creation. Montherlant
himself refers to it as, ‘une cuisine vraiment infernale. [...] Je le répete, le public serait
effaré s’il savait dans quelle marmite de sorciére a bouilli une ceuvre littéraire avant de lui
étre présentéé?’ It is nevertheless important to point out that Montherlant was heavily

influenced by his reading, his location and the circumstances of war in 1942. ‘La-dedans je

323 Marie-Claude Hubert, introductioha Reine mort¢2006), p. 27, quoted in translation by Lucille Becker,
‘Pessimism and Nihilism in the plays of Henry de Montherlafdle French Studie29 (1962), p. 90.

324RM, p. 25 and p. 119.

325 jean Nepveu-Degas, Comédie-Francaise programrha Reine mortel3 December 1942.

326 Jacques Robicheke Théatre de MontherlaiSociété d’Edition d’Enseignement Supérieur, 1973), p.
107.

327 :Comment fut écrité.a Reine mortein RM, pp. 153-54.
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fourrais tout [...]: un fait divers lu dans un journal, un souvenir de lecture, des paroles qui
venaient de m’étre dites étaient utilisées sur-le-cha&fipNo specific examples of the ‘fait
divers’ or the influence of isolated contemporary events have been identified either by the
playwright or by other critics and historians, so the emphasis of my analysis will rely much
more heavily on the finished text of the play than on the process of creation.

However, it may be helpful to set apart one of Montherlant's minor characters
through whom he appears to comment on the contemporary situation. King Ferrante’s
page, Dino del Moro, is a culmination of many different sources, appearing first in a 1920s
novel, Moustique(published 1986). Montherlant had a sexual penchant for young boys
which led to numerous arrests and this obsession is evident in his fictional Alth&agh
he was shy about revealing his sexual preferences, unlike his regular correspondent Roger
Peyrefitte or Cocteau, for example, he was arrested in Marseille in July 1940 for
approaching young boys and remained wary of the French politée claimed such
activities were research for his writing.

Some of his plays deal with the rejection of a son by his father, and Ferrante is a
typical example, condemning his son Pedro with the words, ‘En prison pour méditerité’.
This could well have been understood as a criticism of young Frenchmen unwilling to fight
for the glory and pride of their nation. Montherlant was the sole critic to review Michel
Francois’s 1942 performance as the page, and frequent anecdotes in his writings testify to
his ‘éloge lyrique de la “treiziéme annéé*2In La Reine mortdlontherlant goes to great

lengths to expose his contempt of young ‘men’. ‘A quatorze ans, vous vous étiez éteint;

328 bid., p. 153.

329 Grenier, p. 183, note 3.

330 Henry de Montherlant and Roger Peyrefi@errespondancePrésentation et notes de Roger Peyrefitte et
Pierre Sipriot(Editions Robert Laffont et Albin Michel, 1983), p. 11.

31RM, p. 50. Georges's rejection of his son Gillou is the main foc&#otle personné1943).

332 Maurice Bruéziérd,.a Reine mortéGallimard, 1947), p. 215. Of the forty reviews Montherlant read, none
mention Dino del Moro, but review actors who had a handful of lines at @msteedia30 December 1943.
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vous étiez devenu médiocre et grosst&rThe relevance to, and critique of, 1940s French
values is unmistakable, with particular anger expressed about the praise of youth touted by
those in power at the time. ‘Car la juvénilatrie est chez nous un produit de Vichy, lui-méme
imitateur en cela des régimes fasciste et fazi.’

While the main plot of the play belongs to Portuguese history, it also addresses the
concerns of a French audience subjugated by difficult circumstances and a foreign power.
It was written within a few months of the premiere and its contemporary relevance seems
to have accounted, in part, for its success. Montherlant insistedatiRetine morteannot
be fully understood or appreciated without reference to the auspicious time of its creation.
Actualité involontaire déa Reine morte|...] Exécutions, guerres nationales, guerre civile,
et jusqu’a la famine, tout cela, qui est 'atmosphere de ce drame, est aussi 'atmosphére de
'Europe d’'aujourd’hui. Ceux qui liront plus tard cette ceuvre devront se rappeler en quels
temps dramatique elle fut écrite et mont&e.

La Reine mortavas the first new Occupation play at the Comédie-Frangaise and
was written by an author of high repute: ‘L’Etat francais le porte aux ftfe$he
premiere was even publicised in certain cinemas and was attended by the cream of the
Parisian cultural elite, such as screen actress Edwige Feuillere, theatre director Alice Cocéa
and many well-known playwrights: Stéve Passeur, Jean Sarment, Maurice Rostand and
Cocteau®’ It should not be underestimated how important an event this was for the

reputation of the French Arts in Paris. ‘Premiere création depuis la guerre. Un événement

38 RM, p. 25.

334 MontherlantLa tragédie sans masque 41. ‘Juvénilatrie’ is Montherlant’s own word, mixing Latin and
Greek origins: ‘La jeunesse se trouve étre une page blanche sur laquelle ces hommes [politiques] peuvent
écrire sans avoir a effacer.” Montherladgvoir dire nonp. 9.

333 bid., p. 46.

336 Montherlant and Peyrefitt€orrespondancep. 18. He was also in demand for interviews on BBC radio.
337 pujourd’hu, 13 December 1942 ariéd Matin, 20 December 1942.
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parisien. Un événement littérair® This meant thata Reine morteperhaps more than

any other play before it, was under the spotlight. Expectations were high and much
depended on a good reception. ‘C’est donc avec une vive curiosité que la piéce est attendue
pour sa sortie au Francais, le 9 décembfeThe opinions of those in attendance, and the
play’s impact, were made proportionately more significant by the numbers; one hundred
sell-out performances occurred in the first year. This is an impressive statistic since the

theatre alternated playisa Reine morteould only be performed three times per w&8k.

The subject material ofLa Reine morte

La Reine mort®pens, rather unconventionally for a play, with a noble tirade from
the insulted Infante dofia Bianca of Navarre who has come to Portugal to arrange a
marriage alliancé* She has been rejected by her promised fiancé prince Pedro because of
his love for the illegitimate Inés de Castro. King Ferrante is furious and demands an
interview with his son. He admits the disdain he has had for Pedro since he turned fourteen
(he is now twenty-six), and orders him to marry the Infante, keeping Ines as his mistress. In
the following meeting between the lovers, we discover that they are secretly married and
Inés is pregnant. In the absence of Pedro’s courage it falls to Ines to inform Ferrante of this
in a scene which reveals much of the latter’s cynicism.

The second act develops Ferrante’s character in discussion with his corrupt
advisors. Despite his hatred of violence, he is inexplicably drawn to cruelty — sadistically

entrusting his son’s arrest to his former tutor, Don Christoval, for example — and is

8 paris-Soitr 14 December 1942,

339 e Boterf, p. 137. 'Le Francais' is another name for the Comédie-Francaise.

340 MontherlantLa Tragédie sans masque 29. In September 1943 Reine mortevas still being put on

three times a week and brought in a record of over 40,000F each time. Fuchs-Betteridge, appendix Il.

341 Classical conventions require first scenes to present the main characters’ relationships with brief dialogue.
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particularly vulnerable when accused of weakness. A further téte-a-téte enables the king to
divulge to Ines his counsellors’ wish to kill her. Behind his pretext of the nation’s stability,
Prime Minister Egas Coelho has concealed his true reasons for wanting this. Overcome and
utterly fooled by the king’s openness, Inés sympathises with him, despite insightful
warnings from both Pedro and the Infante about Ferrante’s inconsistency and
deceptiveness. Indeed, the Infante wishes to prove her ‘grandeur’ by rescuing Inés from
Ferrante’s clutches, both in defiance of nature (which would have her oppose a rival) and in
exercise of her pride in denying the king his victim. Inés, however, is determined — despite
the inevitable dangers — to stay with Pedro, in obedience to her all-consuming physical
passion.

The third act provides a final opportunity for Ferrante to burden Inés with his
sorrows, alienation and rejection of the court, to the point where she cannot be allowed to
live with such knowledge. Before Ferrante publicly shows random clemency for Lourenco
Payva to show his strength and magnanimity in the face of his admiral, the page Dino del
Moro confirms Ferrante’s ‘alternance’. The latter’s dialogue duly becomes incoherent and
lucid in turn, leading him to recognize that only Ines’s murder can put an end to his
indecision. Inés, meanwhile, naively believes the king’s detachment and tenderness is
genuine, so she breaks the news of her unborn child. This fatal outburst of maternal love
and optimism angers Ferrante, for he must now (re)act against this new life.

The king despises her for unveiling his emotional weakness and gives captain
Batalha the order to follow Inés — still unenlightened as to her fate — and have her
assassinated. He then declares her dead, executed to protect the Portuguese succession.
Shortly after his announcement, Ferrante anticipates Egas Coelho’s brutal murder at the

hands of Pedro for having instigated Ines’ death, then passes away. The final scene of the
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play is silent, everyone gathering around Inés’s body and Pedro symbolically placing the
crown on her stomach, as one by one (Dino del Moro the last) the courtiers desert
Ferrante’s cadavéf?

Montherlant takes liberties with historical dates, concentrating a large period into
the short time allowed by verisimilitude. By being deliberately vague with the historical
setting (‘Au Portugal, — autrefois’), Montherlant makes the issues in the play more
universal, though all the events took place in the fourteenth century and the main characters
are at least modelled on historical figures. However, a few names and ages are changed and
many anachronisms are permitted; for example, history records that Ferrante survived Inés
by two years. Allusions are frequently made to important parts of the legend which cannot
take place in the time-frame of the pfyIn order to focus his study on the vacillations of
Ferrante, Montherlant makes of Ines not the mother of three she was in real life, but an
expectant wife whose unborn child Ferrante can cut off in the same fatal stroke as Inés. In
the same way that Montherlant borrowed merely the framework of Guevara’s play, he took
the historical characters and stripped them of their legendary associatiomso doing,
he perhaps made the play more accessible to 1940s audiences who could identify with
more modern protagonists.

An in-depth reading of the play reveals the way in which Montherlant moulds the

characters to his will.

32 For a concise summary of the play see Joseph ChiaiContemporary French Theatre: The Flight from
Naturalism(London and Southampton: The Camelot Press, 1958), pp. 208-12. Robichez provides a detailed
analysis olLa Reine morts rigorous structure.

343 Ferrante predicts Coelho’s death: ‘On arrachera ton coeur de ta poitrine et on te le mBiMrqral47.

344RM, p. 151: ‘une armature que je pourrais garder mais en changeant tout ce qu'il y a dedans’.
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Ce qui frappe le plus, dans cette lecture, c’est I'étonnante liberté dont M. de Montherlant
fait preuve a I'égard de ses personnages. Inés, Pedro, l'Infante, le Roi Ferrante, sont
dénudés avec une franchise qui ne s’exerce que rarement sur les personnages historiques.
Such freedom does not simply demonstrate the author’s creative talents, but opens up the
dialogue for a rich exploration of the human soul — Montherlant’s self-confessed aim.

Une piece de théatre ne m'intéresse que si 'action extérieure, réduite a la plus grande
simplicité, n'y est qu'un prétexte a lI'exploration de 'homme; [...] d’exprimer, avec le
maximum de veérité, d’intensité et de profondeur un certain nombre de mouvements de
'ame humainé*®

Here, ‘vérité’ is not factual accuracy, but truth or authenticity. It is not the aim of this
chapter to cover ground admirably presented by a handful of critics who have examined in
detail the chronological elisions, historical discrepancies and individual originalities of
Reine morté*’ Rather, of primary import are the interpretations of Montherlant’s carefully

constructed and highly-praised dialogue, and the conclusions that may be drawn about both

the author’s political stance and the potential pro-Resistance impact of the play.

The reception ofLa Reine morte: Collaboration or Resistance?

