Naturalism and Symbolism: early modernist practice
Towards midnight on 19 March 1891, the curtain rose on a new play at the Théâtre Moderne in Paris. The play was produced by the Théâtre d’Art, a company set up four months earlier specifically to perform ‘Symbolist’ drama. This was their third evening and it had been a long one: so far that evening, the audience had already seen The Girl with the Severed Hands by Pierre Quillard, Lady Death by Rachilde, The Lamplights by Pierre Gabillard, and Stéphane Mallarmé’s poem ‘Ill-Fortune’, recited by a rising star of the Symbolist stage, Georgette Camée. The final play on the bill was Prostituted by Théodore de Chirac. 
Chirac’s short drama tells the story of a woman – also played by Camée – forced into prostitution to feed her children. In its mundane setting, its emphasis on the everyday, its presentation of a social problem, this play was, by any definition, an example of Naturalist theatre, not Symbolist. The Symbolists despised Naturalism for its obsession with daily life rather than the mysteries of the universe. They avoided recognisable characters and shunned realistic sets, concentrating on trying to capture the spiritual and supernatural. 
As the audience recognised what they were watching, they began to get restive. Some began to whistle and boo, others to stamp their feet; they were in turn challenged by a faction in the audience supportive of Naturalism who defiantly applauded the play. The actors struggled to continue as cries of ‘Vive Mallarmé!’ and ‘Vive Zola!’ – the names of the main proponents of Symbolism and Naturalism, respectively – rang across the auditorium. Fights broke out and the evening ended in disarray.
Paul Fort, the nineteen-year-old founder of the Théâtre d’Art, was probably delighted. He later claimed to have programmed Prostituted in order to ‘give Naturalism a whipping on the Théâtre d’Art stage’ (Robichez 1957: 117). The play was an example of Naturalism at its coarsest and most voyeuristic and Fort no doubt thought that performing it would have been, in itself, an act of parody and defiance (Whitton 1987: 30). Its author was a strange character. Later that year Chirac would form his own ultra-Naturalist theatre company, the Théâtre Réaliste, and host an evening of his own plays whose titles - Prostituted, Debauchery, Rape of the Corpse, The Abortion, and Depravity (Henderson 1971: 82) – give a flavour of the evening and perhaps indicate why they led to Chirac being convicted of obscenity and send to prison for fifteen months. The renowned Naturalist theatre director André Antoine describes him in his memoires as ‘depraved ... a fool and a lunatic’ (188).
Only three streets away and one month later, on 17 April 1891, Antoine would have his own audience disturbance to deal with. At the Théâtre Libre, a company he formed in 1887 which had become closely associated with Naturalism, Antoine had directed the French premiere of Henrik Ibsen’s The Wild Duck. This remarkable play explores self-deception and asks whether people should be compelled to face the truth about themselves; this question is embodied in the symbol of a wounded wild duck gripping the reeds at the bottom of a lake to die numbed from the pain, with the play’s zealot for truth, Gregers Werle, presenting himself as a hunting dog who dives in to save the wounded bird. The metaphor is a complex one - clearly too complex for some of the critics like the venerable Francisque Sarcey who claimed to find it all quite incomprehensible: ‘nobody has any idea what this wild duck is, nor what it is doing in the play, nor what it stands for, nor what sense it makes’ (qtd. Antoine 1964: 175). Some members of the Théâtre Libre audience expressed their scorn by facetiously quacking whenever the bird was mentioned. 
Modernist theatre

These events are typical of what is often called ‘modernism’. Modernism is a term that covers the proliferating experiments in art, literature and design from the mid-nineteenth century up to the Second World War. Modernism in the theatre dates from the 1880s to the mid-twentieth century. It encompasses Expressionism, Dada and Surrealism, Futurism, Artaud’s theatre of cruelty and Brecht’s epic theatre. Modernist theatre typically experiments with theatrical form, discovers new kinds of subject matter, announces itself in manifestoes, denounces its predecessors, seeks to challenge and sometimes outrage its audience, provokes controversies in the press and fights in the auditorium, and reaches out to other art forms in its support. Most, perhaps all, theatrical modernisms believed that their forms and styles were a way of accessing the truth of the world, even if they defined that truth in entirely different ways. 
Naturalism and symbolism were the first two waves of modernist theatre and in many ways they provided the template for all that followed. Antoine’s Théâtre Libre, which survived only for seven years, from 1887 to 1894, was perhaps the first independent experimental theatre company in the modern world. The Symbolist theatres that followed, while fiercely opposing the Naturalism with which the Théâtre Libre was associated, followed his lead in choosing intimate theatres, producing evenings composed of short plays, performed by amateur casts, publishing journals to explain their work. Most modernist theatres that came after the first wave of Naturalism were a response to, and rejection of, Naturalism. For that reason, it is sometimes supposed that Naturalism was not a modernist theatre and that modernism emerged precisely in reaction to a perceived conservatism in the Naturalist stage. 

In fact, Naturalism was a radical, experimental, Modernist theatre form that caused as much scandal, controversy and outrage as any of the theatres that came after it. When Henrik Ibsen’s classic Naturalist play Ghosts was first performed in London, the Daily Telegraph gave over its editorial column to denounce it as ‘an open drain ... a loathsome sore unbandaged ... a dirty act done publicly ... a lazar-house with all its doors and windows open’ (qtd. Egan 1972: 190). In Ghosts, the pompous and pious Paster Manders is shocked to see ‘freethinking’ literature on Mrs Alving’s table; the play itself, which was published before it was performed, was considered similarly indecent and Ibsen’s sales suffered badly because of it. In Germany, the play was considered too improper to be seen with, so Ibsen’s supporters went to a gala performance of Ibsen’s A Doll’s House at the Meininger Theatre and, in what must be one of the strangest theatrical events of the period, sat in the auditorium, ignoring the performance, reading this forbidden text (Meyer 1974: 513).
Naturalism and symbolism are both terms that have uses far beyond the particular context of late-nineteenth-century European theatre. The term ‘naturalism’, in particular, has become flattened out to refer to any theatrical production where the set and the acting attempts vaguely to resemble real life. Similarly, the term ‘symbolism’ can refer to any attempt to represent things and ideas through symbols. Naturalist and Symbolist theatre in their particular historical moments had much more specific meanings and so, when I am referring to these movements in their nineteenth-century context, I will use Naturalism with a capital N and Symbolism with a capital S. The naturalism of Robert de Niro’s acting or the symbolism in a play like Waiting for Godot are very different from the Naturalism of Thérèse Raquin or the Symbolism of Maurice Maeterlinck.

