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Theatre, Sex & Zombies:  

The Strange Case of Naturalist Theatre 

Good evening, thank you all for coming. Let me at once 

confess that this inaugural lecture isn’t really 

inaugurating very much; since I became a professor eight 

years ago, it seems a little late in the day to start 

inaugurating that, though I will admit to having looked 

worriedly through the University of London statutes at 

the weekend in case on a technicality I’d been operating 

my professorship without a licence for the best part of a 

decade. 

But if this inaugural is a bit late for an inaugural it’s 

also a bit early. Inaugural lectures traditionally 

involve the speaker looking back over a lifetime of 

research, and, since I rather hope I’m only part-way 

through that lifetime, I don’t feel ready to start 

summing up just yet, so this inaugural will mostly look 

forward to a new or new-ish research project.  

However, in the spirit of retrospection, I have been 

reflecting about my very first memories of theatre which 

seem to me vaguely connected to the current project. The 

first live performance I remember was being taken by my 

great-grandmother to ice shows at Earls Court and Wembley 

Arena. She got bored of Cinderella on Ice I think and 

switched to West End musicals which was my first 
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experience of theatre proper. I loved these shows and, 

noticing my enthusiasm, my grandmother lent me some of 

her original cast albums: Oklahoma!, The King and I, My 

Fair Lady, West Side Story and The Sound of Music among 

others.  

Of course, having seen a musical, I understood that there 

was a story that went along with these otherwise random 

songs and, listening to these records repeatedly, I would 

make up the stories that connected the musical numbers, 

sometimes, dear God in heaven, acting out scenes, taking 

all the parts, even singing the songs along with the 

record...  

Reflecting on this, I wondered what these early theatre 

experiences gave me, apart from, of course, the campest 

childhood in South London. 

I think it’s left me with a persistent sense of the 

strangeness of mainstream theatre. Musicals are, for many 

people, the easiest kinds of theatre to watch; I also 

think musicals – with their peculiar and pleasurable 

clashes of song and narrative - are among the strangest 

and it is their strangeness that interests me. 

Much of my research has focused on somewhat mainstream 

theatre. I have published on the musical, written a book 

that spoke up for West End theatre before the revolution 

of Look Back in Anger, and have written extensively over 
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the last decade on playwriting, which some of my more 

fearlessly experimental colleagues seem to consider an 

disgracefully mainstream activity. 

Yet because these mainstream theatre forms are so readily 

dismissed, they are sometimes overlooked in their 

complexity and contradictions. 

Of no theatre movement is this more true than Naturalist 

Theatre which I want to talk about this evening. For 

those who don’t know, Naturalist Theatre was a theatrical 

movement from the last thirty years of the nineteenth 

century. It was characterised by two principles: one, it 

was naturalistic in the scientific or philosophical sense 

– the naturalists believed that human beings are wholly 

part of the natural world and that science (which then 

really meant biology) would eventually be able to tell us 

everything there was to know about human beings, with 

nothing left over, not mind, not soul, not will or 

imagination, not consciousness. All will be revealed by 

the scientist and so the theatre should become more 

scientific.  

The second belief was that in order for the theatre to be 

able to play its part in this scientific revolution, it 

needed to become a great deal more accurate in the way it 

represented the world: acting, writing, design needed to 

be much more lifelike than before; and, just as a 
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scientist should impartially subject everything to 

scrutiny without judgment, the theatre should be able to 

represent all aspects of life fearlessly. 

It was a long time coming. Émile Zola had quite quickly 

established himself as a successful, if controversial 

novelist by 1870, and was about to embark on his great 

achievement a twenty-novel sequence known as the Rougon-

Macquart, a ‘natural and social history of one family 

under the Second Empire’. As such he was busy 

establishing a case for the Naturalist novel but where 

was the Naturalist theatre? Through the 1870s, however, 

in France anyway, it stubbornly refused to be born. 

Zola’s attempts to become a playwright were 

undistinguished, repeatedly partnering with hack authors 

like William Busnach to create superficial and 

conventionalised adaptations of some of his greatest 

novels. Henry Becque’s superb naturalist play Crows was 

premiered disastrously at the Comédie Française in 1883 

before an audience so unsympathetic that one of the 

actors took fright and ran off stage during a scene 

therefore omitting a crucial part of the story and 

rendering the rest of the evening incomprehensible. Ibsen 

had started writing his naturalist plays in the late 

1870s and it took until the 1890s for them to reach 

Paris, where they were unenthusiastically received, the 

first Parisian audience of Ibsen’s The Wild Duck 
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registering their hostility to the play’s symbolism by 

facetiously quacking every time the eponymous bird was 

mentioned. 