Should Paris really be investing so much time, money and materials (ink and paper,
costumes and scenery foremost among them) in this new play while the cruel winter and
Nazi dictatorship were destroying so many lives? Montherlant apparently found the pomp
of such a well-advertised premiere more than a little insensitive. ‘{Un] ajournement avait

été demandé par l'auteur, qui estime gqu’une “premiére” a quelque chose de frivole qui

35 H.-R. Lenormand, introduction ta Reine mortéLibrairie Gallimard, 1947), p. 9.

346 MontherlantNotes sur mon théatig’Arche, 1950), p. 31.

347 Manuel Sito Alba, irvlontherlant et 'Espagne: les sources hispaniques de ‘La Reine nfidliretksieck,

1978), lists the digressions of time, place and events from Guevara’s play. See also Isolina-Collette Wakerley,
‘La Reine morteou un anachronisme volontaire’ (Tours: Revue de Littérature Comparée, 1973).
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s'accorde mal avec la gravité des événements politidtieSomewhat more sceptical of

his apparently humble motives, another columnist referred to this alleged sensitivity on the
part of ‘M. Soi-Méme de Montherlant’ whilst underlining the good publicity it earned him.

‘Le truc est bien simple. M. de Montherlant fait dire un peu partout que, par les cruels
temps qui courent, le théatre ne peut étre que le dernier de nos soucis. On aurait honte, qu'il
dit, de parler de tragédies scéniques tandis que se déroulent des tragédied*féelles.’

Despite the sarcastic overtones of this quotation, it reveals an important issue
regarding the decision to perform, given the unspeakable consequences of the war raging
on the very doorstep of the auditorium. It is true of Montherlant, as it was of Sartre,
Claudel and Anouilh, that he felt the need to continue working during the Occupation. For
each of them, there is evidence that they earned a substantial amount of money from the
works they wrote or had performed during this peffSd similar impression of surprise
at people’s willingness to carry on performing is evident in Montherlant’s speech given on
the first anniversary ofa Reine morts premiere in December 1943. ‘Nous voici réunis
pour la centieme de cette piece, tout comme si rien de grave ne s’est passé dans le monde
depuis lors3**

Indeed, it may have been for the same reason of acknowledging the gravity of
France’s war experience in 1942-1943 that Montherlant decided to leave out the Infante’s
three bridesmaids whose comic roles threatened to trivialise the tragic atmosphare of
Reine morte‘Tel fut le cas notamment pour lintervention des trois dames d’honneur de

I'Infante, intervention qui créait une irruption de burlesque dans une scéne de tragédie, peu

38 Comoedia, 21 November 1942.

349 a France Socialistes and 6 December 1942.

30 Grenier, p. 158: ‘[Claudel] vend ses propres autographes jusqu’a 400 francs.’
31 MontherlantThéatre p. 246.
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compatible avec le go(t du public en 19%3.'Montherlant’s stance on action and
commitment to the cause of France was very controversial, and he chose to absent himself
from the first performance. Following a cool reaction to the dress rehearsal, cuts were made
to the play and the press became almost unanimous in its pralsse Réine morte
‘Certains y trouvent quelques longueurs; d'une fagcon générale la critique est élofjieuse.’
While many of the actors came under fire for weak performances, Renée Faure as the
Infante being the notable exception, the poetic and heroic language was universally
acclaimed. Objections were made to long-winded dialogue immobilising the action, but
reviewers regarded as virtually flawless the work of Pierre Dux (stage director) and Roland
Oudot (scenery and costumes) in creating the appropriate atmosphere.

The Germans appeared to have mixed views of the play, though they never banned
it, and its performance was even encouraged in certain prison camps in Germany (though
permission was refused for others). This fact appears to have surprised reviewers in 1948.
‘En fait, il 'y eut pas de mot d’ordre chez les autorités occupantes. [...] DexdRéine
morte les Allemands manifesterent les attitudes les plus opposées, allant de la colére a la
bienveillance 3** A German reaction to the play was reported to Montherlant by Odette
Micheli, a colleague at the Red Cross — where he volunteered from 1942 to help child
victims of the war>
[Elle] a entendu dire un soir par deux officiers allemands, tandis qu’ils se levaient et
guittaient la salle: ‘Je ne comprends pas comment on laisse représenter de pareilles pieces.’

Sans doute étaient-ce les répliques sur les prisons, et 'honneur qu’il y a a y étre, qui les
avaient choqués. Rien de plus divers, d'ailleurs, que les réactions de I'oc€lpant.

%2 | a Reine mort¢2006), p. 204.

33 Dictionnaire des piéces de théatpe 506. The response was literally ‘cool’; critics employed the words
‘tiede’ and ‘glacial’. See the reviews listed by MontherlaritanTragédie sans masquep. 26-27.

34 MontherlantLa tragédie sans masque. 32.

355 André Fraigneau: ‘C’était une Croix-Rouge mondaine et littéraire. Montherlant n’a d'ailleurs pu faire
qgu’un aller et retour. Il prépare probablement des mémoires sur I'offensive.” Grenier, p. 182.

36RM, pp. 166-7.
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It may be wise to take the author’s reasons for the Germans’ disgust with a pinch of salt,
but the divisiveness of the play should not be dismissed so easily. Indeed the following
guotation demonstrates the ability lod Reine mortewhatever its associations, to spark
opposing reactions:

Tout [ce succeés] en pleine guerre. La piece, d’ailleurs, semblait contenir des allusions
politiques qui enthousiasmaient lessistants Malgré cela, elle fut jouée méme dans les
camps de prisonniers francais en Allemagne, comme a Wistznitz. Ensuite, elle a été
représentée dans presque tous les pays d'Europe. A la Comédie-Francaise, les
représentations furent interrompues en 1945, a cause des attaques — excitées par l'aigreur
de certains ‘confréres’ — dont Montherlant avait été I'objet aprés la Libération.

Simply by witnessing at close hand the psychological battles and dilemmas of a
handful of genuine historical figures brought to life by the words of Montherlant, the
audience ‘can’t avoid active participation in construction of dramatic refiftyThe
opportunity to gasp, applaud, stay silent, walk out or mutter is both a privilege for the
spectator and, potentially, a curse for the performers. Cocteau encapsulates this perfectly
when speaking of the phenomenon of collective response in the auditorium. ‘Le public est
un élément dangereux et superbe. [...] Comment se fait-il que les salles successives
s’accoutument au relief d’'une pensée, comme si ces salles étaient une seule et méme
personne & laquelle on répéte quelque chd¥dP'seems that the 1940s audiences sought

out even the smallest possible allegory of their situation in the heroes of literary theatre.

‘During the four years of Occupation any play which presented an individual in conflict

%7 Ferdinando Banchini, p. 18 (author’s original emphasis).
38 David BradbyModern French Drama, p. 28.
%9 Une grande vedette: le publi€omeedia, 17 January 1942.
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with authority was automatically invested with topical allusions by the audigfiaathile

access to the first performancesLaf Reine mortas not available, eye-witness accounts

can corroborate Cocteau’s words by pointing us to those lines in the play which aroused the
full attention of the theatregoers of 1942.

According to one report, there was even ‘un accord secret entre la scéne et la salle’,
where double-meanings were somehow unanimously perceived by the audience. Serge
Added says that the same was true for Musdedistasio, and wonders whether such
occurrences were even premeditated by the Comédie-Frafftia¥dere weight is given to
the claim of complicity between actors and spectators when one collates all the reviews or
accounts which speak of individual lines being applauded. A consistent consensus
delineates a few such outbursts in the first performancés dfeine morté®? The first
alludes to the crime of Frenchmen being taken prisoner by their own countrymen, and the
honour of being counted a victim of such treatment. These are concepts that would not
escape censorship if expressed directly. Pedro, under arrest, cajoles the king’s officers:
‘Messieurs, ce que vous m'étes, c’est une vraie escorte d’homaewans les prisons de
mon pére je vais retrouver la fleur du royaume] quiconque a été fait prisonnier par les
siens est désormais mon fréf&’

Jacques Robichez, when speaking of Pedro’s (brief) appearances in the play,
concludes, ‘A la fin de ce premier acte, ses toutes derniéres répliques sont séditieuses:

“Dans les prisons de mon pere...”. On devine les sentiments qu’elles pouvaient éveiller, en

%0 Merill A. Rosenberg, ‘Montherlant and the Critics of the French Resistdfregich ReviewApril 1971),

839-51 (p. 849).

31| a Vie culturelle sous Vichgd. J-P. Rioux, pp. 321-22.

2 The first example to follow is mentioned by Julian Jackson, p. 315, and Serge Added, p. 257, as a retort
which was interpreted as anti-German.

33RM, p. 53 (my emphasis). | do not agree with Montherlant’s statement above that the Germans picked up
on this, especially given that no demand was made to edit this line.
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1942, & Paris® Thus the context of occupation brought out a subtle subtext in the lines
highlighted above, explained by the surrounding words and clearly not obvious enough to
alert the Germans present in the theatre.

On a similar theme, when Pedro is arrested he exclaims, ‘C’est curieux, les hommes
de valeur finissent toujours par se faire arréf8r.Given the growing presence of
Resistance movements in France, with individuals risking prison or execution by
assassinating Germans or disrupting their supply trains and communications, it is perhaps
understandable that such a line might be seen to show admiration for their sacrifice. The
line sparked wild applause from the first audiences. Attributing deliberate pro-Resistance
motives to Montherlant seems improbable at best, but whether he intended to communicate
such ideas or not is irrelevant to the play’s interpretation and reception, as a ‘message’ was
seized upon, and consequently hailed, by the spectators.

Some critics refer to the above two sentences being the only lines in the play to
spark audible reactions from the auditoritfhHowever, occasional mention is also made
of other potential contemporary allusions:

La Reine Morterisque de devenir une occasion de manifestations politidupsisieurs
reprises lorsqu’on pronongait les répliques: ‘En prison se trouve la fleur du royaume’ et
‘On tue et le ciel s’éclaircit!’, quelques jeunes gens, voyant la une apologie des attentats
commis contre 'occupant, trépignent et battent des mafins.

Montherlant recalls outcry at these same words, horrified at the way they were understood.
‘Mais que ne voyait-on pas! Des jeunes gens de la Résistance, au poulailler, faisaient un

sort, freqguemmentaux paroles d’Egas Coelho poussant le roi a assassiner (“On tue, et le

%4 Jacques Robichez, p. 79.
35RM, p. 53.

3¢ Eor example, Carolyn Evans, 10.
37 e Boterf, p. 138 (my emphasis).
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ciel s’éclaircit”), qui leur semblaient une apologie du terrorisiffieThe difference in
language when referring to attacks by the Resistance should be noted here. Montherlant
speaks of ‘terrorisme’, which may well reveal his opinion of (violent) acts of Resistance,
whereas Resistance sympathizers would see those who assassinated Germans as ‘heroes’.
In the same paragraph @B Reine mortewhich meditates on murder, Harold
Hobson suggests that some of Egas Coelho’s lines would undoubtedly have prompted
audiences to call Hitler to mind by quoting the following passage of the play.
Et n'est-il pas insensé que des hommes acceptent de peiner, de souffrir, d’étre ligotés par
une situation inextricable, seulement parce qu'un étre est vivant, qu’il suffirait de
supprimer pour que tout se dénouat, tandis que des milliards d’étres meurent, dont la mort
est inutile, ou méme déplorable? [...] En vérité, il est stupéfiant que tant d'étres continuent
a géner le monde par leur existence, alors qu'un meurtre est chose relativement si facile et
sans danget?®
Hobson goes even further in his identification of analogies with the contemporary situation,
separating passages of universal relevance (note the use of ‘our’) and those specific to
audiences of the Second World War.
But though the action dfa Reine mortdakes place five hundred years ago, its speeches
echo with the troubles and problems of our own day. Coelho, urging Ferrante not to
provoke Navarre too much, argues: ‘Your majesty, Portugal at the present moment not only
on certain points is genuinely weak, but on others must simulate weakness, the better to
deceive its enemies. Therefore, partly justly, partly unjustly, the kingdom is thought feeble,
and this situation will continue a long time still...Look at the facts: it cannot be denied that
everywhere Portugal is on the retreat.” As the first French audience, at Christmas 1942,
listened to these words, could it avoid substituting France for Portug#i’?].’

After a detached examination of the play, one may justifiably wonder how on earth certain

lines were not interpreted as a criticism of either the indigenous or occupying authorities.

%8 RM, p. 166 (my emphasis).
39RM, p. 68. ‘'On tue et le ciel s'éclaircit’ are left out of Hobson’s translation of this passage.
37% Harold Hobson, p. 172.
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An apparent reference to the humiliating French defeat by the German penetration through
the Ardennes forest in 1940, for example, appears to have been entirely missed by critics
and reviewers alike. ‘Oui, c’est ainsi, il y a toujours quelques heures pendant lesquelles un
royaume est sans défense: un trou, il suffit de rentrer.’