The Nineteenth Century
Modernism was so called because it claimed to be inspired by and to capture the distinctive spirit of the modern age. The nineteenth century had wrought enormous changes across European society and culture. Industrialization, which had begun in Britain in the eighteenth century had spread across Europe through the nineteenth. This was a change in the economic organisation of society which meant the emergence of unprecedentedly large industrial processes, including the building of huge factories, large-scale industrial machinery, whole towns of housing for the workers who operated it, and, as a result, a transformation in the geography of Europe.
Industrialisation both rested on and promoted revolutionary developments in technology. This was the century that saw the invention of the typewriter, the battery, the light bulb, photography and cinema, the steam train and the bicycle, the elevator and the escalator, the phonograph, the gramophone, the telephone, and numerous industrial processes that would feed the development and spread of industrial capitalism across Europe. The spread of the railways required reliable timetables, which in turn required that all cities for the first time kept to the same time; the spread of international rail travel meant that time needed to be kept constant across the world, so the nineteenth century also saw the unification of the world in a single system of time zones.

Table 1: population growth in European cities

	 
	population
	 

	 
	1800
	1900
	growth*

	Stockholm
	75,517
	300,624
	400%

	Paris
	546,856
	2,714,068
	500%

	St Petersburg
	250,000
	1,700,000
	700%

	London
	959,300
	6,506,954
	700%

	Vienna
	271,800
	1,769,137
	700%

	Berlin
	172,132
	1,888,848
	1100%

	Oslo (Christiania)
	9,500
	227,900
	2400%

	
	* to nearest 100%


The major cities of Europe were utterly transformed through the 1800s. As figure 1 shows, at the beginning of the century, Europe’s capital cities expanded prodigiously. The emergence of cities as the centres of industry and the relative decline of agriculture meant a great migration from the countryside to the city. Cities transformed to accommodate their new residents; the new middle class that administered and ran industry were catered for in the new phenomenon of the ‘department store’, the first examples of which appeared in Paris and London in the 1860s, and which would be the focus of Émile Zola’s Naturalist novel The Ladies Paradise (1883). This rapid expansion, with new classes being thrown together in the new city spaces, created new forms of social anxiety. There were new opportunities for vice and criminality and, not unconnected, new disparities of wealth to power. 