It was only in 1887, some twenty years after Zola’s first 

disastrous play, Les Mystères de Marseilles, was 

performed, that a young enthusiast of amateur theatre, 

André Antoine, set up the Théâtre Libre and found the 

theatrical form for this new movement. This was the high 

water mark for Naturalism in the nineteenth century; less 

than six months after the Théâtre Libre opened, Le Figaro 

published an article, known as the Manifeste de Cinq, 

written by five former associates of Zola’s, denouncing 

his latest novel, La Terre, as filth and pronouncing 

Naturalism dead. For the next ten years, the smart money 

was on the Symbolist movement, which, despite adopting 

the Théâtre Libre’s innovations – small theatres, one-off 

programmes of short plays in an evening, publishing a 

journal, writing polemical manifestos – is theatrically 

and philosophically opposed to Naturalism, rejecting 

materialism for the ideal, denouncing the everyday in 

favour of the metaphysical. Naturalist theatre’s 

historical moment, then, was brief. 

Despite that, I don’t think it would be too controversial 

to say that Naturalism is the most influential theatre 

movement of the last 300 years. It fundamentally changed 
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actor-training, playwriting, the role of the director, 

attitudes to the audience, and the theatre’s function in 

the world. It set the template for much of twentieth 

century cinema and television; while the philosophical 

commitments of nineteenth century Naturalism have become 

diluted, one can still see hints of it in the widespread 

belief that drama’s function is to tell truthful stories 

about the world. As such there is an unbroken thread that 

links Nora walking out on Tesman and her children in A 

Doll’s House in 1879 and Hayley Cropper’s assisted 

suicide in Coronation Street two weeks ago. This is not 

to say that Naturalism’s influence is always accepted; 

indeed Naturalist theatre is probably more honoured in 

the breach than the observance, its influence also felt 

in the negative space around those theatre movements from 

Symbolism to the present day that have determined to have 

absolutely nothing to do with it.  

But because Naturalism has been such a dominant force in 

twentieth-century theatre, I suspect people feel they 

already know what it was all about and pass quickly on. 

With the result that Naturalism is remarkably under-

researched. It amazes me, for example, that Naturalism 

has never had a proper big fat scholarly book devoted to 

it, that comprehensively accounts for how that theatre 

emerged, the historical, cultural and political context 

it emerged in, and the complex dynamics of its 
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production, drawing, as I think it must, on history, 

philosophy, urban geography, cultural studies, art 

theory, translation studies, politics, psychology, the 

history of science and literary studies to offer a truly 

comprehensive critical encounter with the most 

influential theatre form of the last three centuries. 

Having waited for twenty years for someone to write that 

book, I’ve lost patience, summoned up a monumental amount 

of hubris, and decided to try and do it myself. 

As ever, what appeals about this mainstream theatre is 

its strangeness. Zola’s belief that the stage could 

become a sort of laboratory in which the actions of human 

beings could be studied like mice in a maze seems, on the 

face of it, absurd. How can we reconcile the sheer fakery 

of theatre with the empiricism of the laboratory? It 

would be as if the scientist had not just built the maze, 

but also built the mouse. 

In addition, the sterile cleanliness of the lab is unlike 

the messiness of theatre, where it is very hard to ensure 

that one singular meaning can be produced on the stage 

and passed intact into the minds of every audience 

member. There’s an extraordinary illustration of this 

that took place in Germany in 1884. Unlike France, 

Germany had taken to Ibsen’s earlier plays with 

enthusiasm, but in the late 1870s when his subjects 
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became contemporary and his style naturalistic, German 

critics were less enthusiastic, finding the new plays too 

dark, depressing, and misanthropic. Basically, Nordic 

Noir, but not in a good way. Which meant that when his 

play Ghosts, which touches on incest and venereal disease 

amongst other things, was published, as Pastor Manders 

says of the freethinking books on Mrs Alving’s desk in 

the first scene of the play, the book was not one a 

respectable person could be seen reading. 

But in 1884, when the celebrated actress Marie Ramlo came 

to the Meiningen Theatre in Thuringia, Central Germany, 

for a one-off performance as Nora in A Doll’s House, word 

got round that there would be copies of Ghosts available 

at the performance. Resulting in one of the most 

endlessly fascinating evenings of theatre in which the 

young audience sat in the theatre watching A Doll’s House 

but reading Ghosts. This was an exceptional and strange 

theatre event, but on one level it’s oddly typical of the 

difficulty all theatre has of neatly communicating 

singular meanings across the footlights. 

In other words, paradoxically, the most successful 

theatre movement of the last 300 years was, on the face 

of it, impossible, unstable and riven with 

contradictions. The attempts of the Naturalists to assert 

the intellectual and theatrical integrity of their 
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project are often – to use a very late-nineteenth-century 

term – neurotic. Often, where they are most forceful in 

insisting on what they are - or are not – doing, we find 

the greatest anxieties at work. Naturalism was bordered 

by the Symbolist movement on one side and Decadence on 

the other; the more the Naturalists insisted they had 

nothing to do with either, the more Naturalism threatened 

to turn into its Other.  

One frequent analogy used by Zola to distinguish and 

defend Naturalism was his repeated insistence that in 

representing the underside of contemporary French life he 

was merely acting like a surgeon conducting an autopsy. 

This implied both a thoroughgoing materialism – hence 

clear blue water between him and the Symbolists – but 

also he was dispassionate and clinical in her 

observations – not fervid and lingering like the 

Decadents. He was certainly aware of the difficulty of 

claiming that a novelist or playwright could be equated 

with a surgeon or pathologist. The surgeon dissects and 

observes; the novelist creates the thing he or she 

describes.  