La Reine morte message was not restricted to the audiences of the Occupation, but
is too simplistic to suggest that its ongoing success since the war proves it is not part of a
‘theatre of resistance’. Even those who categorically deny any ‘resistant’ content or

reception for the play recognise its proximity to twentieth-century concerns:

La Reine mortgarle davantage dkx € siecle que dixiv € siécle portugais. Dux € siécle
certainement, mais de 1942 en particulier? S’il s'agit d’énoncer un ancrage de I'époque,
cela ne pose guere de difficultés; mais existe-t-il un lien de méme nature sur le temps tres
court 372

| suspect that the make-up and circumstances of the first audiences were such that a
specific understanding was possible, and even inevitable. ‘L’interprétatida deine

morte et 'esprit de cette interprétation, sont restés a peu pres les mémes qu’en 1942; c'est
le public qui a changé, et qui voit 'ceuvre sous un aspect difféfént.’

From the examples above, quoted from more recent books, it appears —
superficially, at least — that it is almost invariably with hindsight that any kind of pro-
Resistance content has been claimed for this play. The risks of openly suggesting such a
reading in a publicly-circulated newspaper review in German-occupied Paris are obvious,

though even the vocal response of audiences to supposed contemporary allusions in the

play was not enough to get it banned by the authorities. It also seems somewhat naive to

31 RM, p. 120. The passage continues, ‘Par chance, il est rare que I'ennemi flaire ces heures. Ah! s'il savait
372 Serge Added, p. 322.
373 Henry de MontherlantJotes sur mon théatre. 111.
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suppose, as does Montherlant, that journalists were careful not to endanger the author’s
reputation by denouncing allegedly subversive content.

Alors que les critiques de 1942, probablement pour ne pas me géner, n‘avaient pas souligné
des répliques qui, a I'époque, pouvaient paraitre provocantes a I'égard des Allemands, ceux
de la reprise [1948] s’étonnérent que la censure allemande n'e(t pas demandé des
suppressions’

It is not clear what Montherlant is trying to prove here, but if he is claiming a pro-
Resistance message tax Reine mortehis reasoning is convoluted and unconvincing, and
assumes the press would stay silent about specific provocative lines in the play for the
express purpose of avoiding inconvenience to its author. However, even for the Parisian
press, it was possible to hint at the political implications of passages in the play, without
being specific about its location or content. Laubreaux, for example, says mysteriously, ‘Il
y a deux sceénes, au cours des deux premiers actes, qui sont d’'un grand orateur politique’,
without offering further explanation as to his implicatin.

One is, of course, perfectly free to exclude (with Jackson and Added) the hypothesis
that Montherlant deliberately attempted to communicate any sort of Resistance message in
his text. However, one cannot comfortably overrule the eye-witness accounts that speak of
the audiences’ fervour. | maintain it is perfectly admissible that specific lines found a
contemporary application because of the way they were delivered or perceived. After all,
the work of themetteur en scenis concerned with translating the text into speech and

action: ‘Il s’agira de dégager peu a peu les mouvements que commande le dialogue, qui le

37 MontherlantLa tragédie sans masque. 31.
373 e Petit Parisien12 December 1942.
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traduiront et I'accompagneront. [...] Parfois un simple geste, un jeu d’expression, un
regard, une rupture dans le rythme du débit, une inflexion de la3/8ix.’

Although concrete evidence is not available to help elucidate this matter, many of
the sources mentioned above were written by eye-witnesses present at the early
performances. Dussane and Hobson do not specify their attendance at the Comédie-
Francaise fol.a Reine mortebut we may safely assume that they were in contact with
many people, particularly students, who would have been present. Given the range of
works they saw during the Occupation (and Dussane’s own links with the national theatre),
it is highly doubtful that they were not able to see the play. However, their impressions of
various performances, as well as their conversations with others, have been recorded in
their writings on the theatre, and as such are of great value in determiningah&eine
mortewas interpreted by its first audiencds.

While the most authoritative interpretations of the play have already been advanced,
some more extreme or far-fetched contemporary political allusions have also been
‘spotted’. Montherlant claimed that he knew nothing of politics and refrained from public
comment on political movement€ Perhaps for this reason, he (feigned) impatience with
the supposedly uncalled-for reaction of those who saw contemporary references in his play.
Quelquefois, d’abord on ne sait pourquoi, un applaudissement isolé fuse. On percoit alors
gue telle parole d’un de vos personnages a paru une allusion politique. Un zigoto perdu

dans son idée fixe (I'idée fixe de l'actualité) a sauté la-dessus, et laissant passer tout le
reste, a gobé tout juste cette petite phraséla.

376 Jean Nepveu-DégaRevue des Beaux-Arts de France IlI, February 1943, p. 149.
377 See, for example, Dussane, p. 124, p. 130 and p. 131.

378 MontherlantCarnets p. 53:‘Mon esprit est réfractaire au politique’.

3°RM, p. 166. Also quoted iAujourd’hui, 3 February 1943.
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He certainly seemed more than a little surprised that these interpretations could be possible,

though he was certainly not discontent with the subsequent publicity:

hY

Qu’on puisse préter un sens politique a “La Reine morte” [...] me plonge dans une douce
réverie. Heureuse, d’ailleurs. Toutes les fois qu’un lecteur, ou un critique, donne d’une
ceuvre ou partie d’ceuvre de moi une interprétation radicalement erronée, je me frotte les
mains. Plus on se gourre sur une ceuvre, plus elle a chance d&%durer.
His remark is indeed pertinent; press coverage, public discussion and audible reactions
were extremely effective in raising the profile of his play.

Montherlant was amused by the following parallels between real-life figures and his
protagonists given — significantly — by a reader from Neuilbt,a spectator from Paris:
La jeune infante de Navarre, si femme de gouvernement, c’est I'Allemagne. Elle doit
épouser Pedro, lache et apathique, — qui est les Etats-Unis, — fils du cruel Ferrante, qui est
'Angleterre. Mais Inés de Castro — la France — est mariée secretement & Pedro. Inés (la
France) mourra, victime de Ferrante ('Angleterre), pour n'avoir pas voulu écouter les
sages conseils de I'infante ('Allemagne). En méme temps qu’elle, mourra Féffante.
Whilst recognising the pure fantasy of such an interpretation which, were it justified, would
surely have been spotted by the cultured Germans (or denounced by collaborators), |
nevertheless believe that Montherlant's play was infused with the events of 1942.
According to Pierre Sipriot, Montherlant’s hesitance in involving himself in national and
social life, ‘n'empéche pas une sourde imprégnation des ceuvres par les circonstances;
simplement parce qu'on met de tout dans une ceuvre, y compris ce qu’on entend autour de
soi ou lit dans les journau®®? This is not to allow that any play could be said to

communicate pro-Resistance ideas simply because it was written during the Occupation;

Sipriot wrote this specifically ofa Reine morte‘Le début deLa Reine mortese détache

%0 Comoedia, 30 January 1943.
31 1n La Gerbe 14 January 1943, quoted by Montherlant,anTragédie sans masquap. 27-28.
382 pierre SipriotMontherlant(Bourges: Seuil, 1975), p. 134.
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des temps lointains et se rapproche brusquement de nous. Ce qui se dit dans le palais royal
de Montemor-o0-Velho, c’est en partie ce quon a lu dans les carnets et les essais de
lauteur.®3?

Vastly differing interpretations of Montherlant’s plays continued wherMaitre
de Santiago was adjudged to be anti-Resistance, Communist and pro-Resistance (written
by an exemplary — and perhaps the only true — resister) respettf/@#ile it may be
futile to insist on a fixed interpretation d&fa Reine mortethe reception of the play
nevertheless enables a revision of what constitutes pro-Resistance theatre. Equating the
expression of French grandeur with a ‘theatre of resistance’ seems especially apposite here.
‘The production oLa Reine mortg...] resulted in a work of great beauty, heroic grandeur
and lofty inspiration. It was the very antipodes of the ugliness of life in general during the
occupation3® Occupation audiences appeared nourished: ‘L’histoire de la jeune reine
sacrifiée a la raison d’état suscita de grandes émotions dans le public parisien d&1942.’

The manifesto of the clandestine papex,Scéne francaisalescribed the role of
theatre, and the duty of performers in the profession, as follows:
[JJamais, comme en ces jours sombres de notre malheur national, I'exercice des professions
théatrales ne nous a permis de remplir notre devoir patriotique avec plus de conscience et
de grandeur. C’est qu’un grand privilege nous est donné: nous parlons francgais a haute voix
devant des Francais assemblés. Notre role est de réfuter en interprétant des ceuvres

francaises, la propagande allemande et vichyssoise qui, depuis 1940, ne cesse de nous
répéter que la France est une nation fifiie.

33 Robichez, pp. 72-73.

34 MontherlantPort-Royal et Notes de théatre (Ip. 159: ‘Comme je prévoyais, ces assertions, se
détruisant I'une 'autre, ne tiennent pas debout.’

35| eo Forkey, ‘The Theatres of Paris during the Occupatiorhch Review22 (1949), pp. 299-305.
386 Carolyn Evans, p. 82.

387 La Scéne francais®ecember 1943, p. 1.
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This is a salutary reminder to those who would hastily adjudge Montherlant’s play pro-
German or in favour of collaboration. Suffice it to say that many reviews pointed to this
redeeming quality of Montherlantisa Reine mortegrateful that the Comédie-Francaise
was fulfilling its patriotic role by investing in both young and established contemporary
French talent. When praising the work of the set-designer, Roland Oudot, Vaudoyer placed
him alongside Montherlant with the following commendation: ‘Nous sommes fiers d’avoir
pu le reprendre aujourd’hui, dans une circonstance qui associe sur l'affiche de la Comédie-
Francaise les noms d'un écrivain et d'un peintre, ou plutét, les noms de deux poétes
purement et parfaitement francal&’

Even among collaborationist critics, there was a belief tlamtReine morte
answered the call for outspoken French pride in a period of forced subservience. In the 12
December 1942 issue b Petit Parisien, Laubreaux exclaimed, ‘Allons, voila enfin, aux
heures les plus nécessaires, une ceuvre francgaise qui permet de lever la téte.” However, the
fact that it was written by an arch-collaborator could simply mean that the comment
expresses his sense of relief that one French playwright is rising above what he perceives as
the mediocre masses. Almost identicalliAppel praised the boost of pride afforded to the
French by the play: ‘La Comédie-Francaise se hausse a la hauteur de sa mission en
présentant, dans les heures sombres que nous vivanReine morte Elle honore la
France, chose qui, de nos jours, ne lui arrive pas aussi souvent que nous le
souhaiterions®®® This reiterates the French public’s need for ideological succour from the
theatre, given the harsh conditions raging outside. ‘[Les sujets] étaient peut-étre les

confidents naturels de la douleur d’'un peuple qui avait besoin de s’assurer de sa grandeur

38 Jean-Louis Vaudoyer, ‘Naissance de “La Reine morteGamaedia5 December 1942.
389 *Appel, 17 December 1942.
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passée pour reprendre confiance en lui-méfle.a Reine morteertainly appears to have
achieved such a mission in the eyes of the 1942 press and audiences.

Montherlant’s theatrical output was to dominate his career from this point on, with
only a single novel.e Chaos et la nuifl963), interrupting the following flow of playke
Maitre de Santiagg§1947),Port-Royal(1954),La Ville dont le prince est un enfafit951)
and La Guerre civile(1965). That Montherlant prospered so well during the Occupation
was met with both disdain and suspicion, but his play clearly brought a sense of French
grandeur to the biggest national stage, where he was one of the first living playwrights to
be performed in the early 1940s. Whatever his personal inclinations, objectionable views
on the war and the ideas expressed through his ‘hefes3 Reine mortewas a

phenomenal success with the Parisian public and, on the whole, with the press.

