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In this lively, interdisciplinary volume, thirteen scholars draw on their diverse academic
backgrounds—modern history, theater studies, musicology, literature, information science, and
art history—to make sense of theatrical space. Notably, the word “théatre” does not appear in the
book’s title, and only five chapters feature it in theirs. Like other terms discussed, “théatre”
emerges as a contingent, malleable concept; since the eighteenth century, it has been redefined to
serve politics and bent to serve the marketplace. As a musicologist, I found much here of interest.
As a humanist, I found the book’s persistent questioning of preconceptions refreshing, as chapter
after chapter shook conventional notions of spatiality of anything that would root, reify, or
otherwise fix its meaning. Space, like time, comes and goes.

In their introduction, editors Pauline Beaucé¢, Sandrine Dubouilh and Cyril Triolaire flag the
Western tendency to sacralize space. In Paris, the architectural style of the “théatre-temple”
aimed, above all, for monumentality: not bigness or grandeur per se, but rather its sheer
“obviousness,” to paraphrase Alexander Rehding. [1] One of the aims of the present book is to
decouple theatrical from sacred space—to desanctify it. A key framing device is hybridity, which
is defined multivalently across chapters. Whereas later in the volume, hybridity refers to
aesthetic matters of scenography, in the introduction (and most of the book’s first half), it refers
to the reuse of existing spaces in cities as densely woven as Paris.

It is thus unsurprising that the volume should concentrate so acutely on Parisian affairs. Despite
the French capital’s predilection for inaugurations, consecrations, and other symbolic
appropriations of urban space, we are reminded that “I’ouverture de nouvelles salles ne tient
donc pas exclusivement a 1’érection ex nihilo d’un nouveau batiment et I’évolution du parcellaire
et du cadre bati ouvre la voie a une redécouverte des lieux” (p. 14). Space does not die, but nor is
it ever born. Framed as a study of urban change, the book introduces the concept of “la
géographie evolutive” (p. 14) to account for the reappropriation of land, investiture, and
rehabilitation of existing buildings. Just as the spaces discussed in this volume—vauxhalls, cafés,
fairgrounds, parks, ballrooms—encourage mobility, so too are more “rigid” spaces, like
exhibition halls and “théatres-temples,” explored for their “democratizing” tendencies at various
stages of their physical existence (p. 21).
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The volume comprises two sections. The first, “Permanence et conquéte de nouveaux espaces
pour le spectacle dans la ville,” takes a broader, sociological approach, considering spectacle as a
network of interrelated edifices and communities. The second section, “Aménagement des
espaces, mutations des usages et des architectures,” focuses on impresarios, directors, and
creatives in defining and delineating urban spectacle. While not implied in the volume’s title, all
but one of the chapters centers on France, and that one (Daniel N. Polleti on municipal theaters
in Brazil) discusses Haussmannian influence. I offer this observation as a disclaimer that the
volume’s critical vocabulary—permanence, mutation, hybridité, and lieu (pp. 52-53)—inevitably
connect to notions of Frenchness, even Parisianness, although this connection is not made
explicitly in the volume. Nonetheless, the volume offers much of value even to those who do not
read H-France.

Is spatial hybridity a construct, a recent invention of industrial urbanism? Chapters on ancien
régime and Revolutionary Paris, by Pauline Valade and Guillaume Cot, respectively, inspire
questions about spatial segregation by class. Focusing on royal festivities in the 1740—60s,
Valade centers her discussion on the Place de Gréve (current-day Place de I’Hotel-de-Ville), a
public space whose geographical openness and accessibility made it host to events ranging from
fireworks to executions. While the Place de Gréeve is “le meilleur symbole de 1’hybridité
spatiale” (p. 49), I gravitated to Valade’s discussion of vauxhalls (also spelled wauxhalls),
popular entertainment venues that sprouted in the eighteenth century with the fecundity of cafés-
concerts in the nineteenth. [2] Privately owned and operated, vauxhalls were also utilized for
state-related celebrations, which supports Valade’s theory of an “influence mutuelle entre les
espaces et les spectacles de la joie publique et ceux des loisirs propres a ces nouveaux espaces de
divertissements” (p. 46).

While the vauxhall’s hybridity became an asset, the increased presence of cafés-caveaux became
a menace to authorities and merchants in the Palais Royal district. As Guillaume Cot explains, a
café’s political value increased when it was able to transform into a salle de spectacle. While [
would have appreciated more theoretical grounding, [3] Cot nonetheless arrives at a provocative
conclusion that regards the archive as a site of policing and dissensus: “L’hybridité du lieu se
définit ici en creux, par le dialogue des archives: la municipalité voit dans le lieu un spectacle,
lorsque les commergants ne parlent que d’un caveau, et que le commissaire lui-méme ne reléve
pas la demande d’autorisation” (p. 65).