The form of words Zola developed to clarify this was to 

describe the Naturalist artwork as ‘a corner of creation 

seen through a temperament’ (2012, 60). u This is an 

attempt to square the circle by acknowledging the 
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artistically subjective but also affirming the 

scientifically objective.  

The use of the word ‘temperament’ is rather odd, one 

should say. It recalls Zola’s peculiar comments in the 

preface to Thérèse Raquin in which he describes the story 

as ‘the strange union that can come about between two 

different temperaments, and to show the profound 

disorders wrought in a sanguine nature through contact 

with a nervous one’ (1992a, p. 2). It is curious – and a 

bit embarrassing - that Zola, such a staunch campaigner 

for the latest findings in science, should draw on the 

two-and-a-half-thousand-year-old theory of the humours to 

describe his characters. 

But if we ignore the odd science, does Zola’s description 

of Naturalism work to dispel the charges of prurience and 

voyeurism? 

 

Houses 

One of the great champions of Naturalist theatre was the 

critic Jean Jullien who published a book in 1892 called 

Le Théatre Vivant. The book explained and defended the 

new theatrical techniques of the movement and coined – 

actually on the same page of the book - two phrases which 

are now so commonplace it is perhaps jolting to imagine 
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someone ever had to think them up. The first is the idea 

that Naturalist theatre presents a ‘slice of life’ 

[tranche de la vie] and the second is that it usually 

does so by allowing the audience to look through a 

‘fourth wall’ (1892, 11).  

This image is not innocent. The styles of bourgeois 

domestic architecture that persisted through the 

nineteenth-century – with its shuttered windows, elevated 

living areas, monumental stonework - were designed, 

literally and metaphorically, to keep the public away. We 

get a good description of this at the beginning of 

chapter 3 of Zola’s novel Nana. 

This huge, square building had been occupied by the 

Muffat family for over a century; the tall, sombre 

façade with its large slatted shutters, rarely 

opened, looked asleep, as melancholy as a convent. 

(1992b, 54) 

One of the fun things about reading Zola is that his 

fidelity to reality means one can often just go and look 

at the houses his characters live in and I was delighted 

to see that the Muffat family home is now a Holiday Inn. 

u You can, nonetheless, see the monumental impassivity 

that blankly denies access to outsiders. 

Zola goes on: 
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 in the tiny, damp back garden the trees had grown so 

tall and puny in their search for sun that their 

branches were visible above the slate roof (ibid.) 

This is a familiar Zolian motif. The shuttered house is a 

dark place into which light as much as any other unwanted 

intruder is not permitted. Zola’s enlightenment 

convictions send him soundlessly and omnisciently into 

the house to let light in. As the second paragraph 

begins, we are already there and the hidden rooms are 

revealed for our quasi-scientific inspection.  

I was struck, though, reading a short story from 1893, 

just over a decade later, entitled ‘La Maison Close’ by 

the Decadent writer Marcel Schwob to see a house 

described in almost exactly the same terms. The shuttered 

windows, the darkness, the forbidding and funereal 

appearance. But this story is about children’s peeking at 

the house next door, which, we realize, is a brothel. The 

same description is now offering the shuttered house as a 

kind of tease, a seductive invitation and fetishistic 

refusal to show.  

But then, looking again at Nana, is this not also at work 

in Zola? The previous chapter is set in the main 

character’s apartment; Nana is an actress and prostitute 

and the chapter details her meticulously organized day 

spent entertaining her clients, avoiding her creditors, 
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with her faithful housemaid ensuring that her suitors 

never meet on the stairs. The chapter is rhymed wittily 

with the description of the meticulous social 

arrangements within the Muffat house in which, under the 

cover of exquisite bourgeois propriety, gossip is 

exchanged, assignations arranged, affairs perpetrated. 

Indeed, the more we enter the house, the more the 

atmosphere is steeped in eroticism. At one point a guest 

speculates on the private life of Countess Muffat and his 

eye is caught by the chair in which she is sitting, 

described as ‘voluptuous and slothful’ and, with its 

‘padded, red silk’ clashing with the ‘smoky black 

atmosphere of the drawing-room’ suggests female genitalia 

turned into an item of Second Empire furniture (63). In 

other words, it remains stubbornly hard to say whether it 

is a spirit of scientific enquiry or of fetishistic 

eroticism that takes us through that fourth wall. 

 

Gustave Caillebotte 

To think about this question, I want to look at a 

contemporary of Zola’s, the painter and art collector 

Gustave Caillebotte. u Caillebotte was a great patron of 

the Impressionists, buying several key paintings by 

Manet, Cézanne, Degas, Sisley, Monet, Pissarro and 

Renoir, and when he died in 1894 he bequeathed his 
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collection to the state. It’s a sign of how controversial 

Impressionism still was that it took the state 34 years 

to accept them. In 1986, when the Musée d’Orsay opened, 

Caillebotte’s bequest formed the core of its collection. 