Montherlant’s political leanings

Montherlant was very outspoken about his native France. Proud of his own
aristocratic roots, virile pursuits and cultural know-how, he was quick to decry the French
people’s ignorance about the onset of war. This was evident in his reflections when
walking in the capital city after the 1944 Liberation: ‘Le Parisien ne fait rien pour défendre
son sol ni pour défendre sa vie. Mais ptaugueule la cuisse le spectacleil se retourne
avec une débrouillardise étonnante, rétablit la situation en quelques’{édiise desire to
be entertained indeed led to the quick reopening in 1940 of cabarets, music-halls and so on,

but Montherlant was particularly concerned aboutghality of French culture. He wrote

30 carolyn Evans, p. 8.

391 Montherlant,Théatre p. 1067: “L’effet tragique ne repose-t-il pas partout sur la vue d’objets
intolérables?” (Goethé)bjets intolérablesAlvaro, Georges Carrion, voire Ferrante’ (my emphasis).
392 Montherlant Le fichier parisien£dition définitive revue etiugmentée par l'auteur(Gallimard, 1974), p.
101 (author’s original emphasis).
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many articles on this topic, speaking of his exacting demands of young Frenchmen and
also, more specifically, of the art of thealt®.For example, he berated the Comédie-
Francaise for the poor quality — ‘dessus de pendule’ — of the popular plays performed for
the (‘ignorant’) masses in the first half of 1942, such as Gringole’sPassant In
Montherlant’s opinion, they were sullying the name of the greatest national theatre, ‘créée
censément pour conserver pur le godt francats’.

He was no less exacting of the French government. He initially declared his trust in
Pétain — ‘Jusqu’en décembre 1940, je faisais confiance au maréchal. Pas au-dela.” — but
later violently criticised Vichy's actions: ‘L’Etat vole, fraude, persécute, tue, et cela est
trouvé bon. Quoi qu'il fasse, I'Etat a toujours raisoR.On the other hand, Montherlant
seemed to believe, if one is to take seriouslySuistice de juin, that both the new French
government established at Vichy, and the German victory, must be embraced; a clear
collaborationist stance. He also held that Vichy's proposed ‘Révolution nationale’ could be
envisaged, despite its patriotism being clearly deluded as the so-called revolution would
need to be realised independently of the German presence and world-wide conflict.
Montherlant may in this way be ranked as a right-wing anarchist, as he opposed democracy
but was passionately concerned about French values and Burifihus, ‘Pour
Montherlant, tout est bon qui défend la France, quel que soit le régime qui la prétend

représenter’®’

3% Comoedia, 21 June 1941. $es Critiques de notre temps 89: ‘Cette exigence est toujours a I'égard de
la société qui environne l'auteur [...] une exigence a I'égard de la patrie, accompagnée d’'attaques et de
reproches...’

394 MontherlantCarnets XLII et XLIIl. Du ¥ Janvier 1942 au 31 Décembre 1943 Table Ronde, 1948), p.
32.

39 Montherlant and Peyrefitt€orrespondancep. 153, and MontherlanGarnets p. 69. This was written
barely two weeks before the premierd_afReine morte

39 30it: objectivement, en langage politique, il est un anarchiste de dt@iteCritiquesp. 11.

397 Garet, pp. 128-29. This view is confirmed and explained by Monther|@rimets pp. 53-54.
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Such classification may help to form a judgment of Montherlant’s convictions and
activities during the Occupation, but it seems to belie his apparent reluctance to discuss or
expose political ideas in his literary and theatrical creations. Whatever conclusions one may
draw about his motivations, it appears that he did see his writing as political, in the sense
that it was an outpouring of his sense of patriotic duty. ‘Et lui-méme, mené paice [
gu’on appellera selon son gré orgueil, outrecuidance ou suffisance, a sans doute pensé qu'il
était de son devoir d’intervenir dans le désarroi de ses compatriotes, qu’il pouvait par ses
écrits aider au relévement d’une nation prostige.’

Montherlant, like many writers and journalists, was looking for someone
extraordinary to raise the standard and speak out with a great work that would allow the
French to regain their national pride. He suggested i@duretsthat, ‘C’est le malheur de
la France, de n’avoir trouvé, dans son abaissement inoul, que des voix imbéciles et fausses,
quand il s'agissait de lui parler de la grandeur de I'&ff{e€On another occasion, he spoke
of, ‘Un des plus grands destins tragiques, de sorte que ce peuple, qui fait si piteuse figure
depuis tant d’'années, reprend une espece de grandeur dans le comble de son abaissement.
Voici I'heure des grandes ceuvré®’Such a call to French revival is quite political in
nature, and Montherlant wrote elsewhere of a need to act and display courage, despite
inaction on his own paff* However, his detractors argue that the playwright's own
behaviour demonstrates a singular failure to live up to such principles. Sartre claimed that
Drieu La Rochelle, ‘a, comme Montherlant, fait la guerre pour rire en &1Xvhen

examining Jean Giono’s cadegs Lettres francaiseslaimed he had betrayed the French:

38 Garet, pp. 125-26.

39% MontherlantCarnets p. 77.

0% pid., p. 70.

01 MontherlantLes Nouvelles chevaleri@slarseille: Jean Vigneau, 1942), pp. 59-61: ‘Dans I'épreuve, il

n'y a qu'a lui opposer le plus vif courage. L'’ame jouit de son courage et oublie de considérer le malheur. [...]
Comment peut-on apprendre a se connaitre soi-méme? Jamais par la méditation, seulement par I'action.’
02| es Lettres francaisedpril 1943.
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‘Nul écrivain n'a poussé aussi loin le reniement, sinon Montherlant, qui, ayant chanté
I"héroisme, trahit lorsque fut venue I'heure de I'héroisitie.’

Montherlant’s stance on the defeat of France in 1940 was extremely controversial.
He saw the victory of the Germans as an inevitable event which must be accepted in the
same spirit with which a sportsman gracefully acknowledges his loss. ‘La meilleure preuve
[de la noblesse] en est le succes, dans la majorité des cas, de cette démarche profonde: aller
se mettre sans réserve dans les mains de son eriffemparticularly graphic analogy was
suggested in an essay (‘Les chenilles’) from his bafwéstice de juin where he recounted
urinating on a caterpillar and sparing its life once he had shown his superiority. ‘Faire tout
ce qu'il faut pour anéantir I'adversaire. Mais une fois qu’il a montré que c’était lui qui
tenait bon bout, s'allier avec Ii”® The message was clear: the French should ‘throw
themselves on the mercy of their conquerors. For all his celebration of virility,
Montherlant’s was a counsel of prudence and reaff&m.’

Indeed, when it became clear even from 1942 that the German war campaign was
weakening, the clandestine press began to eulogise small acts of rebellion on the one hand,
and on the other expose those who had joined the losing camp and were now on the retreat.
One such example of commendation was caused by the refusal of seventy-nine out of
eighty actors to accept René Rocher’s invitation for a welcoming party at the Odéon for a
Hamburg theatre compaf¥/. Particular pleasure was taken in denouncing Drieu La
Rochelle in articles entitled ‘Seul avec la Gestapo’ and ‘Les faux calculs de Hfigua

similar vein, they parodied MontherlantSolstice de juin: ‘M. de Montherlant nous

%3 | es Lettres francaisedune 1943.

04 MontherlantCarnets p. 72.

“0% MontherlantLe Solstice de juifGrasset, 1941), p. 288.
408 julian Jackson, p. 207.

971 ’0Odéon a 'honneur’Les Lettres frangaisegune 1944.
08 | es Lettres francaisedlovember 1942 and April 1944,
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informe qu'il ne pisse plus sur les chenilles, mais sur les vainqueurs d’hier. Dorif%acte.’
This indictment of passive collaboration paved the way for the playwright’s Epuration trial.

La Reine mortewas interpreted by the above critics as condoning Vichy's
denigration of the French: ‘Des hommes qui ne valent pas de vivre! Des idées qui ne valent
pas qu’'on meure pour elle$*® Jean Blanzat also made an unfavourable comparisbe of
Solsticewith Saint-Exupéry’$ilote de guerre‘L’exode, vu du ciel, par un combattant qui
risque sa vie a chaque seconde, n'est plus ce jeu de massacre que M. de Montherlant trivial
et farceur, célébra d’en bas, avec un lyrisme que nous n'avons garde d'dtblier.’

However, it would be unfair to suggest that there was a unanimous consensus of
French intellectuals willing to condemn Montherlant. Aragon, whose poetry was published
by Les Lettres francaisesproclaimed, ‘J'ai le plus grand respect des hommes qui
représentent vraiment la France. [...] Je compte parmi eux Henry de Montherlant. On n’est
pas plus Frangais que lui. Jusqu'a la rage. Jusqu’a I'acharnement qu’il porte & juger son
propre pays*? According to Lenormand, Montherlantlsa Reine mortecould not be
further from indifference to death and the suffering of his fellow Frenchmen.

Car, dans un temps ou la mort a perdu toute importance, toute signification, ou elle se
répand sur l'espéce, aussi banale et moralement injustifiable qu’une épidémie, c’est
affrmer sa foi dans la valeur de la vie humaine que de lentement tourner autour du
complexe de l'assassinat, et de nous inspirer leffroi d’'un geste devant lequel

I'accoutumance risque de nous rendre sinistrement consettants.

It should be noted that Lenormand wrote this in 1943, while the play was still being

performed in its first run. Similarly, Drieu La Rochelle suggested that Montherlant took

09| es Lettres francaiseduly 1944,

“10RM, p. 123.

11| es Lettres francaisedpril 1943.

12 Ce Soir 7 December 1938.

13 La Reine mortéLibrairie Gallimard, 1947), p. 14.
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seriously the notion of duty and action at a time of national crisis (with a parallel criticism

of the passive majority). ‘Il est remarquable gu’au moment ou le peuple se décharge de sa

faculté affirmative et la laisse glisser sous les pieds de toutes les puissances en marche par
le monde, un grand écrivain francais se jette sur cette question de la responsabilité du chef
et la pénétre des maximes les plus crueffés.’

Furthermore, there is scant proof that Montherlant was directly involved in any
collaborationist activity, such as entertaining Germans, promoting fascist or Nazi ideology,
or denouncing his own countrymen. He only wrote one article for a German newspaper,
Deutschland Frankreich, in April 1943. It was written in memory of his translator, Karl-
Heinz Bremer. This is presumably not sufficient to be considered an act of collaboration,
given that the clandestine Resistance joubesl Lettres francaiseslso wrote an obituary
for Bremer, stating ‘Tout donne & croire qu’il est mort courageusefi@rteller has
helpfully summarised Montherlant’s contact with the Germans during the Occupation.
Pourtant, en dehors de Bremer qui était son traducteur allemand avant la guerre, et Junger
rencontré une fois a Paris, Montherlant n’a jamais ‘collaboré’. Il a refusé le voyage en
Allemagne qu’on lui proposait, les conférences, d'écrire dans les journaux allemands
comme le Pariser Zeitung, de signer & la librairie pro-allemand&®etc.

The trip in question was to the Weimar Congress of European writers in 1941 and
Montherlant further refused a German publication ofMa's et Vita as it would have

required him to delete the section entitled ‘Un petit Juif & la gu®frEqually, despite his

14 |_es Critiques de notre temps et Monther|amt32.

15| es Lettres francaiseduly 1944,

16 Gerhard HellerUn Allemand a Parisp. 94.

“1” Merrill A. Rosenberg, ‘Montherlant and the Critics of the French Resistdfregich ReviewApril
1971).
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admiration for the philosopher, ‘il [a] refusé en 1941, compte tenu des circonstances, de
composer et de préfacer un recueil de morceaux choisis de NietZ¢che’.