Governments often responded by trying to manage the growth of cities. Concentrations of people, often in unsanitary conditions, led to the rapid spread of diseases like tuberculosis and cholera. To tackle these problems and also to move the poorest people out of the centres of the large cities, slum clearances were a common feature of the nineteenth-century European city (London’s West End theatres are largely built on the site of a huge slum clearance).  In the 1850s and 1860s, Paris saw perhaps the most dramatic restructuring of all, under the direction of Georges-Eugène Haussmann who demolished hundreds of streets and houses to create his ‘percements’, the long, straight, broad boulevards that still dominate the map of Paris. While these boulevards were designed to facilitate rational flows of people and traffic between the major sectors of the city, it is also clear that, after a century of political upheaval, these new roads were designed so as to make them difficult for revolutionaries to barricade. From March 1889 onwards, the new shape of the Paris map could be appreciated directly from one of the nineteenth century’s greatest feats of engineering: the Eiffel Tower.
The Tower, and the ‘Universal Exposition’ of 1888 which it was built to mark, were examples of Paris’s heightened awareness of itself as a global city, a centre for international industry, culture, and finance. Modernist theatre was also marked by these cosmopolitan flows of people and ideas. The repertoires of the Théâtre Libre and the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre – the two main Naturalist and Symbolist theatres – were pan-European, showing work from, among others, Sweden (Strindberg), Norway (Ibsen), Germany (Hauptmann), Belgium (Maeterlinck), Britain (Shelley), and Italy (Verga). Otherwise, Naturalism and Symbolism had very different relations to these dramatic changes. Symbolism, as the cultural theorist Walter Benjamin remarked (1999: 41), was an attempt to shield art from the onslaught of the modern world, as we shall see, to appeal beyond it to something timeless, mysterious, profoundly unscientific. Naturalism, on the other hand, was to embrace the modern world, its methods and subjects, with campaigning enthusiasm, bringing the industrial age’s distinctive forms of analysis to bear on itself. 
Naturalist theatre was almost entirely an urban form. It emerged from cities, it was performed in cities, it talked about cities, and its insights are drawn from a specifically urban experience. It was the emergence of a substantial middle class in Paris that gave Naturalism it main audience, while the city provided Naturalism with its subject matter. Émile Zola’s twenty-volume series of novels, Les Rougon-Macquart, mainly focused on the particular conditions of Parisian life under the Second Empire (1852-1870), showing particular delight in addressing the social problems and contradictions arising from rapid urban change – alcoholism, prostitution, consumerism, class conflict, decline of religion, and so on. The critics who so vehemently railed against Naturalism perhaps acknowledged this, albeit unconsciously: we’ve already encountered the urban metaphors (‘open drain ... lazar-house’) employed by the Daily Telegraph to denounce Ibsen’s Ghosts; when Strindberg’s Miss Julie was published in 1888, the critics called it ‘water from [...a] dirty sewer’ (Meyer 1985: 198). Ibsen himself distances himself from Zola in the same metaphorical terms: ‘Zola descends into the sewer to bathe in it; I to cleanse it’ (qtd. Meyer 1974, 514-515). 
As the income of the rising industrial class outstripped that of the declining aristocracy (whose income derived from land, which was suffering from economic competition with the Americas), the middle class bought up the gentry’s town houses. These houses, with their steps up the front door, literally elevated its residents above the mess and chaos of the city. Curtains and shutters prevented the public from seeing in. Naturalism, with its preference for making-invisible the fourth wall, was a way of seeing into these homes, of showing the middle class to itself, stripped of its carefully presented respectable image, laid bare in its greed, lust and hypocrisy. Pastor Manders, hearing of Mr Alving’s affair with a maid, voices this architectural clash between outward respectability and domestic vice: ‘all that in this very house! In this house!’ (Ibsen 1994: 118).
Naturalism and the nineteenth-century stage
The idea that the theatre might accurately reflect the world around it is not new. Shakespeare had Hamlet tell the actors that ‘the purpose of playing [...] is to hold, as ‘twere, the mirror up to nature’ (3.2.20). A more immediate literary precedent for Naturalism lay in the rise of the ‘realist’ novel of the 1830s in the work of Balzac, Flaubert and Stendhal. In his novel, The Red and the Black, Stendhal offered a famous description and defence of literary realism: ‘a novel is a mirror being carried down a road. Sometimes it shows us the blue of the heavens, sometimes the mud and puddles of the road. And you blame him who carries the mirror! His mirror shows the dirt and they blame the mirror!’ (Stendhal 1991: 371, translation amended). A little later, in the 1850s, ‘realism’ emerged as a force in the visual arts, gaining particular notoriety when the Gustave Courbet’s paintings were rejected by the Paris International Exposition of 1855: in response, he set up his own ‘Pavilion du Réalisme’ next to the exposition site to display the work. It was as admired as it was deprecated, with Courbet denounced as a ‘savage’ and a danger to society (Harrison et al. 1998: 367).
It was in this atmosphere of controversy that Émile Zola began writing, first as a critic, then as a novelist. Zola was a great supporter of Courbet and his approach to the novel was entirely in the spirit of Flaubert’s famous remark that ‘great art is scientific and impersonal’ (qtd. Cruickshank 1969: 3). However, Zola was unhappy with the term ‘realism’, feeling that it had become expressive of a narrow, cultish group. Instead, in an article for L’Evénement published on 15 July 1866, he coined the term ‘Naturalism’ to describe his new approach and for the next fifteen years campaigned indefatigably for Naturalism in the novel and, from the mid-1870s, on the stage. Zola gathered many of his essays and articles and published them in a series of books, including, The Experimental Novel (1880) and Naturalist Novelists, Naturalism in the Theatre, and Our Dramatic Authors in (1881). He had already attempted tried to write plays himself, including Les Mystères de Marseilles (1867), Les Héritiers Rabourdin (1874), and Le Bouton de Rose (1878), all of which closed quickly, and none of which embodies the Naturalistic ideals that he sets out in his essays. Zola had much more success as a novelist and adapted some of his novels for the stage, including L’Assommoir (1879), Nana (1881), Pot-Bouille (1883), Le Ventre de Paris (1887), and Germinal (1888), with some success, though, assisted by a collaborator, William Busnach, he succeeded in turning them into crude melodrama. Only Thérèse Raquin (1873), adapted from his novel of 1867, has had any subsequent life and even that play is as interesting for its failures as its achievements. Other attempts to stage Naturalist plays had failed: Henriette Maréchal by the Goncourt Brothers had been staged at the Comédie Française in December 1865 but had been booed by Republican students, largely because of the authors’ reputed friendship with Princess Mathilde, a cousin of the unpopular Emperor of France.

If Zola thought by using the word ‘Naturalism’ rather than ‘Realism’, he would avoid controversy, he was mistaken. The French stage in the 1870s was dominated by three playwrights – that ‘illustrious trinity’ wrote Antoine half in mockery, half in awe (1964: 2) – Émile Augier, Victorien Sardou, and Alexandre Dumas fils, the masters of the ‘well-made play’. This form, developed and perfected through the century, was loosely based on Aristotle’s rules for dramatic construction and took its hero through an increasingly complicated plot, characterised by secrets and misunderstandings, before being completely resolved in the ‘scene à faire’ (or ‘obligatory scene’) in which all secrets are revealed, all misunderstandings resolved. While a requirement of the well-made play is a degree of psychological plausibility, the intricate carpentry of the dramatic structure could seem very artificial. The moral world view of the well-made play – usually articulated by a ‘raisonneur’, a character who voices the author’s own moral judgment – was generally conservative. Further, the neatness of the narrative prevented it from connecting with the messy realities of nineteenth-century Europe, which had seen the unification of Germany and Italy, the spread of colonial empires, and multiple wars and revolutions. Yet, as the Naturalist playwright Henry Becque noted in 1888, ‘from all these events we have not taken the action of a single drama, not one’ (Schumacher 1996: 53). 