I’ve sometimes seen Caillebotte referred to as the ‘gay 

Impressionist’. It’s a curious label because there’s no 

very concrete evidence that he was gay and not much more 

that he was an Impressionist. The evidence for the latter 

is really in his close association with the Impressionist 

movement and the evidence for the former lies in the 

paintings themselves. 

Interestingly, that great champion of the Impressionists 

Émile Zola was not, at least initially, a fan. Writing in 

La Sémaphore de Marseille on the second Impressionist 

exhibition, he described Caillebotte’s Les Raboteurs de 

Parquet as ‘anti-artistic painting, clean as a window, 

bourgeois in its exactitude. A carbon copy of reality, 

without the original imprint of the painter, is a poor 

thing’ (1991, 314). Writing a month later in Le Messager 

de l’Éurope he hardens his criticism slightly. It is no 

longer just a ‘pauvre chose’; it’s now ‘pitoyable’, 

pathetic (353). In other words, it is a corner of 

creation but not seen through an artist’s temperament.  

But is Zola right? While it is indisputably the case that 

Zola played an important role in bringing Manet and the 
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Impressionists to public attention, scholars have 

recently complicated the picture of Zola as the 

Impressionists’ friend. Robert Lethbridge has noted 

various ways in which Zola’s art criticism may have 

clashed with the view these artists had of themselves. 

After Zola published his novel The Masterpiece in 1886, 

with a thinly-disguised portrait of his childhood friend 

Paul Cézanne as a violent lunatic and an artistic 

failure, their friendship rather understandably cooled. 

Subsequently, the Impressionists collectively broke off 

their association with Zola and cosied up to Joris-Karl 

Huysmans as their interpreter of choice. But even before 

that there a strange but persistent motif in the 

paintings in which Zola himself is featured, which is, I 

think, one of those things that once you see it, you 

can’t unsee it. 

u Here we have Mon Atelier by Frédéric Bazille, painted 

in 1869-70. Zola is surrounded by paintings but looking 

away from them. 

u This is L’Atelier des Batignolles by Henri Fantin-

Latour from 1870. Zola appears looking the wrong way. 

u And even in Manet’s celebrated portrait of Zola from 

1868, it is hard not to notice that despite being 

surrounded by artworks and art objects, Zola appears to 

have noticed none of them. 



 16 

It’s almost as if these artists are collectively telling 

us that Zola is always there, but always missing the 

point. 

So what should we make of Zola’s early dismissal of 

Caillebotte? u This, Les Raboteurs de Parquet is the 

painting that Zola describes as sheer bourgeois 

photographic realism without a trace of the artist. One 

can see what he means, when we compare it to a perhaps 

more rigorously realist painting, Millet’s Les Glaneuses 

[The Gleaners]. u The two paintings superficially 

resemble each other: three stooped figures engaged in 

toil, the proportions of the painting are similar with 

Millet’s horizon line corresponding to the point where 

Caillebotte’s floor meets the wall. However, Millet’s 

painting is a painting not merely of toil but a whole set 

of social relations, established by the overseer on a 

horse in the distance, the clear evocation of social 

environment, the carefully individuated attitudes of the 

three women, and the quietly radical allusion to a 

tricolour in the women’s three caps.  

There is much less of that in Caillebotte’s painting, in 

part because the work is taking place indoors, but the 

stripped back room gives very only modest indications of 

class and class relations. For that reason, one might 

agree with Zola that this is bourgeois realism that does 
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not seek to change the world, merely to reproduce it. 

However, the more one looks at the painting, the more 

curiosities it evokes. The angle presented to the viewer 

places us in a dominant position in relation to these 

men, which begins to feel voyeuristic, even fetishistic 

in the display of musculature. Are we supposed to be 

watching the work? Or the workmen? Indeed, if we look 

closely at the three men, it might even seem as if we’re 

not looking at three men at all, but three studies of the 

same man, being presented to us in multiple poses? These 

internal dynamics are why critics have talked of the 

homoeroticism in Caillebotte’s work and they strongly 

suggest, against Zola, the presence of the painter in the 

painting. 

It is interesting that one of the few taboos that Zola 

didn’t address directly in his novels was male 

homosexuality. In the early 1890s, a Dr Laupts sent Zola 

documentation of an ‘invert’ that he was treating, urging 

him to use it as the basis for a novel. In his reply he 

explains that he considers the question to be a 

significant social problem, but declaring – and this is a 

very Zolian way of putting it – ‘Un inverti est un 

désorganisateur de la famille, de la nation, de 

l'humanité’ (qtd. Cardon, 71) [An invert is a 

‘disorganiser’ of the family, the nation, of humanity]. 

It seems to me possible that Zola’s stammering dislike 
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for the ‘pitoyable’ realism in Caillebotte’s painting 

derived from an unease with its coded eroticism. 

Which makes one wonder what Zola would have made of 

Caillebotte’s Homme au Bain. This has a more obvious 

erotic charge to it. But, callypigian virtues aside, what 

is the source of that charge bears some examination and 

will trouble Zola even further. 