The next three chapters consider Marseille and Bordeaux. Philippe Bourdin offers a minute
reconstruction of early nineteenth-century spectacles de curiosités in Marseille. Like other
concepts analyzed in this book, the spectacle de curiosité is a catchall, defined not only by the
entertainment it encompasses—acrobatics, puppets, wax figures, and most notably,
saltimbanques—but also what it is not, namely state or religious spectacle. Drawing on an
impressive array of archival documents, Bourdin focuses on the figure of the saltimbanque as an
embodiment of Marseillaise tensions between faith, politics, and foreign influence, namely Italy.
The saltimbanque is himself a hybrid figure, at once a world citizen and migrant: “il demeure,
aux yeux des autorités comme a ceux d’une partie des notables, hors de la république
conquérante, a défaut d’étre universelle” (87).
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The chapters by Natalie Morel Borotra and Emeline Rotolo center on Bordeaux and yet another
hybrid genre, the spectacle forain. Outdoor spectacles featured prominently in Parisian festive
culture, and these two contributions are refreshing in their dissection of entrepreneurial efforts in
the Nouvelle-Aquitaine capital. Borotra sees through the eyes of the lawyer and theatergoer
Pierre Bernadeu (1759-1852), whose eight-volume Tablettes contemporaines, historiques &
cryptographiques, de I’Ecouteur bordelais, ou Mémoires secrets pour servir a |'Histoire
générale et anecdotique du tems qui court are to Bordeaux what the Goncourt brothers’ Journal
is to Paris. While Borotra’s generous quotations sometimes make it difficult to discern her
critique from Bernadeu’s, we are treated to a singular (and refreshingly non-Parisian) historical
imagination who once wrote off Bordeaux’s Lisztomania as symptomatic of a broader
artistomanie sweeping through nineteenth-century Europe (p. 111). Rotolo’s chapter takes a
more holistic view of fairground spectacle, considering its economic impact on commercial
districts in Bordeaux. Successful and semi-permanent spectacles forains, such as the circus acts
near the place des Quinconces, did not merely barnacle themselves to commercial districts;
rather, they anchored them, increasing urban speculation in the surrounding area and
encouraging construction of baths, cafés, and other leisure spaces.

The chapters by Agnés Curel and Paul Frangois, though straddling the book’s section break,
nonetheless speak to each other, as both deal with fairground spectacle in nineteenth-century
Paris. Focusing on circus master Jacques Corvi’s (1814-1890) efforts to capitalize on the
Boulevard du Temple’s foot traffic, Curel’s chapter illustrates how small commercial venues,
like the Café Turc, accommodated curiosity shows (although one wonders what coffee-sipping
patrons thought of the presence of live monkeys!). Frangois’s chapter is a deep archival dive into
maps, blueprints, police reports, and illustrations that painstakingly reconstructs the architectural
and spatial history of fairground theaters circa 1770. Largely descriptive, the chapter, like several
others in the book, provides little to chew on yet plenty to digest. Indeed, the volume could have
been split methodologically into documentary and theoretical sections.

Of particular intrigue to this musicologist is Marc Soléranski’s “pre-history” of the Théatre des
Bouffes-Parisiens, so named by Jacques Offenbach in 1855 but previously managed by Louis
Comte (1788-1859). Doctor, educator, and conjurer, Comte invested in a small performance
space within the Passage Choiseul in 1826 to house his Théatre des Jeunes Eléves. Soléranski
explains why the theater’s pre-Offenbach era has largely slipped through archival cracks: while
some sources list it as a thédtre, others label it a gymnase or petite salle des curiosités. Such a
mish-mash carried over into the genre of operetta, with opérette, opéra bouffe, bouffonnerie
musicale, saynete, and other terms all referring to a nexus of comedic stage works. [4]
Soléranski’s chapter is essential reading for understanding the pre-history of the operetta
revolution about to erupt in Paris.

Daniel N. Polleti’s chapter on municipal theaters in Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paolo is, as
previously mentioned, the only chapter not devoted to France. Yet French urbanism casts a
shadow over urban renewal in the Global South; as Mike Davis has argued in his essay
“Haussmann in the Tropics,” post-colonial elites stepped into the shoes of colonizers to
rationalize urban space and reproduce the racialized segregation that existed under colonial
occupation. [5] Polleti sheds light on the influence of Parisian (read: Haussmannian)
monumental architecture by focusing on the exploits of Pereira Passos, mayor of the Federal
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District of Brazil between 1902 and 1906 and who was nicknamed “Haussmann of the Tropics”
(p. 212). Given this moniker, the absent reference to Davis’s influential essay seems like a
missed opportunity to ask broader, interdisciplinary questions about how imperialism shapes
urbanism.