The intervention of Bremer enabled him to obtain a personally-delivaiesbz-
passerin order toreturn to Paris from Nice in 1940. Indeed, ‘Son seul acte de collaboration
fut de demander souvent aux Allemands une autorisation spéciale pour courir les rues apres
le couvre-feu, 'usage d’une voiture de temps en temps, un ausweis pour Ni¥, Nec.’
incriminating evidence was found at Montherlant’'s home, either, when it was searched by
the Gestapo in 1944. On this matter, the doubts surrounding Montherlant’s attitude towards
the Germans may never be resolved. He was not found guilty of fraternising with the
enemy, though he admitted that his impressions of the occupier were mixed.
J'ajoute qu’il manque aux présents carnets — des années d’occupation — un certain nombre
de notes relatives aux Allemands et a leur conduite de guerre. Je tracais ces notes a part
afin de les avoir sous la main, s'il était nécessaire un jour de les détruire & I'improviste.
Non gu’elles fussent systématiguement hostiles aux nazis, mais elles étaient écrites avec
beaucoup de liberté. Et, en effet, des agents de la Gestapo s'étaient présentés chez moi,
pour y perquisitionner, le 14 mars 1944, je dus et pus faire disparaitre rapidement ces
notes:?°
In the absence of evidence to the contrary, | am inclined to agree with Banchini: ‘on l'avait
accusé d’avoir été un collaborateur des Allemands: accusation misérable et fdicule’.
Any other conclusion (which is not based ba& Solstice de juin) simply has not been
substantiated, despite bold claims from Sartre and Drieu La Rochelle that he was

undoubtedly an archetypal collaboratth. More recent critics have also labelled

Montherlant as a collaborator. Jackson suggests that even having one’s name printed

“8 Frantz FavreMontherlant et Camus: une ligne nietzschéeitais-Caen: Lettres Modernes Minard,
2000), p. 9.

1% Montherlant and Peyrefitt€orrespondancep. 17. These documents were essentiafigoneworking

in the performing arts, simply in order to travel or move around Paris.

420 Avant-propos’, in MontherlantCarnets p. 10.

“2! Ferdinando Banchini,e Théatre de MontherlaiRome: Fratelli Palombi Editori, 1971), p. 18 (note).

“22 Drieu wanted to recruit Montherlant for the editoral committee of the NRF. See Merrill A. Rosenberg.
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alongside Montherlant’s could be seen as compromising at the Liberation, though he
concedes that Montherlant (wisely) ceased writing in the official press in February*$943.

On the same count, it would be ridiculous to suggest that Montherlant was a
resister. He was inclined, at least at the beginning of the Occupation, to write too much and
too openly, but in his actions he remained independent of the ever more sharply-defined
political movements. A final warning against labelling Montherlant’s stance is appropriate
before examining the differing interpretationsLaf Reine morte'Bonnes gens, vous Vvoici
prévenus! Montherlant ne fait pas de politique, a quoi il ne connait rien, il s’occupe
strictement de moralé® It may be precisely the confusion of politics and morals that has
led to so much debate in judgments of Montherlant. Objections to the latter may have been

formulated as accusations of a political nature.

Montherlant on trial

During the Epuration, Montherlant was investigated by four committees that
examined the accusations of collaboration levelled at him by intellectual figures and
colleagues in the theatrical profession. The trial focused entirely on his (early) essays, most
of which commented on the contemporary situation. The 1941 publicatienS®dlIstice de
juin was judged to be pro-German in its acceptance of the occupier’s inevitable victory
over France and Montherlant’s admiration of the enemy. Howevegdimité national des
écrivains the Haute Courand theComité d’épuration de la Société des gens de lettres
found no cause to condemn Montherlant. It was only at the fourth attempt tiGirtie

d’épuration des Arts et des Lettresnsidered_e Solstice de juin sufficiently damning to

2 Jackson, p. 311, p. 316 and p. 208.
424 Jean-Louis Garet, p. 135.
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find Montherlant guilty of collaboration, though ‘The censure was only nominal.
Montherlant was forbidden to publish for a ye&r.’

Apart from one or two infamous exceptions, such as the execution of Brasillach,
very few writers were indicted for their activities during the Occupation, and such a black
mark against Montherlant's name appeared to be enough for him to seek refuge with
Cocteau after the Liberation, fearing for his reputation. The similarities between the two are
worthy of note. They both had new plays performed during the Occupation and wrote
indiscriminately for the collaborationist press; they were also present at various social
occasions with German company, such as a 1943 dinner at Colette’s home. Deciding to
follow their own conscience concerning behaviour in German-run Paris, they nevertheless
both refused to attend the Weimar Congress of European writers in 1941 or travel to Berlin,
which would have indicated a public confession of collaboration. However, Montherlant
made significant efforts to keep his private life anonymous, whereas Jean Cocteau’s
homosexuality was well advertised. Vichy’'s opposition to the immorality in Cocteau’s
plays and the pursuit of both the playwright and his partner Jean Marais, who played lead
roles in his works, is good evidence of this. Montherlant’s desire to avoid unwanted
attention towards his sexual persuasion may well explain his reticence regarding Cocteau’s
advance$?®

Montherlant’s privacy about his homosexuality caused him to be particularly
concerned about being seen in public. Many of the reviewsa &feine mortenention his
absence from the premiere or his desire to avoid the cameras. According to Le Boterf, his
initial absence was primarily due to Vaudoyer’s editing of the text without consulting the

author: ‘Montherlant refuse d'assister a la “premiére”...mais se réconcilie vingt-quatre

“25 Merill A. Rosenberg, p. 841.
26 Domenget, p. 123, claims Montherlant did not trust Cocteau with private matters and kept away from him.
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heures aprés avec 'administrateur de la Comédie-Fran&isgackson explains that
Montherlant was timid about his sexual escapades and deliberately avoided the authorities.
‘Walking around Paris one day with the writer Jean Grenier, he insisted they lower their
voices when passing in front of a building occupied by the Germans in case they were
overheard®?® During this conversation with Montherlant in May-June 1942, Grenier also
established that the playwright had doubts about France’s ability to recover from defeat and
guarantee its own futufé? In his correspondence with Roger Peyrefitte, Montherlant was
significantly more explicit about his relationships with young boys, though, having
discovered on 31 October 1940 that the German censorship body was intercepting his
letters, he began to use a heavily coded language in order to avoid suspicion.

Aware of his reputation among his peers (fellow writers made upCtmité
d’épuration which found him guilty), Montherlant seemed genuinely concerned that he
would be made a pariah of French society; a sense of solitude shared by other writers.
Francois Domenget confirms this sentiment, adding that as Montherlant had seen Barreés,
Gide, Colette and Cocteau forgotten by the critics, he felt his exile from the French literary
field would be an inevitable consequence of the official condemn&fidte was by no
means the only right-wing author to prosper under the Occupation and such a label became
a curse at the Liberation. ‘Lui-méme prétendait volontiers, affirmant avec amertume a ses
amis que, classé politiquement a droite, il était “sur la liste noire”, qu’on ne jouerait plus
ses piéces aprés sa mort et qu'on étoufferait son HOms late as 1954, during a

symbolic ceremony at the Comédie-Francaise celebrating tH& @&@ormance ola

21| e Boterf, p. 137.

“28 Julian Jackson, p. 207.

2% Jean Grenier iSous |'occupatiofEditions Claire Paulhan, 1997), pp. 296-97.
3% Montherlant critique p. 315.

31 es Critiques de notre temps et Monther)gnt7.

136



Reine morteMontherlant handed over the manuscript of the play to the theatre’s archives
saying, with typical melancholy and a reminder of the scarcity of paper during the
Occupation, that at least the reverse of the pages (bills, letters and so on) would be of some
interest to posterity.

What is perhaps most striking abduat Reine mortés that despite the spontaneous
outbursts from the audiences at specific lines, the play has continued to be successful,
retaining its appeal outside the circumstances of the Second World War. After its success
during the Occupation, including performances in POW camps, the play was staged again
in 1948 at the Comédie-Francaise to huge critical acclaim, taken on two tours to sixty
French towns and abroad (1951, by Noél Vincent), and has been performed frequently ever
since?*? It has been staged as far away as Brazil, Denmark and Hungary, while the text has
been translated into English, Spanish, German and Italian. A new opera composed by
Daniel-Lesur, and based on Montherlant’s version of the Portuguese legend, was also
commissioned in 2005.

As with the trials of many other writers under the spotlight at the Liberation,
Montherlant’s works of fiction were conspicuously absent from the evidence list against
him. While an author might not expect to be accused of sharing the same values as his
fictional characters, it has been common practice to mistreat Montherlant in this manner. It
has been suggested, for example, that Ferrante represents the author’s views on the political
expediency of silencing an individual's freedom for the good of the nation — an extremely

serious accusation in a time of war.

32 For example, Les Amants d’Anne in Ecully, Lyon (2006/7) and the Théatre 14 (March-April 2008). Jean-
Luc Jeener staged all sixteen plays by Montherlant at the Théatre du Nord-Ouest from June to December
2006.
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Any allusion to a government willing to sacrifice a family member whose personal

happiness is opposed to the most convenient national policy was likely to be subject to
condemnation, at least by the clandestine press. It was not long in chuemdettres
francaisesin its January-February 1943 edition, made an unusual and bold criticissm of
Reine mortavhich implied its complicity with the occupying powers.
Montherlant, qui depuis toujours s’est plu a célébrer la virilité et la grandeur dans ses ecrits
sinon dans la vie prend parti, il nous le fait sentir a chaque instant, pour la raison d’Etat
contre le sentiment et contre le bonheur humain. Et voila le secret de I'appui officiel donné
ala Reine morte

However, in my opinion, a close reading of Ferrante’s motives reveals a more
complex story than such a one-sided interpretation implies. Ferrante does not have Inés
kiled because of the ‘raison d’Etat’, he merely proclaims this in order to keep up
appearances? The dialogue states that Ferrante’s reasons are confused, as the character
himself exclaims with his final breath.

O mon Dieu! dans ce répit qui me reste, avant que le sabre repasse et m'écrase, faites qu’il
tranchece nceud épouvantable de contradictions qui sont enda@iorte que, un instant au
moins avant de cesser d'étre, je sache enfin ce que jE%uis.

The existentialist overtones in this tirade are striking, as is the admission that the king has
no conviction concerning his fatal act. Indeed, in an earlier monologue, Ferrante far more
explicitly excludes political expediency as a factor in his decision. In order for him to be
satisfied, his son Pedro would have to marry the Infante to create the desired alliance

between Navarre and Portugal. Ferrante knows that killing Ines will not bring about any

“3 MontherlantLa tragédie sans masque 22: La raison d’état, que le roi met en avant, n’est pas une des
causes de son acte: elle n’est la que pour la forme.’
“34RM, p. 148 (my emphasis).
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change in the political situation and the assassination is an act he must commit as a show of
strength, and to punish the naive trust, hope and new life represented &% Inés.

Pourquoi est-ce que je la tue? Il y a sans doute une raison, mais je ne la distingue pas. Non
seulement Pedro n’épousera pas I'Infante, mais je I'arme contre moi inexpiablement. [...]
Eh bien! qu’au moins je me débarrasse tout de suite de cet acte. Un remords vaut mieux
qu’'une hésitation qui se prolong&.

While the clandestine paper’s judgment of the play appears flawed, particularly
given Ferrante’s penchant for ignoring the appeals of his counsellors for good diplomacy, it
is interesting that they went as far as accusing Montherlant of holding to the values spoken
by one of his characters. This is why | believe Montherlant is wrongly accused. He claims
in general that each of his ‘créatures devenait tour a tour le porte-parole d’'un de mes mor’,
and specifically that ‘Le roi, dont le caractére est a peine esquissé chez Guevara, prenait
forme, pétri de moments de mdi” However, it is obviously a dangerous and misleading
assumption to equate an author’s creative process with his political commitment. The
inspiration for Montherlant’s characters, dialogue and overarching themes is wide-ranging,
and it seems too simplistic to accuse an author of holding to the political views of his main
protagonist. Not only does this play belong to the realm of fiction, unlike Montherlant’s
wartime essays for example, it is based on historical events not invented by the playwright.

Jean Batchelor helpfully distinguishes between fiction and the playwright’s own
stance, explaining that Montherlant’s characters are fed by his own experience and brought
to life by parts of the author's personality, but then become the province of Art; that is,
exaggerated and with a life of their own. While certain psychological traits are indeed

borrowed from Montherlant, who invests the characters with many of his own ideas, he is

“% His counsellor Gongalvez and Prime Minister Coelho insist clemency is a sign of weB#vigss64.
436

RM, p. 143.
37 Montherlant,Textes sous une occupation 1940-1944, p. 162.
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not writing abouthimself. Batchelor would thus argue that there is as much of Montherlant
in Inés, or the Infante, as there is in Ferrante. He would also disagree with Montherlant’s
own claim:‘Ces heéros, ces rois, ces princes, comment ne me toucheraient-ils pas, puisqu’ils
sont tous moi-méme? Minos, c’est moi. Et Pasiphaé. Et Khosrau [Ferrante]. lls ne sont pas
ce gue je suis en réve, mais ce que je suis en réalité: leur étre est [Emien.’