I said that Caillebotte was not, as a painter, an 

Impressionist. That’s not always true and in this 

painting you can see places where we are experiencing not 

what something looks like but, in Impressionist style, 

what it’s like to look at something. Take, for instance, 

the light coming through the curtain in the top right 

hand corner of the picture. u What Caillebotte has 

caught rather powerfully is the effect of strong light on 

the retina; the light is almost blinding. Meanwhile, down 

behind the bath, u we see a blurred, shifting area of 

darkness, suggesting the inability of the eye to make out 

details in low light. So far, so Impressionist. But there 

is also his characteristic realism here, most 

particularly, and almost shockingly, I think, u in the 

wet footprints on the bath mat and floor. These suggest 

with great vigour the real material existence of the man. 

The two techniques together, however, are what produces 
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the erotic effect, because the Realism places the man in 

the room; the Impressionism places us in there with him. 

Why do I say this might trouble Zola? Because if we 

recall Zola’s definition of the Naturalist artwork, it is 

‘a corner of creation seen through a temperament’. In 

other words, Zola’s definition has precisely that 

combination of realism and impressionism, of objective 

observation and of personal perspective. If my reading of 

the Caillebotte painting is correct, there may be 

something structurally eroticised about the very 

constitution of Naturalism. 

 

Crowds 

Zola protested against this claim in his preface to 

Thérèse Raquin that while he was writing it, 

I assure you that the cruel sexual passion of 

Thérèse and Laurent had for me nothing immoral about 

it, nothing which might excite unacceptable desires 

in others. (2) 

Note that Zola insists not only on the purity of his own 

motives but also of the purity of his readers; there is 

‘nothing which might excite unacceptable desires in 

others’. Zola is writing in 1868 and his breezy 

confidence in the motives of the general public would be 
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challenged over the next thirty years. Indeed, the Third 

Republic, brought into being three years after Zola wrote 

these words was marked by a profound ambivalence about 

the behaviour of crowds that raises particular problems 

for theatre and, again, for Naturalism. 

The ambivalence can be seen in several ways. Throughout 

the nineteenth century, crowds represented the threat of 

revolution and counter-revolution. The Paris Commune of 

1871 and its blood-stained dissolution were only the 

latest echo of clashes between public and state in 1789, 

1793, 1832, 1834, 1848, 1851. Much public policy across 

the period was devoted to controlling the behaviour of 

crowds; Haussmann’s redesign of central Paris and his 

famous long, straight, wide boulevards were, as Walter 

Benjamin observed, designed specifically to be too broad 

to be barricaded by insurgents and to allow, at the first 

hint of trouble, soldiers to be brought quickly from 

their barracks into the working class districts (1968, 

87). Crowds were also, for much of the nineteenth 

century, sources of disease: it was only in the latter 

part of the century that death rates began to decline in 

Paris. Until then, Paris’s expansion was entirely fuelled 

by migrants from country to town. These images of mob 

behaviour and disease coalesce in Gustave LeBon’s The 

Psychology of Crowds, published in 1895, which argued 
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that crowds displayed atavistic features in which false 

ideas spread like a contagion. 

On the other hand, the Third Republic saw itself as a 

progressive era, with the expansion and modernisation of 

Paris an icon of its modernity. It favoured, notionally 

at least, the people against the authority of the Church. 

Crowds were actively encouraged by the Universal 

Expositions of 1878 and 1889 and the building of the 

Eiffel Tower u for the second of those was at once a 

visual icon of French engineering and progress and also a 

vantage point from which the crowd could be glimpsed and 

perhaps comprehended as a single, even rational, force. 

One can see this contradiction working its way through 

Zola’s novels. One sees an anticipation of LeBon in Part 

V of Germinal which is given over to the description of a 

strike in a mining community. Zola takes us step by step 

from the orderliness of a union meeting to the full-scale 

riot in which the dissolute and exploitative shop-owner, 

Maigrat, is set upon and killed by the crowd which then, 

horrifyingly, rip off his genitals and brandish them as a 

trophy (2004, 369-373). But elsewhere he is more 

ambivalent. Chapter 9 of The Ladies’ Paradise depicts the 

first day of the sales at the enormous Parisian 

department store that gives the book its title. The 

crowds that form outside are explicitly compared to a 
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riot (1995, 240) and as they start pouring through the 

doors, those caught up in it find themselves lifted up 

bodily, and carried into the shop: ‘My goodness,’ 

exclaims Madame Marty, ‘I’ve never known anything like 

this. You’re just carried along’ (240). 

The image is repeated in Chapter 5 of The Masterpiece 

which reimagines the crowds at the Salon des Réfusés in 

1863. Zola describes his five central characters 

‘wander[ing] around taking in what they could, forced 

apart one moment, crushed together the next, but carried 

along by the general surge of the crowd’ (2006, 116). The 

images are ambivalent because it is not clear whether 

Zola considers this to be an image of atavistic mob rule 

or of the progressive forces of history conveying 

humanity forward. 

This ambivalence is also theatrical. The first location 

of the Théâtre Libre was up a winding alley above La 

Place de Pigalle and the critics comment nervously on the 

squalid surroundings. Henry Fouquier on the front page of 

Le Figaro associates the area with prostitution, though 

these critics may also have in mind that the area, 

Montmartre, was where the first shots were fired in the 

battle that established the Paris Commune.  