Shortly after the publication of Thérèse Raquin, Zola’s novel was condemned in the French newspaper, Le Figaro. The article was entitled ‘La Littérature Putride’ [Putrid Literature] and its author, ‘Ferragus’, denounced Thérèse Raquin as ‘a  puddle of dirt and blood’ and Naturalism as ‘a monstrous school of novelists that tries to replace the eloquence of the body with the eloquence of the charnel house, that specialises in clinical abnormalities, that gathers the diseased together and invites us to admire their blemishes, that takes its inspiration from that great teacher, cholera, and make spurt forth the pus of conscience’. ‘Ferragus’ was a pseudonym for Louis Ulbach, a satirical writer and friend of Zola, so it is quite possible that Zola put him up to writing the article to gain publicity for his book. Nonetheless, his arguments shed light on the curious place of the theatre within French culture in his belief that the faults of Thérèse Raquin are thrown into sharp relief by the fact that its characters could not possibly be put on stage: they are ‘impossible phantoms, who reek of death, who have never breathed life, who are but nightmares of reality’ (‘Ferragus’ 1868: 1).
 Zola invites us to treat his characters with contempt and disgust and, suggests Ferragus, this is not acceptable in the theatre.
What Ferragus means by this is that actors should be met with admiration, complicit laughter, or tragic empathy, and nothing else. It would be unseemly to play a role that repelled the audience’s sympathy. Indeed, Naturalist plays, If they weren’t banned outright, were sometimes modified to conform to prevailing theatrical taste: when Ibsen’s A Doll’s House was first produced in Germany, Hedwig Niemann-Raabe, the actress playing Nora, refused to play the ending in which Nora leaves her husband and children, declaring ‘I would never leave my children’ (Meyer 1974: 480). To prevent the production falling through, Ibsen had to write a new closing sequence in which Nora sees her children, imagines them motherless, and declares ‘Oh, this is a sin against myself, but I cannot leave them’ (Ibsen 1994: 87-88). The same play’s first appearance on the London stage was in a version by Henry Arthur Jones and Henry Herman entitled Breaking a Butterfly (1884) in which Nora and Torvald have become Flossie and Humphrey and the second half is restructured to suit conventional morality and the requirements of the well-made play. In A Doll’s House, Nora has committed a minor forgery in the past for which she is being blackmailed, and the revealing of her secret leads to her realising that she cannot stay with her husband; in Breaking a Butterfly, Flossie’s dilemma is solved when her husband pretends he committed the forgery himself and one Mr Grittle, another employee at the bank, manages to steal the incriminating document, leading Humphrey to end the play with the exquisitely unIbsenite line: 

Mrs Goddard
Now, Humphrey, do please tell me what has happened?

Humphrey
(going to his writing table, where [the] candle is still burning, and holding the note over the flame) Nothing has happened, except than Flossie was a child yesterday: to-day she is a woman 
(Jones and Herman 1884: 76)

At the premiere of Henry Becque’s Les Corbeaux (1882) at the Comédie Française, the actress playing the calculating Mme Saint-Genis, playing a scene in which she was to reject her son’s (pregnant) fiancée, was so horrified by the audience’s antipathy that she fled the stage before delivering her crucial damning line. 
For this reason, Naturalism was a long time coming to the French stage. Zola’s campaign was conducted as much in hope as conviction. In ‘Naturalism in the Theatre’, perhaps as tacit acknowledgement of his own shortcomings as a dramatist, he confesses to not knowing what form Naturalist theatre will take, only the ideas it must embody, and he fervently bids a ‘genius to come [...] with the expected word, the solution to the problem, the formula for real life on stage, combining it with the illusions necessary in the theatre’ (365-66). Zola presumed this genius would be a writer, though, as we will see, it was a director who would first realize Naturalism on the French stage.
But what is ‘Naturalism’? Even in its era, the term meant different things to different people. For Zola, it is very much the application of scientific method to the production of literature and theatre. For Strindberg, it was ‘the poetic portrayal of nature’ (Strindberg 1992: 512-513). Ibsen was uninterested in aligning himself with any movement.
 However, one can see in Naturalism two main strands, which I will call ‘the sociological imagination’ and a ‘visual culture’. Broadly, the first is its attitude to the world, the second is its style of representing it. Neither entails the other and much Naturalist theatre leans more in one direction than the other. 
The sociological imagination
 ‘We are an age of method, of experimental science,’ wrote Zola (361), aligning the Naturalist movement with the nineteenth-century’s revolution in scientific ideas, in particular its impact on the study of society. Zola was an avid, if not always careful, reader of the scientific and philosophical ideas of his time and his conception of Naturalism owes a great deal to a number of contemporary thinkers. Particularly important were Ernest Renan, Auguste Comte, and Hippolyte Taine. These figures shared a belief in bringing the principles of scientific investigation to bear on literature, religion and history, respectively. Comte, in particular, is one of the founders of modern sociology, which has its origins in the application of scientific method to the study of society (Comte’s preferred term for such study was ‘social physics’ [1983: 77]). While their names have somewhat receded in importance, they were part of the climate of thought in the 1900s that produced the twentieth century, for good and bad. They certainly had a defining influence of Zola’s conception of Naturalism. 
Ernest Renan trained for the priesthood until a crisis of faith led him to embrace science with equal fervour. His best-known book was a Life of Jesus (1863) which controversially treated the founder of Christianity as a human figure whose biography should be in principle be written just like anyone else’s, with reference to historical sources and documents. For Renan, science had shown religion to be empty and worthless; as he wrote in his posthumously-published The Future of Science, ‘It is not one single argument, but all the modern sciences together that produce this great conclusion: there is no such thing as the supernatural’ (Renan 1890: 47). Renan was also a writer and Antoine was very keen to stage his play The Abbess of Jouarre and tried unsuccessfully to persuade the renowned Parisian star Sarah Bernhardt to perform in it (78-80). The sceptical attitude towards religion that he represents can be found in the generally unsympathetic representation of religious beliefs in Naturalist plays, including Kristin in Miss Julie whose banal pieties are pointedly inadequate to the more complex dilemmas  unfolding before us (56-57).