The final four chapters situate us in the twentieth century, but they are also linked by their
careful parsing of the politics of architectural taxonomy (a main theme in the book) and the
symbolic use of space (a theme of the latter half). In her study of the Trocadéro Palace, Sandrine
Dubouilh unpacks the debates surrounding its choice as the venue for the Théatre National
Populaire. Known to musicologists as a central performance venue for the 1878 and 1900
Expositions universelles, the Trocadéro Palace played host to masses, hymns, marches, organ
works, as well as Edouard Colonne’s 350-piece orchestra. It functioned, as Jennifer Walker
writes, as the Third Republic’s “Secular Cathedral.” [6] Dubouilh, like others in the volume,
expertly balances urban and architectural history, leading her to read the palace’s spatiality as a
“dialogue entre permanence (les murs et fondations du Palais) et mutation (trois aménagements
de salle trés différents) d’un lieu de spectacle” (p. 224).

The chapters by Natalie Petiteau and Rafaél Magrou consider the aesthetics of circular spaces.
The circus—yet another hybrid concept discussed in this volume—receives longue durée
treatment by Petiteau, who surveys the etymological roots of the cirque, beginning with the
pioneering efforts of the Englishman Philip Astley (1742-1814). Over the course of the
nineteenth century and into the Second Empire, the cirque came to signify a /ieu more than a
spectacle, offering an alternative to both amphitheatrical and jewel-box modes of spectatorship.
Magrou extends this examination into the twenty-first century via Jo€l Pommerat’s performance
art piece Cercles/Frictions (2010). The chapter inspires broad questions about the symbolism of
concentric space and the creative potential of that symbolism: how do you stage an immersive
spectacle that preserves traditional divisions between audience and performers in a concentric
space? Do you replicate the “illusory box” of the traditional theater (with its backstage, its
curtain, its pit, its proscenium), or confront these theatrical technologies? Magrou adopts
designer Eric Soyer’s notion of a “théatre anatomique” (p. 283) to argue for what we might call a
“re-humanization” of spectacle, an alternative to a century of immersion (a la Wagner) and
alienation (a la Brecht).

The final chapter, by Aurélie Mouton-Rezzouk, opens with a titular question: “Faire de la place
pour autre chose?” The volume’s previous chapters reveal the ambiguities of naming space.
Vauxhalls, cafés-cavaux, gymnases, spectacles de curiosités, théatres populaires—each exists
simultaneously as space, place, and genre. What of the spaces between, within, around them?
Surveying lobbies, coffee corners, nooks, galleries, and other auxiliary sites that she dubs
“espaces de pensée” (p. 286), Mouton-Rezzouk argues that these spaces, too, are hybrid. For
they, too, resist clearcut definition, alternating between function (a lobby, by night, transitions
pedestrians into spectators) and heterogeneity (that same lobby could have been a reception
venue earlier that day). While I hoped for a fresh take on, or at least a mention of, Edward Soja’s
well-known theory of Thirdspace, [7] the chapter nonetheless shows how the use and reuse of
“espaces de pensée” could redefine the conditions of spectatorship: “que ce soit par
I’acculturation au spectacle, a I’histoire du théatre, aux processus de création, dans le premier
cas, ou par I’agencement de la pratique de spectation avec d’autres activités—culturelles,
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citoyennes—dans le second” (p. 301). Such a two-pronged conclusion suggests that further study
of liminal theatrical space has both theoretical and practical value.

For a volume whose themes revolve around architecture, geography, and space, it is unsurprising
that visual aids play a substantive role in the book’s presentation. Nearly all of the chapters
feature photographs, maps, tables, graphs, cartoons, blueprints, and/or other archival ephemera.
There is a generous amount to digest with the eyes: sixty-five examples, to be precise. While this
material should make the volume useful to the less-than-fluent reader of French, there is no
summative list of figures and tables to allow for easy navigation or comparison.

My final takeaway mirrors the volume’s conclusion—it ends with questions. Co-editor Sandrine
Dubouilh’s largely interrogative approach to the thankless business of conclusion-writing seems
apt; after all, Les espaces du spectacle vivant dans la ville began life, as many multi-authored
volumes do, as a conference, and to claim any singular takeaway would be to grasp at straws.
Instead, Dubouilh leaves the reader with doubt: about the socially constructed binaries between
center and periphery, popular and elite, stage and seat, and indeed, between what traditionally
distinguishes “theater” (a building, an event, a genre) from “non-theater” (the out-of-doors, the
liminal, the everyday). With the breakdown of conventional understanding about what is and
isn’t theater, what remains? As Dubouilh asks, “La fonction disparait-elle parce que 1’outil
disparait ou bien est-ce I’inverse” (p. 309)?

Perhaps such a question is best left to those who make art.
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Paris au xviii® siecle.”

Guillaume Cot, “Définir le normal et I’hybride: Un ‘sauvage’ dans un caveau parisien sous la
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Philippe Bourdin, “Les curiosités a la Criée ou les petits spectacles marseillais sous I’Empire.”
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forains’ bordelais vus par Pierre Bernadau.”

Emeline Rotolo, “Des spectacles forains aux spectacles de curiosités: Une certaine évolution de
la topographie et de I’économie du divertissement bordelais de 1831 a 1856.”
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