Frustratingly, very few of the theatres of the period 

still exist, so, in October 2012, when I attempted a 
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psychogeographical tour of the radical theatres of the 

1880s and 1890s, it turned into a bit of Situationist 

dérive as we would stop our vélib hire bikes and I would 

announce to my patient wife as impressively as I could 

that this car park was the site of the notorious Salle 

Lancry or that on the site of this anonymous office block 

once stood Le Théâtre de l’Avenir Dramatique. And she 

would whistle appreciatively and politely enquire whether 

we could go for lunch now.  

Zola’s confidence that the readers of his novels would 

have no untoward interest in the subjects represented is 

not applied to theatre audiences. In his novel Nana, he 

depicts theatre audiences as bestial, voyeuristic, 

straining with desire. In a remarkable chapter that takes 

us on a tour backstage, the theatre is repeatedly 

described as a infernal pit of sensuality whose smells 

and sights tip the pious Count Muffat into a life of 

debauchery and ruin (cf. 1992, 121-22). Indeed, anxieties 

about crowds in the period overlap with anxieties about 

theatre audiences. 

To illustrate this I want to consider a figure on the 

fringes of the Naturalist theatre movement who has not, 

as far as I can tell, been largely unnoticed by most 

historians of the period writing in English. Frédéric de 

Chirac was an employee of a railway company when he 
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discovered the Théâtre Libre and was inspired to write 

his own Naturalist plays. His first piece entitled 

Prostitutée depicted an elderly man’s visit to a 

prostitute. Curiously, the play was performed not by a 

Naturalist theatre company but by the Symbolist Théâtre 

d’Art who placed the short play at the end of a long 

evening of Symbolist dramas in March 1891. It is evident 

that Paul Fort, the artistic director of the company, had 

decided that the play would be an opportunity to have a 

laugh at the expense of Naturalism and indeed the 

audience soon began to heckle this interloper and a fist 

fight broke out in the audience with supporters of 

Naturalism shouting ‘Vive Zola!’ and their Symbolist 

rivals shouting ‘Vive Mallarmé’.  

The Symbolist playwright and novelist Rachilde, writing 

about the event later, claimed that the idea of parodying 

Naturalism came from Chirac himself (1891, 12), though 

this seems unlikely as Chirac, who obviously felt his 

debut had been rather a success, immediately set up the 

Théâtre Réaliste to take his explorations in Naturalism 

further. The nature of Chirac’s Naturalism may be judged 

by the titles of his plays, which include The Dead Woman 

Violated, The Abortion, The Hysterics, The Voluptuous 

Women, Drooling, The Depraved, The Masterpiece of Flesh 

and The Morgue. Chirac’s first performances were 

hopeless, interrupted by both Naturalists and Symbolists 
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who had come specifically to heckle, lampooned by the 

critics.  

Chirac was nonetheless achieving some degree of 

notoriety. The newspapers always publicised his shows by 

announcing that they refused to publicise his shows and 

at the beginning of December 1891, he is well-known 

enough to have a satirical song about him published in 

L’Orchestre.  

However, Chirac was unlucky to be testing the limits of 

theatrical representation at a difficult time. While 

censorship in many areas had been repealed under the 

Third Republic, tight control on the theatre persisted. 

In 1891, following two high-profile bans, a parliamentary 

commission was established to look into the effectiveness 

of the current law (Hemmings 1994, 222-225). This 

immediately prompted a loose coalition of Catholics and 

Boulangistes in the ‘Ligue contre la licence des rues’ to 

mount a counter-attack and, in Chirac, they had to hand a 

ready example of the dire consequences of relaxing the 

censorship.  

u In December 1891, Chirac announced a bill containing 

four short plays that he wrote, directed and mostly 

performed in, he hired the appropriately-named Salle des 

Fantaisies-Parisiennes and started to sell tickets. 

Interest overwhelmed his threadbare organisation and 
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eventually an audience of 800 crammed into this theatre 

in the Rue de Rochechouart to watch the plays. This in 

itself was a mistake; private theatres, in which tickets 

were only available by invitation to members, could evade 

the censor, but it is clear that Chirac was selling 

tickets on the door. This made his theatre public and now 

he was up against ‘la pudeur publique’, public decency. 

There seem to have been no objections to L’Amour des 

Humbles, but it was with Le Gueux that things escalated. 

This play is set in a forester’s cottage when a beggar – 

or Gueux – passes by and the forester’s daughter 

persuades her father to let him stay. That night she 

visits the beggar and offers herself to him; when he 

refuses she unbuttons her blouse and displays her 

breasts. This breaks down his resistance and they have 

sex. The father discovers them, curses them, and dies 

immediately.  

The trouble started when the daughter tore open her 

chemise. There is much dispute over whether the actress, 

Odette Mérainval, actually did reveal anything, but the 

suggestion was enough to bring the scene to a halt as the 

audience erupted in objections. Chirac came to the front 

of the stage and begged for calm, started the scene again 

and made it through despite continued protests. 