Auguste Comte is one of the founders of sociology and closely associated with ‘positivism’. In his Course in Positive Philosophy (1830-42), Comte suggests that the history of humanity has fallen into three intellectual stages: ‘the theological, or fictitious; the metaphysical, or abstract; and the scientific, or positive’ (Comte 1983: 71). In the first, the world is explained through false religious ideas; in the second, the religious ideas have been abandoned in favour of abstract concepts; in the third, the positive stage, ‘the mind has given over the vain search after absolute notions, the origin and destination of the universe, and the causes of phenomena, and applies itself to the study of their laws’ (72). In other words, human history is abandoning the religious and metaphysical misconceptions of its past and moving inexorably towards a true, scientific perception of the world. These kinds of ‘teleological’ arguments were more popular in the nineteenth century than in ours and can be found in the work of thinkers as diverse as G. W. F. Hegel and Karl Marx (whose youngest daughter, Eleanor, was an early translator of Ibsen’s work into English). 
Comte’s view of history confirmed Zola’s view that Naturalism was progressive and modern, the literary and theatrical form of the positivist age. Indeed, Comte’s three-stage history of human ideas finds its way, somewhat reinterpreted, in Zola’s ‘Naturalism in the Theatre’. In his declaration that ‘an irresistible current carries our society towards the study of reality [...] the great naturalistic school, which has spread secretly, irrevocably, often making its way in darkness but always advancing, can finally come out triumphantly into the light of day’ (356) one can see traces of Comte’s teleology. Zola describes previous forms of theatre as a ‘necessary link’ (359) and a ‘necessary revolution’ (354) on the way to Naturalism. And while Zola does not claim that art, as such, gets better, he argues that it changes to reflect ‘different phases of the human mind’ (354). The article shows a Comtean confidence that Naturalism is the inevitable outcome of the history of theatre.
For Zola, Comte’s three phases of thought – theological, metaphysical, and scientific – map onto three phases of French theatre – classical, romantic, and Naturalist. The Classical theatre that dominated the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries arose from the rediscovery of ancient Greek theatre and, in particular, Aristotle’s Poetics which attempts to codify its rules. Associated with dramatists like Jean Racine and Pierre Corneille, neo-classicism was characterised by a certain grand austerity, heightened poetic language, stories drawn from classical mythology, great psychological complexity, with reason favoured over passion, and, because of a misunderstanding of Aristotle, very little onstage action. Romanticism emerged in the theatre in the 1830s and now Shakespeare, rather than the ancient Greeks, was the model. All the formal purity of neo-classicism was abandoned; action was vivid and intense, emotions ran high, the stories mixed comedy and tragedy, with often medieval and renaissance settings. The premiere that marked the beginning of French romantic theatre was Victor Hugo’s Hernani in February 1830 at the Théâtre Français, whose auditorium throughout the run was the scene of demonstrations and counter-demonstrations by supporters of classicism and romanticism. The play is set in the Renaissance Spanish court and follows bandits and noblemen through a series of romantic intrigues, disguises, and duels. Zola suggests that classicism, with its ancient cosmology, corresponds to the theological phase, while Romanticism, with its grand passions, its evocation of higher causes for which to fight, its speculation about the nature of the universe, corresponds to the metaphysical. With the advent of Naturalism, says Zola in clearly Comtean terms, we are seeing ‘the gradual substitution of physiological man for metaphysical man’ (367).
A still greater influence on Zola’s thinking comes from Hippolyte Taine, a critic and historian, best-known for his History of English Literature (1863), in which he proposes that the best way to understand a society is to read its literature. ‘If the work is rich and one knows how to interpret it,’ Taine wrote, ‘one can find in there the psychology of a soul, often of a century, and sometimes of an entire race. In this respect a great poem, a beautiful novel, the memoirs of a great man are more instructive than a mountain of historians and their history books’ (Taine 1863: xlv). Taine believed that a work of literature bore the traces of three forces acting on it from the society in which it emerged: race, milieu, and moment. ‘Race’ was a set of ‘innate and hereditary dispositions [...] a community of blood and spirit that still connects all its offshoots’ despite centuries of acculturation (xxiii). ‘Milieu’ is the particular natural landscape in which people live, but also the political and social climate in which they act (xxvi-xxvii). ‘Moment’ is Taine’s attempt to capture in a word the ‘dominant conception that holds sway’ in a particular era – Taine gives the example of The Renaissance – and whether that idea is on the ascendant or in decline (xxx). Together, ‘race, environment, moment, in other words the internal dynamic, the external pressure and the momentum already acquired [...] will impose a shape and direction on anything new’ (xxxiii, xxx). And note, finally, that Taine did not merely believe these were influences amongst others: these were the only possible causes of all events (xxxiii). Taine’s moment, milieu, and race find themselves paraphrased loosely in Strindberg’s preface to Miss Julie, printed in this volume, in which he describes his main character as a victim of ’the errors of an age, of circumstances, and of her own deficient constitution’ (61).
If Comte left Zola with the belief that Naturalism was the modern theatre form par excellence, Taine persuaded him that literature and drama were unparalleled means of capturing the spirit of the age. In this, Zola is somewhat misrepresenting Taine whose emphasis is rather more on the role of the critic in interpretively teasing out the spirit of the time from a work of literature than on the author deliberately putting them there. Nonetheless, Zola shared with Taine a belief that literature is at its greatest when recording the feelings of the age: ‘he more a book records significant feelings, the higher it ranks as literature,’ writes Taine (xlv-xlvi); ‘the truer to life,’ writes Zola of the stage, ‘the greater it becomes’ (93). 
The word ‘naturalism’, before Zola picked it up, was a philosophical term denoting a belief that all things are part of the natural world, that nothing – not free will, ethics, passions, religion or art – escaped the laws of cause and effect and the natural forces at work in the physical universe. Zola carries some of this meaning over into his view of the world and of art. To the second edition of his novel, Thérèse Raquin, responding to his critics, Zola inserted a now-famous preface in which he declared:
In Thérèse Raquin I set out to study, not characters, but temperaments. Therein lies the whole essence of the book. I chose to portray individuals existing under the sovereign dominion of their nerves and their blood, devoid of free will and drawn into every act of their lives by the inescapable promptings of their flesh. Thérèse and Laurent are human animals nothing more. In these animals I set out to trace, step by step, the hidden workings of the passions, the urges of instinct, and the derangements of the brain which follow on from a nervous crisis. Love, for my two heroes, is the satisfaction of a physical need; the murder they commit is a consequence of their adultery, a consequence they accept as wolves accept the slaughter of sheep; and last, what I have been obliged to call their remorse consists simply in an organic disorder, the revolt of a nervous system stretched to breaking point. There is a total absence of soul, as I will readily admit, for such was my intention (Zola 1992: 1-2).