Once characters are written on the page, or represented on the stage, they escape the
control of the author and enter the realm of fiction. An author living solely in his creations
is the province of fiction, not true Iif€° This is not to suggest that a writer may not
communicate a specific philosophical or political manifesto through his characters, simply
that the author is not summed up by, or restricted to, his protagonists’ ideas.

However,Les Lettres frangaisesas not the only paper to criticika Reine morte
for communicating Montherlant’'s own agendBrance Socialistesuggested that it was a
sign of immaturity that the playwright was unable to give his characters their own
distinctiveness. ‘Et I'on sent, peut-étre plus qu’il ne conviendrait, la pensée et la parole de
lauteur dans le langage, les réflexions des personnages. [...] Défaut d’expérience, sans
doute.*® Similarly, Jacques Berland complains that, ‘Les personnages, tour a tour,
défendent les idées, les conceptions, les partis pris de M. de MontH&Haihts opinion
was certainly not universally shared, as Jean-Nepveu-Dégas defended Montherlant’s

injection of independent life into his characters. ‘Les personnages, fixés par I'histoire ou la

“% Textes sous une occupatigp, 88-89.

3% Julian lived in his books. The body that ended up in the morgue was only a part of him. His soul is in his
stories. | once asked him who inspired him to create his characters, and his answer was no-one. That all of his
characters were himself.” Carlos R. Zaféhe Shadow of the Wintlans. by Lucia Graves: Phoenix, 2004)
*40France Socialiste19 December 1942.

*41 paris Soir 14 December 1942.
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Iégende, il leur a rendu la vie, justifiant leurs réactions par les caractéres a la fois nettement
différenciés et riches de nuances qu'il leur préte.’

Interestingly, Montherlant withdrew his subtitle fion Reine morte‘comment on
tue les femmes’, and corresponding defamatory remarks in the text, as a response to
accusations of misogyrf§® Such accusations may be well-founded, given Montherlant’s
aristocratic roots and praise of extra-virile behaviour, not to mention the criticism of and
submissive roles for women in his series of noveds jeunes fille$1936-1939). Simone
de Beauvoir, in particular, devoted significant space to this subjea Deuxieme sexe
(1950). Marie-Claude Hubert comments on one such charngeReine morte
Jusqu’en 1947, la réplique d’Egas Coelho commengait ainsi: ‘Non, en effet, il n’y a pas de
proportion! Et ce sont toujours les hommes qui sont tués, jamais les femmes: cela n’est pas
juste. Bien plus, a égalité de crime devant la loi, une femme n’est pas tuée: cela n’'est pas
juste. Une femme, par sa trahison, livre l'armée: elle est emprisonnée a vie, et,
s’accommodant peu a peu, puisqu’il est dans la nature que tout ce qui dure se relache, elle
en vient a tirer une vie qui n'est pas dénuée de tout agrément. Mais un homme, pour le
méme forfait, est retranché d’'un coup.” Agacé par les applaudissements des spectateurs,
Montherlant fit supprimer ce passage ot s’exprime la misogynie du mitffstre.
The pains Montherlant took to release himself from ties to his characters were perhaps
never more extreme than the composition of an entire play to demonstrate the eternal
ambivalence of his own political position, as well as his belief in creative fredaemmain
il fera jour (1949) is the sequel tBils de personneand brings back Georges as a French

lawyer who had worked for the Germans. Georges allows his son Gillou to join the

Resistance in 1944 only because of anonymous threats of reprisals for collaborators.

“2 Revue des Beaux-Arts de France Ill, February 1943, p. 146.

43 For example, ‘En cette occasion, la femme est comme la poule: tuez-la et elle vous RMmpit 67.

444 La Reine mort¢2006), p. 218. Montherlant recounts the same episode from a conversation with Maurice
Escande, the actor initially performing the part of Egas Coelli@ tragédie sans masqgue 32.
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Inevitably, both ex-collaborators and ex-Resistance members believed Montherlant was
trying to clear his name, but the playwright answered his critics with a public statement.

Un auteur n'a pas a étre esclave, dans ses créations, des erreurs que 'on commet sur sa
personne et sur son ceuvre. Son indépendance a I'égard des personnages qu'’il crée, dont il
n'est pas solidaire des égarements, doit doubler une méme indépendance a I'égard du
public et ses égaremerifs.

Whilst such a comment perhaps reveals Montherlant’s naivety concerning the critical and
interpretative process, it is the imagination which produces or fleshes out characters. ‘S'il
[Montherlant] est donc inconsciemment [...] & la fois Ferrante et Pedro, Inés et I'Infante
[...] consciemment, il n'est aucun d’eux. Il les assume en tant qu’ensembles, créés par lui,

maisne reconnait point pour autant leur maxim&$

Conclusion

On the evidence of Montherlant’s fictional writing, it certainly appears that he does
not actually hold to a specific political position, but rather chose a pragmatic standpoint
that caused him to continue writing and furthering his career. However, where strong
political views are present in an essay, judgments can be made on the author’s standpoint
and even a sentence passed as at the Liberation, but one is on extremely uncertain ground
where fictional characters are concerned, even if they are based on historical figures.
Montherlant’s wish for creative independence may not have been respected, but there is no
doubt thatLa Reine mortéenefited greatly from the controversy and misunderstandings

surrounding its meaning or political overtones. ‘A l'effarement du public s’il savait

5 ‘postface’,Demain il fera jour(1949), in MontherlantThéatre(Bibliothéque de la Pléiade, 1954), p. 746.
448 es critiques de notre temps et MontherJamt13 (my emphasis).
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comment est fabriquée une ceuvre correspondrait I'effarement de l'auteur s'il savait
comment son ceuvre est comprise dans le public. Mais vive le malenféhdu!’

The more a work is widely discussed and its meaning hotly debated, the greater its
chances of success and of enduring in the public sphere. ‘Je suis convaincu que les ceuvres
qui durent ne durent que par des malentendus, par toute la littérature dont la postérité les
entoure.**® Certainly, in the case dfa Reine mortethe extra publicity was a favourable
phenomenon, which might well not have been positive had Montherlant been seen to be
promoting a collaborationist stance in the pldyseems that the unrevealed secrets of
Ferrante, Egas Coelho and even the Infante, provide sufficient mystery to keep spectators
and critics alike guessing, even if the lack of resolution on these points can be
frustrating®*°

Widely differing interpretations dfa Reine mortere by no means limited to the
period of Occupation, rather they are a fundamental feature which have persisted through
subsequent generations and different eras. This is magnified by the complex cohgext of
Reine morts conception, performance and reception, along with the difficulties of making
a coherent interpretation of Montherlant’s elusive politics and views. It seems that
inconclusive assessments are an inevitable result of Montherlant’s plays, which provoke
continuous misunderstandings between playwright and &tfititthile there is evidently no
consistent pro-Resistance thesis in MontherlanisReine morteit undoubtedly had a

huge impact on the suffering French in the Paris of 1942, providing a morale boost for

“7 \Comment fut écritd.a Reine mortein RM, p. 154.

“48 Montherlant,Théatre p. 1068.

9 H-R. Lenormand, in La Reine moflgbrairie Gallimard, 1947), p. 12: ‘Et c'est cette fausse sécurité qui
maintient en nous, présente jusqu’a la fin, I'angoisse dont doit vivre un drame tel que celui-ci. [...] C'est le
plus noble effroi que la forme tragique puisse créer.’

50 Montherlant,Théatre p. vii: ‘Chaque piéce, cependant, par sa nouveauté et sa vigueur, a suscité des débats
fondés sur de continuels malentendus.’
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French audiences for an entire theatrical season until it finally had to make wag for

Soulier de satin at the Comédie-Francaise.
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CHAPTER FOUR

JEAN-PAUL SARTRE: LESMOUCHES

Perhaps more than with any other French playwright during the Occupation,
enormous controversy has surrounded the meanings communicated by the performance of
Jean-Paul Sartre’s first Paris-staged plags Mouchespremiered on 3 June 19%3.He
has been accused of duplicity, both in the sense of creating double meanings and of
deliberately covering his tracks. Ingrid Galster suggests that Sartre’s postwar theories about
‘committed literature’ served to mollify his lack of direct Resistance action during the

Occupatiorf>?

Others refuse to conclude whether this was deliberate or not. Allan Stoekl
believes two very different messages are discerniblees Mouchesand were simply
appropriated by opposing grouf)8.Sartre has also been accused of passive — that is,
inauthentic — Resistance, and even improving his career thanks to France’s submission to
German and Vichy rule.

On the other hand, his fervent supporters have hailed him as a model of resistance
thought and action, a courageous and subversive writer spurring his countrymen on via
clever camouflage to violent, but necessary, attacks on Germans (despite reprisals).

Le détour par I'histoire ou les mythes antiques a été parfois pour les dramaturges un moyen
d’échapper a la censure en dissimulant des propos subversifs sous un vétement d’emprunt.
Ainsi Les Mouchesle Sartre en 1948 Antigoned’Anouilh en 1944, en dressant face aux

tyrans des héros épris de dignité et de liberté, constituaient un manifeste en faveur des
peuples et des résistants qui luttaient au prix de leur vie contre 'oppression efifemie.

“1 Benedict O’'DonohoeSartre’s Theatre: Acts for LiféBern, Switzerland: Lang, 2005), p. Ffictionnaire

des pieces de théafrp. 396 and Francois Noudelmattuis clos’ et ‘Les Mouches’ de Jean-Paul Sartre
(Gallimard, 1993), p. 17: ‘Les Mouchest été créées le 2 juin 1943, Discrepancy is about dress researsals.
52 Ingrid GalsterSartre, Vichy et les intellectuglisHarmattan, 2001), p. 11.

“53Allan Stoekl, ‘What the Nazis sawes Mouche& Occupied Paris’, iSubStance 102 32 (2003), p. 88.

54 Michel Lioure,Lire le théatre modernéDunod, 1998), p. 106.
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Indeed, in this light, the very name of the author is seen as synonymous with the
Resistance. ‘Il serait naif de supposer qu’un homme si informé politiguement, si “engagé”
lui-méme, aborderait le théatre sans penser aux messages politigues qu’il pourrait y
communiquer*>®
This chapter will examine the circumstances surrounding the first performances of

Les Mouchesthe hugely differing interpretations of — and reactions to — its content, and the
ongoing debates concerning its legacy and Sartre’s reputation. Sartre’s wartime activities
will also be examined to see what light they can shed on his political stance, his attitude

towards the Resistance and whether any specific political message can be discerned in his

play.

Preparing for the premiere

Although it was not his first attempt at theatre, Sartre’s first experience of staging a
play had been in the extreme conditions of a prison camp. From his school days, he had
written various different scripts, including an adaptation of a myth, and a letter to Simone
de Beauvoir from Stalag XII D states clearly that he again tried his hand at several plays
which were not performet?® Almost certainly the period of greatest development for
Sartre followed his first encounter with the theatre director, Charles Dullin. Not only was
Sartre given a History of Theatre class to teach in Dullin’s Ecole d’art dramatique, focusing

especially on Greek theatre, but he was also able to experience life backstage in order to

“%5 Carolyn Evans, p. 86. ]
56 Un Théatre de situations: textes choisis et présentés par Michel Contat et Michel Rybalka (Editions
Gallimard), p. 220.
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see the practical workings of performafiteA trip to Greece in 1937 took Sartre to Argos
where the various mythical characters discovered in his reading came to life. In a letter
written to his friend Wanda Kosakiewics — sister of the actress who played the part of
Electre inLes Mouchesunder the ‘aryanised’ stage name of Olga Dominique — Sartre
implied that he had tried, with little success, to adapt the legend Ofé&stia®>®

Plenty of inspiration was available during the 1942-1943 theatre season in Paris.
Modern adaptations of myths were in vogue, communicating contemporary dilemmas using
a sufficiently distant context while avoiding unwanted attention from the Germans.
Cocteau’sRenaud et ArmideLeconte de Lisle’d.es Erinyes Gerhardt Hauptmann’s
Iphigénie a Delphegs Goethe’s Iphigénie en Taurideand Jean Giraudoux'&lectre
(performed at the Théatre de I'Ambigu April 1943) all closely preceded Sartre’s
composition ofLes MouchesThe influence of Giraudoux’s play was significant not only
because of the similar subject matter (the legendary house of Atreus), but also because it
demonstrated a means of adapting a myth with political and philosophical overtones. ‘[E]n
proposant au public d’avant-guerre une réflexion sur la vengeance [I'lopposition entre
Egisthe et Electre semble constituer un écho au conflit franco-alleffiand.’