Prostituée was greeted with mockery rather than horror – 
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when the old man threw money down on the bed, one 

audience member shouted ‘that’s not enough!’ and another 

‘that’s way too much!’. But the last show on the bill, 

The Abortion, is what caused the biggest scandal. The 

play concerns a prostitute who has become pregnant by her 

pimp; he suggests a backstreet abortionist who will do 

the job. In the second half of the play, the abortionist 

arrives, puts the young woman on a bed behind a screen 

and mimes carrying out the procedure, as the woman’s 

cries are heard. Finally the midwife appears before the 

screen to wash the blood from her hands, saying, ‘that 

one won’t wriggle ever again’. 

The press furiously denounced the evening and the Ligue 

had the matter raised in the Senate. As a result, Chirac 

and three of his actresses were arrested, tried and 

sentenced to prison terms. Chirac tried to avoid prison 

by fleeing to Brussels where he also attempted 

unsuccesfully to mount new Réaliste productions. Expelled 

even from Brussels he wandered for a couple of months 

before returning to take his punishment. After serving 

six months of his fifteen month sentence, he emerged 

promising he had learned his lesson.  

He hadn’t - and he spent the rest of the decade barely 

avoiding prosecution with a series of increasingly grim 

performances. In 1906, in his own play The Morgue, he 
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played a man suffering from an attack of delirium 

tremens. The audience were reputedly very impressed with 

his performance, though it appears Chirac actually had a 

seizure during the show. He was helped off stage where he 

died of an aneurysm. He was buried, like Molière, with 

his stage make-up. Le Figaro noted his passing with the 

words ‘There are certain men for whom oblivion is a 

kindness’. 

The trial demonstrated contradictory views of the 

Parisian public in the last decade of the nineteenth 

century. Chirac was accused of two things: first of 

offences against public decency; second, of having 

deliberately attracting an audience with an unhealthy 

interest in sexual matters. But these charges are 

somewhat incompatible. If the audience was unhealthy, 

it’s not clear that their sense of decency would be 

shocked. If they were shocked, they it seems he can’t 

have found an unhealthy audience. In other words, the 

crowd as both animalistic and sagely rational is once 

again at work. Much effort is spent in the trial trying 

to square this circle and eventually it is suggested that 

the very fact that this unhealthy-minded audience still 

rose to their feet and protested against the events 

taking place on stage proves just how revolting his play 

must have been.  
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This, as the French feminist and legal theorist, Marcela 

Iacub points out in Par le trou de la serrure, invented 

an entirely new principle of double consent for the 

theatre in which the audience gives the consent when they 

come in and must continue to give their consent through 

the performance, leaving the theatremaker prey to the 

caprices of a particular audience who can take it upon 

themselves to decide whether a performance is illegal at 

any given moment (2008, 197-211). Inadvertently, it may 

have encouraged the Modernist tradition of booing a 

controversial performance to a close. 

Zola spoke against Chirac before his trial and Antoine in 

his memoirs describe him as ‘a fool and a lunatic’ (1964, 

188) and an ‘imbecile’ (193) who has ‘set back our 

contact with the general public several years’ (188) 

because ‘they will tend to confuse our efforts with this 

filth’ (186). The problem is, as we have seen, that no 

clear lines can be drawn between Naturalism and the 

Théâtre Réaliste. Chirac perhaps generated such vehement 

condemnation from the Naturalists because there is 

something ineradicably erotic in their theatre’s 

relationship with the public. 

 

Zombies 
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There is a further complication that follows from Zola’s 

vision of the playwright’s role. Remember what he wrote 

in his introduction to Thérèse Raquin, of his two main 

characters: ‘I simply carried out on two living bodies 

the same analytical examination that surgeons perform on 

corpses’ (2). What Zola is implicitly asserting here is 

an equivalence between living (though fictional) 

characters and dead bodies. Throughout his work, there is 

a strange and unsettling interchange between life and 

death. In Thérèse Raquin itself, there is an unsettling 

scene in which Laurent, having murdered Camille by 

throwing him from a rowing boat, visits the Morgue on the 

Île de la Cité, waiting for his body to turn up. Zola’s 

descriptions of the bodies pass repeatedly between life 

and death: 

 Laurent hesitated, studying each body and trying to 

see in it the skinny frame of his victim. But 

drowned corpses are always bloated; he saw enormous 

bellies, bulging thighs, and rounded, powerful arms. 

Unable to decide, he stood shivering in front of 

these greenish hunks of meat, which seemed to be 

mocking him with their leering grimaces. (74-75) 

Throughout The Ladies Paradise, life and death seem to 

cross over. The dismissed shop assistants are listed ‘in 

the same way as one counts the dead during epidemics’ 
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(154), while the mannequins themselves seem to be between 

life and death, being described in the same breath as 

‘like a double row of soldiers lined up for some 

triumphal procession’ and like corpses ‘each one had  

little wooden handle, like the handle of a dagger, stuck 

in the red flannel, which seemed to be bleeding whether 

the neck had been severed’ (253). These uncanny 

mannequins are also seen in the photographs of Eugène 

Atget, a part-time actor and exact contemporary of 

Antoine, who photographed changing Paris in a way that 

seemed to transform shop windows into theatre sets, 

populated by living corpses. 