His philosophical naturalism is to the fore in this passage; human beings are merely a species of animal, driven by their natural instincts; crimes like murder are natural consequences of their drives; ‘free will’ and the ‘soul’ are metaphysical illusions and are therefore banished from the novel. Taine’s philosophically naturalist remark that ‘vice and virtue are products just like vitriol and sugar’ (1863: xv) was Zola’s epigraph to the first edition of Thérèse Raquin.
Zola was particularly influenced by French physiologist Claude Bernard’s An Introduction to the Study of Experimental Medicine (1865) which sets out to apply the principles of scientific enquiry to the practice of medicine and surgery. This encouraged Zola in his habit of comparing the Naturalist author to a surgeon: ‘I like to think of him as an anatomist of the soul and the flesh,’ he wrote in 1866. ‘He dissects man, studies the play of the passions, explores each fibre, analyses the whole organism. Like a surgeon, he has neither shame nor revulsion when he explores human wounds. He cares only for truth and lays before us the corpse of our heart. Modern science has provided him with the tools of analysis and the experimental method’ (qtd. Becker, 2002: 256). Defending his characterisation of Thérèse and Laurent in his preface to Thérèse Raquin he insists: ‘I simply carried out on two living bodies the same analytical examination that surgeons perform on corpses’ (Zola 1992: 2). 
Many Naturalist playwrights had medical connections. Chekhov was a practising doctor. Ibsen was a pharmacist’s apprentice for six years. Strindberg studied medicine for two and in 1887 published a collection of stories and essays entitled Vivisections: A Retired Doctor’s Observations. This is not to say that they were all reliable supporters of the latest scientific ideas: Zola’s Thérèse Raquin uncomfortably marries a contemporary scientific viewpoint with the ancient theory of the ‘humours’ (1992: xvi-xxii). Ibsen’s Ghosts relies on the belief that syphilis is hereditary. Strindberg’s openness to the new science was, to put it mildly, undiscriminating, and Miss Julie makes reference to telepathy in the battle between its anatagonists (60). Chekhov, despite or perhaps because of his medical training, depicts most of his doctors as depressed, weary, cynical, even accidentally murderous.
Nonetheless, there is, widespread in Naturalist theatre, a determination to observe the world with all its flaws and disorders with the unsentimental clarity of a scientist, refusing any mystical, spiritual or otherwise non-physical explanations, crowned by a belief that the theatre has the vital social purpose of recording the truth of the world that is too important to be restrained by theatrical convention or moral squeamishness. 
Visual Culture
A determination to depict the truth of the world, understood in materialist terms, does not necessarily entail visual realism. Bertolt Brecht is an example of a playwright who shared Naturalism’s materialist viewpoint but felt that a straight one-to-one resemblance between reality and the stage only mystified and obscured the nature of the world. It is therefore important to understand that Naturalism’s visual style, its preference for a relation of resemblance between the stage and the world, is a particular – and contestable – decision.
Changes in theatre technology made new kinds of realism possible through the nineteenth century. The move from oil to gas lighting at the beginning of the century, then to limelight in the mid-century, and finally to electric lighting towards the century’s end, meant that the stage could be lit more brightly, with a whiter light, offering increasing control of intensity, light level and direction. This demanded increasingly sophisticated scene painting, as the back cloths were more exposed by the light; it also made obsolete some conventions of the early nineteenth century, including footlights, heavy stylised make up, and the necessity of the actor to stand downstage facing the audience if they were to be seen.
Particularly influential in making use of these innovations to create new realistic stage effects was the Meiningen Court Theatre, established in 1866 by George II, Duke of Saxe-Meiningen, a small independent state in the heart of what is now Germany. The Meiningen company became famous for the detailed, historically-accurate composition of their stage pictures, in particular their crowd scenes, which were arrange with particular eye to realistic effect. André Antoine saw them in Brussels in 1888 and admired the ‘extraordinarily convincing crowd scenes’ and the sight of an actor with his back to the audience who thereby ‘gives the impression that he is oblivious to the presence of the public and thus creates the perfect illusion’ (Schumacher 1996: 80). Stanislavski saw them when they toured to Moscow and recalled ‘their productions gave Moscow its first view of a new kind of theatre – period authenticity, crowd scenes, visually beautiful staging, amazing discipline, a festival of art in every respect. I did not miss a single show. I not only saw them, I studied them’ (2008: 113). The meticulously realized sound effects at the Moscow Art Theatre owed much to the similarly innovative sound design at the Meiningen. Georg II was an accomplished artist and the visual composition of the Meiningen productions was certainly his responsibility but his theatre was not Naturalist in Zola’s sense. In his notes on staging, there is no evidence that he felt he was subjecting the world to scientific scrutiny. He seems merely to have found realistic compositions pleasing to the eye (see Schumacher 1996: 148-152).
The Meininger developed a series of new staging techniques that would be influential on Naturalist theatre as it emerged; but they also, inadvertently, invented the director. Zola, as we have seen, believed that a Naturalist theatre would be led by a writer of genius. However, the scientific imagination that Zola saw as central to Naturalism required not just new kinds of plays, but an entirely new kind of stagecraft. It did demand new things of the playwright: for one thing, the dialogue had accurately to reflect the behaviour of the human animal, so the poetry and heightened speech of classicism and romanticism had to make way for a faithful recreation of ordinary speech, in all its hesitations, stupidities, even its crudities. Both Zola and Strindberg are scornful of the artificial ‘theatre language’ (Zola, 370, Strindberg CHECK) that dominated the stage. Second, the human animal is not merely their speech: Jean Jullien, playwright and theorist of Naturalism, in his influential book Le Théâtre Vivant (1892) insisted: ‘the way the characters walk will concern the writer more than way they talk’ (Jullien 1892: 15).