Also influential was the July 1941 performance of Aeschylus's Supplianteat
the Roland-Garros Stadium. Aeschylu®sestiawas to be a source text for Sartre, but
equally significant was Sartre’s encounter with Jean-Louis Barrault, whose physical

presence and staging capabilities he immediately adfifténl.fact, Sartre asked Barrault

to direct Les Mouchesand, convinced by the latter's enthusiasm, assumed the staging

" He later said this precious contact with Dullin taught him all he knew about the tkkstiers Charles
Dullin, II, 1966.

“58 Francois Noudelmann, p. 147.

59 Alain Beretta Etude sur ‘Les Mouchesle Jean-Paul SartréEllipses, 1997), p. 18.

%0 G. Dumézil’sMythes romainsind V. Basanoff'des Etrusques et leur civilisatiomere also sources.
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would go ahead in September 1942. At the same performanhes SuppliantesBarrault
had suggested to two amateur actresses that if they wanted a bigger role on a Parisian stage
they should approach a playwright with a request for a new play. According to Sartre, it
was upon this advice that Olga Kosakiewics approached him in the hope that he would
write a play for her: ‘it seems the idea for Sartre’s second foray into the theatre came to
him fortuitously.*®*

The spontaneous nature of Sartre’s choice of the Orestia is further confirmed by a
1943 interview in Comecedide said Oreste was already theatrically ‘situated’ and thus a
perfect subject for the dramatic and philosophical vision of a man obtaining his freedom by
means of a horrendous crime. The fact that the double murder is inscribed in the myth did
not ingratiate Sartre with the public, as his Oreste is proud rather than repentant of his act.
Many commentators suggest that the genesis of Sartre’s first public play owes more to a
desire to further his career and do a favour for friends than to a conscious decision to outwit
the Germans and call audiences to the Resistance. ‘Sartre n’a donc pas choisi délibérément
la Iégende antique uniqguement comme un prétexte pour tromper la censure en faisant
allusion & son époqué®*

Not only did Dullin introduce Sartre to the intricacies of theatrical production; he
also brought his invaluable reputation to Sartre’s aid. He intervened tolaliNauséedo
be published in 1938 and was later classedeasschfreundlictby the German®’® Dullin

wrote regularly forLa Gerbeand was the speaker of Groupe-Collaboration directed by

Alphonse de Chéateaubriant. René Rocher (COES) also confirmed that Dullpersasa

“61 Benedict O'DonohoeSartre’s Theatre: Acts for LiféBern, Switzerland: Peter Lang, 2005), p. 53. See
also ‘Huis ClosetLe Soulier de satin: A propos d'une lettre inédite de Jean-Paul Sartre & Jean-Louis
Barrault’, inRomanische ForschungéRrankfurt and Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1998), pp. 202-09.

462 Beretta, p. 39.

63 See Galster (2001), pp. 70-72.
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grata in the eyes of the occupier. Sartre, on the other hand, was viewed suspiciously by the
defenders of the dominant powéPé The collaborationist press unanimously castigaesi
Mouches but Rebatet went even further a year later by campaigning to Haige clos

banned. Sartre was by no means seen as favourably by the authorities of the Occupation as
one may be tempted to think. Sartre is right in his 1960s homage to Dullin when he speaks
of the risk of staging a new play by a philosophy professor. Indeed, Sartre’s ideas, language
and morals were far from being approved of, and it is of no small significance that so many
reviews ofLes Mouchesattacked these aspects of Sartre’s play more than the major themes
communicated by the performance.

Sartre was also under investigation by the Vichy government, and his teaching post
was in imminent danger because of suspicions of immoral activities linked with De
Beauvoir (who was fired) and others with whom they regularly engaged in illicit behaviour
in hotel rooms. The investigation was pending when France was liberated iff19H4dre
is no chance that the Germans would have allowed the play to go ahead if Sartre had been
as clear a Resistance figure as commentators suggest. ‘[QJuant a Sartre, a la fois membre
du Comité national des Ecrivains et du Front national du thébinearne clairement la
Résistance(as if this could be possible for a public figure in 19%8)Besides, as this
commentator later points outes Mouchesvas only publicised discreetly and exclusively
in collaborationist papers.

Sartre began writing the play during the summer of 1941 at the beach in

Porquerolles and during a long excursion with Beauvoir, somewhat typically for their

4 Les Intellectuels et I'Occupatiph940-1944: Collaborer, partir, résisteed. by Albrecht Betz and Stefan
Martens (Editions Autrement, 2004), p. 158. Jean-Pierre Azéma is given as a specific example.

“%% For documentary evidence of these events, see Gilbert Jos@phi douce Occupation: Simone de
Beauvoir et Jean-Paul Sartre 1940-1944 (Albin Michel, 1991), p. 221.

46 Beretta, p. 21 (author’s original emphasis).
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escapist Occupation activitié¥. He finishedLes Mouchein May 1942 though it was not
premiered until 3 June 1943. Uniquely among my five chosen plagMouchesvas
available in its performance version in April 1943 (published by Gallimard), thus before
the theatrical premiere. It had gone through the censorship process and was also available
to read in a Lyon papéf® A letter from Sartre to Barrault, definitively breaking the
agreement for the latter to stajes Mouchesat the Théatre de I'Athénée, reveals that
‘[Pierre Renoir] a refusé, ou a peu prés de nous donner son theatre. [...] Nous voici au 15
Juillet; aprés deux mois, nous sommes a la veille des vacances, sans acteurs rii’théatre.’
This is another example of the difficulties for young or new playwrights to be accepted and
staged during the Occupation, as the experience of Claude Vermorel has already shown.
Dullin offered to let Barrault direct the play at the enormous auditorium of the
newly-baptised Thééatre de la Cité (ex-Sarah Bernhardt). This new name, imposed by the
Germans in their racial cleansing programme that eliminated dead and living Jews in the
performing arts, is (conspicuously) omitted by many commentators, notably Sartre himself,
when speaking of.es Mouche8™ Financial difficulties were created not only by the
luxurious costumes and scenery, the big cast and the sheer size of the auditorium, but also
by the pitiful number of spectators turning up to the performalitésmay seem curious
that there was not enough financial backing, given Sartre’s assurance to Barrault that
money was not an issue, and the liberal nature of both Sartre’s and Beauvoir’'s generosity to
their young satellites who orbited round tfanille.*’> There was, however, a curious

episode elaborated by Beauvoir in her memoirs of a strange man called Néron, who

“67 Beretta, p. 17: ‘une randonnée a bicyclette en zone libre’.

“%8 Confluencesll, no. 19, April-May 1943.

%% Galster, ‘Huis clogtLe Soulier de satin’, pp. 207-08.

4% Un Théatre de situationp. 225, and Dussane, p. 124.

471 Beretta, p. 21.

472 Eamille is Sartre’s term for companions and sexual partners. Sartre wrote to Barrault, ‘Pour vous comme
pour moi, la question d’argent ne se posait méme pas.’ Galster, ‘Huet tlSoulier de satin’, p. 208.
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allegedly offered one million francs to backs Mouchesefore throwing himself into the
Seine, whereupon he was pulled out and it was discovered that he was péfthiless.
Performances were brought to a halt and considered a failure due to the lack of
ticket sales. A helpful perspective is offered by the research of Annette Fuchs-Betteridge,
who has examined the receipts of Parisian theatres from the most ‘stable’ 1942-1943
season. She found thaes Mouchesmade 265,819F in its first run of twenty-seven
performances. This figure is barely half that raised by only twenty performances of Jean
Sarment’sMamouretin March 1943 at the same theatre and less than the sum obtained
after only six performances &t Reine mort€277,282Ff’* The comparison seems fair
given that the Comédie-Francaise had 1460 seats to the Théatre de la Cité’s 1243 and
charged between six and fifty-two francs, while seats at the Théatre de la Cité cost from
five to sixty francs. However, the impactlads Mouche# the Paris press was much more
significant and ambiguous. An investigation of the reviews will now follow a brief

summary of the play’s subject material.

The narrative, political allegory and references to the 1940s

Oreste arrives in Argos with his tutor, who has provided an education characterised
by an untested philosophical scepticism. The handsome young man is travelling under the
name of Philebe and apparently just passing through his childhood home as a tourist. He is
an existential stranger looking for a burden of responsibility to ground him among men. He
sees the sweltering city swarming with flies, the inhabitants unwelcoming and enslaved by

a shared sense of remorse imposed by the usurper of the throne, Egisthe, who murdered

473 Beretta, p. 21.
474 Annette Fuchs-Betteridge, ‘Le Théatre dramatique en France pendant I'occupation allemande 1940-1944’
(unpublished PhD thesis, Université de Paris Ill, 1969), appendices | and II.
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Oreste’s father Agamemnon fifteen years previously. Egisthe has instituted an annual ritual
to release the dead for twenty-four hours, during which they are believed to go back to their
homes to haunt the living. The god Jupiter, a derisory but persuasive figure who manages
to keep the Argives toeing the line by impressing them with ‘miracles’ (that is, magic
tricks), tries to convince Oreste to leave because it is better if the people remain ignorant.

Oreste’s sister, Electre, is the sole protester against these morbid rituals and violates
the annual ceremony by wearing white and dancing for joy. On the point of convincing the
people that they are being duped, she sarcastically challenges her ancestors to show with a
sign if she is wrong. Jupiter immediately obliges with a spectacular magic trick. Electre has
dreamed of her avenging brother coming in triumph, but cannot recognize him in the gentle
and unassuming Philebe. The tension surrounding Oreste’s true identity is exacerbated by
his mother Clytemnestre, who speaks of his likeness to her son and senses he is a curse.

Oreste eventually reveals himself to Electre and his renewed purpose aligns itself
with the legendary story; he rebels against Jupiter’s counsel and vows to kill the murderous
royal couple. In the palace, the siblings overhear Egisthe ruminating with Jupiter on his
manipulation of the people and Jupiter admits that he is powerless to stop a man who
realises he is free. After the murder of Egisthe, Electre is utterly horrified by the concrete
realisation of her dreams and wants her brother to desist. However, Oreste continues off-
stage to struggle with killing his mother (whom he names an accomplice in their father’s
murder), to the accompaniment of Electre’s tormented cries.

To escape the anger of the people, the siblings hide in the sanctuary of Apollo’s
temple where Oreste will address his people the following morning. Electre, traumatised by
their bloody act, repents and resubmits to Jupiter, but Oreste assumes total freedom with no

regret for his crime and fears neither the lynch mob nor Jupiter, who no longer has a hold
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on him. He declares the people free and symbolically takes upon himself all their burdens,
like the Pied Piper of Hamelin leading the rats away from the city. So he leaves Argos,
taking the flies with hinf’

While few political or contemporary allusions were picked up by the first audiences
of Les MouchesSartre and other commentators have since made detailed analyses which
draw out both general themes of relevance and specific representations of historical figures
and dilemmas. Perhaps the most controversial topic which Sartre retrospectively claimed
he had addressed in this play was an approval of violent individual acts against an
illegitimate tyrant or occupier. However, if one examines Sartre’s own words on this
subject, they appear decidedly ambiguous. ‘Le véritable drame, celyiaguas voulu
écrire, c’est celui du terroriste qui, en descendant des Allemands dans la rue, déclenche
'exécution de cinquante otagds® Significant here are the italicised words; they imply
that while Sartre would have liked (wanted) to write such a play, he did not in fact write it
(although the conditional could, at a stretch, be said to refer simply to his intentions to
dramatise the above scenario for which he was obliged to use the cover of a myth). It was
not until four years later that he claimed this more expliéitly.