Put another way, Naturalism is obsessed with the zombie. 

That is, living breathing characters who are on some 

level dead. Ibsen wrote, let’s not forget, two plays with 

zombie titles. The title of his last play is usually 

translated as When We Dead Awaken, while the play usually 

called in English Ghosts is originally Gengangere which 

is more literally translated as Those Who Walk Again and 

might, therefore, be put in English as The Walking Dead 

or The Returned if they hadn’t already been taken by TV 

zombie shows. u 

Edmond Haraucourt was an interesting figure in fin-de-

siècle French cultural life. He was a playwright, a 

novelist, eventually a museum curator, but began as a 
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poet, on the fringes of the Parnassian movement; his 

first book, La Légende des Sexes, is a collection of 

often rather disturbing poems, some of which linger 

erotically on dead bodies, which is probably why he self-

published it, in Brussels, under a pseudonym. He followed 

that up with a period working for the radical socialist 

politician Leon Gambetta. Then he launched a career in 

the theatre, which is the point at which his parents 

disowned him (presumably with the words ‘darling, radical 

politics and necrophiliac poetry if you must, but no 

child of mine works in the theatre’). 

His short stories are very much within a Decadent 

tradition. One particular story sticks out. Entitled ‘Le 

Prisonnier de son Oeuvre’ and published in 1907, only 

five years after Zola’s death, it details a brutal man 

who begins the story explaining that he has discovered 

his wife’s infidelity and he plans to take revenge by 

killing her. The unusual method he devises is to place a 

vial of poison under his tongue and, when he next sees 

her, he will kiss her, release the poison into her mouth, 

killing her in a cruel act of poetic justice by the same 

means she used to betray him. When he carries out his 

plan, the unexpected happens and he ingests some of the 

poison himself. He hasn’t taken in enough to kill him but 

as he regains consciousness he discovers that he is 

paralysed and, what’s more, he is trapped beneath the 
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rotting corpse of his wife. This – he realises, in true 

Decadent style – is his masterpiece. 

It’s rather tempting to see this as a parable of the role 

of death in Zola’s philosophy. Attempting to control and 

distribute death, death nonetheless returns to defeat 

him. Haraucourt’s anti-hero is described in very Zolian 

terms at the beginning of the story, blaming his temper 

on ‘the beast in me waking up, as they say nowadays. At 

such times, I’m like an animal’ (Hale 1998, 205). 

To find zombies in Naturalism is not a wholly frivolous 

thought. Zola’s attempt to kill off any accusation of 

Decadence involved describing his characters as dead, but 

this decision has come back to haunt him in the form of 

the zombie. He comes closest to describing his characters 

as zombies in his preface to Thérèse Raquin when he 

happily says of them: ‘There is a total absence of soul’ 

(1). 

The zombie is a consequence of Zola’s physicalism. His 

insistence that science will explain everything 

encouraged him to exclude the soul rather in the same way 

that contemporary neuroscientists try to exclude any talk 

of the mind. Indeed, it seems to me that one of the 

reasons to talk about Naturalism now is that some of its 

central principles, unfashionable for a century, are now 

very much back in vogue. 
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But the brimming confidence of the neurocheerleaders has 

not gone uncontested. One of the most powerful arguments 

against the claims of neuroscience has been what in 

philosophy has been called the ‘zombie problem’. 

Basically, the thought experiment is this: we imagine a 

being who is capable of taking in information about the 

world around us, processing that information, and 

producing appropriate outputs in exactly the way that a 

human being would do. The only difference is that they 

have no consciousness; they are simply a biological 

mechanism that reproduces the surface appearance of a 

human. This being is a philosophical zombie, and, so the 

argument runs, if we can conceive of a zombie in these 

terms, the physicalists now have a problem. Because 

physicalists – like, say, Alan Turing - argue that we are 

just biological processors of inputs and outputs - yet we 

can intuitively grasp that there is a difference between 

the zombie and us. If the physicalists are right, there 

should be no difference. We pretty much should be 

zombies. 

I am truncating, of course, a complicated argument, but 

the bottom line is that Zola’s dead won’t lie down. The 

Naturalist experiment in seeing stage characters as 

soulless and dead brings into being the zombie, who is a 

standing challenge to the Naturalist view of the world. 
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To me, this seems a fruitful path to go down. It may, 

indeed, explain why Zola found it so difficult to turn 

his novels into drama. A physicalist might initially 

think the stage an excellent metaphor for the human 

being: a mechanism into which writers and directors offer 

inputs which are then output by the actors. However, as 

we have seen, theatre doesn’t easily work like that and 

has a tendency to complicate things. The theatre is, in 

short, not a zombie. 

I should add that I say none of this about Zola is a 

spirit of crowing. It is, I think, the contradictions and 

faultlines, its continuing strangeness, that make 

Naturalism, for me, one of the most intriguing and 

puzzling of theatre movements and I’d like to end by 

thanking you for coming.  

Dan Rebellato 
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