However if human beings are significantly the products of their environment, then the environment must be represented with particular care. Zola’s remark that ‘the environment must determine the character’ (94) is directly echoed by Antoine’s insistence that ‘it is the environment that determines the movements of the character, not the movements of the characters that determine the environment’ (qtd. Whitton 1987: 21), and in both instances the French word for environment, ‘milieu’, both stands for ‘set design’ and reminds us of the second of Taine’s forces. In other words, Naturalism demanded a new detail and precision in stage design, the better to demonstrate the social and environmental forces acting on the characters. The dramatist’s medium being language, he or she has limited power to determine through words the stage environment. Naturalism gave new independent responsibility to the stage designer.

The actor, too, was required to subsume themselves within the scenario of the play. Romantic drama had encouraged a declamatory acting style, which had sometimes degenerated into cabotinage: bombastic direct address to the gallery. Elsewhere, actors were accustomed to insert their own signature routines into performance, regardless of the play. Italian actors, in particular, were expected to perform soggetti; improvisations where the performer stepped out of the action, often to comment on the play or topical/local events. While this style had enormous appeal and required great skill, it was incompatible with Naturalism’s attempt to create realistic case studies of human action to have performers coming out of character, so the actor was required to embed themselves more firmly in the world of the play. At the Meiningen, the Duke insisted that ‘all artists without exception are required to do duty as extras’ (Schumacher 1996: 151), which must have kept any hint of actorly egotism in check, to say the least. To someone with a more scientific viewpoint, the subsumption of the individual actor within the ensemble and the stage picture perhaps offered a way of representing the place of the human within the natural world. However, it is also true that the Meiningen actors were sometimes criticised for the weakness of their individual performances (see Ostrovsky in Schumacher 1996: 198). Attempts to remedy that would eventually lead to the development of psychologically realist acting techniques like Stanislavski’s famous system, which in turn formed the basis for ‘method acting’ and continues to be a significant influence on Hollywood acting today.
Jean Jullien’s book Le Théâtre Vivant (1892) bequeathed us two widely-used phrases to describe Naturalist theatre. One is that a Naturalist play is ‘a slice of life’; the other is that the play is seen through ‘a fourth wall, transparent for the audience, opaque for the actor’ (1892: 11; my emphasis). I will return to the idea of the ‘slice of life’ later, but the ‘fourth wall’ requires not just the actor to acknowledge the audience, but the audience to join in the make-believe. To encourage this, the auditorium lights were dimmed; this is now so common in European and North American theatre as to seem unremarkable but at the Théâtre Libre, where they started dimming the house lights a year into their operation, it occasioned giggles and facetious kissing sounds (Chothia 1991: 64).

All of these techniques came together in perhaps the most important European theatre company of the nineteenth century, the Théâtre Libre, founded by André Antoine in March 1887. Antoine was a member of the new middle class, initially supporting his company from job as clerk at the Gas Company and the Palais de Justice, rehearsing after hours in borrowed rooms, using his mother’s furniture to dress the set for the first performance, and hand-delivering 1300 letters asking for subscribers to fill the 349 seats in the Théâtre de l’Élysées des Beaux Arts in Montmartre. It was an amateur operation, a beneficiary of an Imperial decree deregulating the theatre industry,
 and it struggled on for barely seven years under Antoine’s leadership. Yet it directly inspired the foundation of a dozen other experimental theatres across Europe, including the Belgian Theatre Libre (1888), the Scandinavian Experimental Theatre (1888), Freie Bühne (1889) and Freie Volksbühne (1889) in Berlin, the Free Theatre of Copenhagen (1891), the Independent Theatre (1891) and Stage Society (1899) in London, Independent Theatre in Barcelona (1896), the Irish Literary Theatre in Dublin, (1896), the Moscow Art Theatre (1897), as well as many theatres in Paris, including the Cercle Funambulesque (1888), Cercle des Escholiers (1888), Théâtre Indépendant (1888), Théâtre Mixte (1890), Théâtre d’Art (1891), the Théâtre Realiste (1891), Théâtre Eclectique (1892), Théâtre d’Art Social (1893), Théâtre des Poetes (1893), Théâtre des Lettres (1894) and many, many more (see Henderson 1971). The Théâtre Libre was and is the archetypal Modern, independent, experimental theatre company and the subsequent history of European avant-garde theatre dates back to 30 March 1887, when Antoine’s theatre opened its doors.

The Théâtre Libre was quickly associated with Naturalism, though in fact its repertoire was an eclectic mixture of naturalist plays, farces, tragedies, poetic dramas, symbolist plays, historical epics and documentary performances. It gained its Naturalist reputation because of a series of controversial successes with plays like Tolstoy’s The Power of Darkness (1888), Ibsen’s Ghosts (1890), The Wild Duck (1891), Stridnberg’s Miss Julie and Hauptmann’s The Weavers (1893), and also from its early association with Zola – an adaptation of his Jacques Damour was on the bill of the first performance. Antoine himself had sympathies with Naturalism both intellectual – he attended Taine’s lectures at the École des Beaux-Arts and later described him as ‘one of the men to whom I owe the most’ (1964: 6, 218) – and theatrical – his own acting style was lifelike and intimate, his sets meticulously detailed. One evening at the Théâtre Libre in October 1888 included performances of Giovanni Verga’s Cavalleria Rusticana and Fernand Icres The Butchers. (In)famously, he hung a real side of beef on the stage to create the sight and smell of a butcher’s shop and constructed a working fountain for Verga’s slice of rural verismo. Some saw these touches as vital experiment, others as laughable gimmickry. Three years later, that performance was still vivid and well-known enough for Pierre Quillard to scorn it in the name of the new Symbolist theatre (Quillard 2-3).
The visual culture of Naturalism was based on creating meticulous resemblances of contemporary reality, by creating contemporary dialogue, realistic three-dimensional sets, using real objects and not mere representations of them, psychologically detailed action, and an audience, unacknowledged by the actors, primed to participate in make-believe. These often, but not always, was accompanied by the sociological imagination I have described though the two approaches are independent.
August Strindberg: Miss Julie
One theatre artist who was directly inspired by the example of the Théâtre Libre was August Strindberg. He’d discovered Théâtre Libre through critic Edvard Brandes who read Le Figaro and followed developments in French theatre. Strindberg immediately drew up plans a small touring company for whom he’d write short, portable plays. This fell through so he decided to found a Stockholm ‘Théâtre Libre’ with 400 seats in spring 1888. This also came to nothing so he announced the Scandinavian Experimental Theatre in November 1888. The opening production was to be a double bill of two one-act plays he had written that summer: Miss Julie and Creditors. 