However, the sensitive issue of assassinations and reprisals was particularly topical
at the timeLes Mouchesvas performed. A German officer was killed by the Resistance on
the day before the premiere, only a mile away from the th&4tRartre stated that he
wanted to encourage the authors of such attacks not to give in to a ‘seconde forme de

repentir’; that is, to avoid denouncing themselves in order to escape the retaliatory

47> :Ce sont les Erinnyes, Oreste, les déesses du remords.’ Jean-Paul&aiteychesed. Robert J. North
(Harrap, 1963), p. 110, hereafter referred thesMouches

76 Un Théatre de situationp. 225 (my emphasis). These words are from an intervi€mirefour, 9
September 1944.

7" Un Théatre de situationg. 232.

*’8 Ronald AronsonCamus & Sartre: the story of a friendship and the quarrel that end@hitago and
London: The University of Chicago Press, 2004), p. 23.
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execution of French hostag®8.According to Sartre, ‘C'est ainsi qu’il faut comprendre

I'allégorie de ma piéce’®°

Some lines in the play could be said to convey, or at least
justify, such an impression. ‘Le plus lache des assassins, c'est celui qui a des réthords.’
However, it is interesting, not to say suspicious, that such a clear reading of his alleged
intentions was not given until an interview in February 1948, on the occasion of a new
German-language productionlofs Mouches Berlin.

A pro-Resistance interpretation of the play focuses on the rightful leader of the
people, exiled from his homeland, who liberates the city (understood to represent France)
from a fascist dictatorship. Although not young, nor indeed an heir to the throne, De Gaulle
could well have been associated with Oreste in the general sense that he aimed to return to
get rid of the illegitimate occupier and free the people. However, the parallels cannot go
beyond this point, because Oreste is unwilling to stay and lead the people. His departure to
start a new life is bewildering from a political point of view, and the ‘strange’ world he
discovers draws him into exif&

However, De Gaulle does not have to feature in a pro-Resistance interpretation of
Les Mouchesindeed, one may see Orestes agrarpentant active resister who would not
be chosen as a leader because of the horrendous and violent nature of his crime. On the
other hand, in this light he could simply be seen as a murderous Hitler figure (like Egisthe).
The profoundly individual nature of Oreste’s act is certainly driven home by Sartre in his
italicisation of key possessive pronouns in the &xthe recurrence of words belonging to

the semantic field of loneliness characterises the closing scenes of the play: ‘un exil’,

7 Un Théatre de situationg. 232.

80 Jn Théatre de situationg. 232.

“81 | es Mouchesp. 120.

“82 Exile is existential solitude and Sartre’s third ‘myth’, with death and ldueThéatre de situationg. 62.
“83 |_es Mouchesp. 109 and p.127: ‘Jai faihonacte’, ‘c’estmon chemin’ and ‘ce somtesmorts’
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‘Etranger’, ‘désespoir’ and ‘Je suis tout séfif.It is possible that Sartre is genuinely
sympathising with the anxiety and isolation of active resisters involved in killing Germans

— which, incidentally, he never personally experienced. However, it appears more
consistent that he was expressing the lonely walk of an existentialist whose involvement in
the world and exercise of freedom leads only to alienation. It is certainly hard to imagine
how the audience could have identified with Oreste as a resister; he remains an outcast and
must perform a dreadful act. In such a readindg.ed Mouchesit is hard to know how

those wishing simply to passively encourage the Resistance would be expected to react.
‘En 1943, pour échapper a la censure, les ambiguités sont nécessaires. [...] Cette lecon

hY

donnée d'un individualisme héroique n’est pas une réponse claire a l'occupation
allemande *¢°

The character of Electre can be likened to contempatientistes those who
resisted the Occupation passively, but were finally won over by Vichy propaganda. She
has an ideal vision of liberation but refuses to accept the violence necessary to achieve it;
her conversion to Jupiter’s law of constant confession results from revulsion at the bloody
murder appropriated by Oresf8. Indeed, the persuasive strategy adopted by the
voluptuous and bloodthirsty ‘flies’ is to insist on the ugliness of Clytemnestre’s nififder.
Some commentators insist that Electre, rather than Oreste, is the one character who
represents the values of the Resistance, subtly (and later, blatantly) undermining the rule

and manipulation of Egistif&® Besides, unlike Oreste, she belongs to the city; she has

suffered true slavery under an illegitimate leader and consistently derides Jupiter. Indeed,

8 bid., p. 122, p. 123 and p. 125. ]

“8% Mireille Cornud-Peyron‘Les Mouches’ efHuis clos’ de Jean-Paul SartréEditions Nathan, 1991), p. 62
and p. 64.

86 | es Mouchesp. 124 and p. 125: ‘[TJu m’as plongée dans le sang. [...] Je me repens, Jupiter, je me
repens’.

87 |bid., p. 114: ‘Il a tué la vieille trés malproprement, tu sais, en s’y reprenant a plusieurs fois.’

“88 Cornud-Peyron, p. 28 and pp. 38-39.
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the very first time she appears in the play is to throw household waste onto the god’s statue,
mock his obsession with death and announce his downfall at the hands of her I#§&rator.

The Jupiter oLes Mouchess Sartre’s parody of an allegedly omnipotent god who
is powerless when faced with a man who chooses to exercise his freedom. Differing
interpretations suggest he represents either Hitler — as the force of fate bending Electre and
Egisthe (Pétain) to his rule — or the Church, which financed and influenced Vichy's

National Revolutiorf*°

The 1943 audiences must indeed have been bemused to see Dullin
take on this role, for Jupiter could hardly be said to be a convincing God figure. He is
initially mistaken for a man and moreover was wearing a surrealist mask. It has been
argued that, like the Pedagogue, Jupiter simply provides an antithesis to Oreste, and
disappears from the play once his pitiful attempt to impress Oreste with a microphone falls
flat. At times, Jupiter's presence serves only to give Oreste a platform to declare his
philosophical standpoint. This is the case in the second scene of the final act that explores
the nature of Oreste’s freedom, ending with an indifferent ‘Je te plains’ and ‘Adieu’.
Clytemnestre can be seen to represent the collaborating French, an accomplice of
the tyrant Egisthe and therefore a target of assassination. She could even, in this light, be
said to characterise the Frenigfilice, responsible for oppression and rounding up Jews.

She is as complicit in the evil state of affairs as her husband, who can be seen to represent

the Nazis. According to this specific interpretation, Oreste cannot stop at the murder of

89 |Les Mouchesp. 67: ‘Je peux te cracher dessus, c'est tout ce que je peux faire. Mais il viendra, celui que
jattends, avec sa grande épée. [...] Et puis il tirera son sabre et il te fendra de haut en bas.’

490 Beretta, p. 57: ‘Sartre veut précisément, & travers Jugdteoncer le comportement de I'Eglise catholique
pendant le régime de Vichfauthor’s original emphasis).

91| es Mouchesp. 123.
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Egisthe; the murder of his mother is logical, even essential, in order to liberate the
people.*¥?
Many sexual metaphors are used to describe the city of Argos, which Oreste wants
to ‘take’ and ‘pursue’. A limited transposition might conceivably see Argos as representing
Paris, the sole location for performancet.e$ Mouchesluring the Occupation. Indeed, an
anonymous review published in the clandestine pdpe=r Lettres francaisesvas entitled
‘Oreste et la Cité’. Simultaneously a reference to Argos and the theatre in kdsch
Moucheswas performed, Michel Leiris’s review explains the moral lesson of Oreste’s act
and its consequences ‘au niveau de la &téSimilarly, there is a cultural parallel from
Greek tradition of the theatre being identified with the city. ‘[L]e choix de la tragédie
grecque, source dédouches rappelle une époque delthéatre était directement lié a la
vie de la citédont il met en scéne les conflits. C’est dans cet esprit que Sartre va reprendre
Ihistoire des Atrides®**

According to contemporary accounts, attempts were made by the actors to force a
fixed interpretation on the spectators.
[L]a mise en scene de la création avait cherché a instaurer un parallélisme entre le peuple

d’Argos terrorisé et le public parisien occupé [...] Les comédiens tentaient de faire ressortir
le coté allusif de la piéce par leurs gestes et leurs intonations, a l'initiative de“Bullin.

Apparently, this involved Dullin directly addressing the audience as if they were the people

of Argos*®® One must be cautious about such a report, particularly as Sartre (in 1944)

declared he was utterly opposed to such techniques, preferring to maintain distance

92 0'Donohoe, p. 69, discusses the existential necessity of this act. The Freudian overtones are also evident.
493«Anon.’ (Michel Leiris), Les Lettres francaiseBecember 1943.

494 Beretta, p. 16 (author’s original emphasis).

9 Beretta, p. 63. He refers here to Jean Lanier’s testimony qudtedTlinéatre de J.-P. Sartre devant ses
premiers critiquespp. 228-29. Lanier played the part of Oreste in the 1943 productias dflouches

“9¢ Dullin later denied this, saying the text was risky and worrying enough already. Galster (2001), p. 259.
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between actors and spectattfsHowever, it seems that Argos more generally reflects the
state of France, in terms of its moral decline and the cult of repentance imposed by its
(ilegitimate) leader. This is certainly the effect Sartre claimed — in his post-Liberation
commentaries — he wanted to achieve. ‘La piece fut admirablement comprise [...] par tous
ceux qui, en France, voulaient s’insurger contre toute domination nazie. [...] J'y disais aux
Francais: vous n'avez pas a vous repefitir.’

In Les Mouchesthe flies of the title can, given the context, be seen to depict the

ever-present spies in France — that is, those willing to denounce their countrymen.

Dans un climat de suspicion généralisée et de délation permanente, les ‘mouches’ font

référence aux espions. Elles sont partout, insaisissables, prétes a bondir, insatiables
mouchards dans une ville ou régne la terreur...La situation des Atrides correspond a celle
de la France, gouvernée par les Allemands avec la collaboration de*Pétain.

The word ‘mouchards’ is slang for paid informers, and although the Erinnyes do not have
this role in the play, using actors to represent the flies that persistently haunt the citizens
could be said to portray such an atmosphere. Postwar commentaries have suggested that the
flies wereintended to represent the Freniehlice, though | would argue that this is an
anachronism, as Sartre had written the play so much earlier on in the Occupation. Official
government recognition of Joseph Darnand’s activist elite branch of the Service d’ordre
legionnaire (SOL) came in January 1942, but it did not become the ‘Milice francgaise’ until
January 1948% Only the historical circumstances of the first performanced asf

Mouchescould conceivably have been responsible for making such a conceptual link.

97 _e style dramatique’Un Théatre de situationp. 31. Sartre tries to avoid ‘realistic’ contact with the

spectator and gives a specific example of a play (that he execrates) in which actors move among the audience.
98 Un Théatre de situationp. 231 and p. 232.

9% Noudelmann, p. 19.

% This is the date that Julian Jackson, based on Jean-Paul Azéma’s 199Gbdilice, gives for its

creation. Jackson, p. 230.
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Indeed, this reinforces my opinion that the preoccupations of the spectators, especially
among the press, encouraged specific interpretations of the play’s content which cannot
have been intended by the playwright, as they postdate the writing — if not the staging — of
Les Mouches

It seems likely that the title for the play came from a line in Girauddtbestre
addressed to the unrelenting Euménides: ‘Voulez-vous partir! Allez-vous nous laisser! On
dirait des mouches® It does not appear that any other performance element (such as
costumes) would lead spectators to conclude that the flies resemble French informers.
However, Michel Leiris made the link at the beginning of his review, based purely on the
word itself, not its implications in the play.
Les mouches — j'entends ici: les vraies, les policieres, celles qui pullulent dans les journaux
stipendiés — ont bourdonné trés fort, I'été dernier, contre ces Muarehes piece dont le
théme est celui deQrestied’Eschyle et qui vient d’étre reprise au Théatre de la®ité.
This implication of outright hostility towards the play is also an early indication of the
claims which were to follow soon after the Liberation.

Another element which effectively brings the myth out of its context and identifies
it with 1940s France, is the vocabulary used by Sartre. In addition to anachronisms typical
of Giraudoux (Oreste and the Pedagogue are described as tourists, and there are references
to Homer), Sartre uses popular speech, allowing for humour and complicity with the

audience® Finally, Sartre privately confessed that Egisthe is modelled on Pétain, which

1 jean Giraudouxihéatre completEditions Gallimard, 1982), p. 600.

*92 |ngrid GalsterSartre devant la presse d’Occupation: Le dossier critique des ‘Moueh