Delivering the manuscript of Miss Julie to his publishers, Strindberg had described the play as ‘the first naturalistic tragedy of the Swedish drama’ and begged him not to reject it: ‘this play will be remembered in history’ (qtd. Meyer 1985: 194). His publisher defied history, judging it ‘too “naturalistic” for us’ (198). Even when Strindberg found another publisher, it was met by a storm of critical disapproval: ‘A filthy bundle of rags which one hardly wishes to touch even with tongs’ (Stockholms Dagblad), ‘A heap of ordure ... language that is scarcely used except in nests of vice and debauchery’ (Handelstidningen I Götenborg)’ (203). Strindberg had little chance of seeing the play performed at the larger theatres, so resolved to direct the play himself.
The first performance of the Scandinavian Experimental Theatre was set for 2 March 1889, with his wife, Siri von Essen, playing Tekla in Creditors and the title role in Miss Julie, but the day before the opening the censor banned the latter play and the police closed the production. A fortnight later, Strindberg mounted the play privately at Copenhagen University Student’s Union. It is reported that Strindberg watched much of the performance peeking through a gap in curtain, shaking with rage, having conceived the idea that his wife was having an affair with the actor playing Jean (216).

The play, Miss Julie, and its preface reflect both Strindberg’s brief but fervent advocacy of Zolaesque Naturalism and his own equally fervent misogyny. His philosophical naturalism was greatly influenced by his recent reading of the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, from whom he appears to have taken the idea that the world is divided into the naturally weak and naturally strong, both groups engaged in perpetual, but unequal, battle for supremacy. For Strindberg, the weak included the lower classes, socialists and women. In the preface, he declares that a woman is a ‘stunted form of human being’ compared to ‘man, the lord of creation, the creator of culture’ (60). Any talk of equality between men and women is absurd, he decides, because men and women are entirely different species; it would be as meaningless as demanding equality between ants and elephants. Feminism, an emergent political movement across Europe in the late nineteenth century, was therefore an attempt to deny nature or – and this is Strindberg at his most Nietzschean – for the weak to defeat the strong by stealth.
 In this he undoubtedly has his eye on Ibsen, whose A Doll’s House was considered a form of feminist challenge to patriarchal convention. In a letter written five years later, Strindberg claimed that he ‘overthrew the Gynolatry [woman-worship] of Ibsen-Bjørnson in Scandinavia and North Germany’ (1992: 498).
 
The play follows through some of this (what we might call) logic. Julie is a woman whose upbringing and aristocratic privilege has encouraged her to try to dominate the men around her; she leads when dancing and was seen training her husband like a dog (8). She invades the scullery and flirts with the servants. However, when circumstances conspire to place her and Jean together in the latter’s bedroom, her ‘true’ weakness as a woman is revealed, and she submits sexually to her servant. The possibility of equality between them is articulated in the play by Jean - ‘Maybe deep down there is not such a difference between us all as people think’ (25) – but later it becomes clear that this was simply part of his seduction (57). Jean’s male ‘superiority’ is revealed and, Strindberg suggests, there is no possible outcome for her than her own death. It is the tragedy of a woman trying to defy her nature.
It is unlikely that many modern theatregoers would be convinced by Strindberg’s curious views about men and women, but the play need not be dismissed out of hand. It is worth considering the view of feminist critic and thinker, Germaine Greer, who has argued that Strindberg’s genius lay in his unflinching honesty: in his torrid misogyny he ‘glimpsed the archetypal conflict in all its terrible grandeur’ and laid it bare (1986: 207). Perhaps one might see this play as being more passionately truthful about patriarchal attitudes and the ‘battle of the sexes’ than the more reasoned and liberal debates of Ibsen or Shaw. Let’s also not overlook that Strindberg gives Julie a speech of violent female sexual revenge that has rarely been equalled for force and power (MJ 51).
On the other hand, one can consider the play complicated by Strindberg’s own adherence to the principles of Naturalism. The preface shows just how closely Strindberg has followed the debates around Zola’s work and the emergence of the Théâtre Libre. He calls for the lowering of the house lights, the actor to turn their back on the audience, and describes the scenography in terms of a fourth wall, all of which recalls the Théâtre Libre’s principles of staging (MJP 66-67), while his description of his characters as animals, his insistence that characters ‘merge with their milieu’ (MJP 66), and his criticisms of the ‘symmetrical, mathematical artificiality of French dialogue’ (MJP 63) recall Zola. Some of his ideas go further than them; for example in his suggestion that actors might improvise some of their dialogue (MJP 65; there is a moment where this is suggested in the play, [MJ 45]) and his desire to create spaces for ‘monologue, mime and ballet’ (MJP 64; MJ 13 and 28 for wordless and dance sequences in the play). 

But where the play is most modern is its conception of character; unlike Zola’s simplistic notion of individuals being ruled by a single temperament (which Strindberg criticises, [MJP 58]), or Taine’s neat tripartite account of the forces acting on human action, Strindberg’s characters are multiple: ‘conglomerates of past and present stages of culture, bits out of books and newspapers, scraps of humanity, torn shreds of once fine clothing now turned to rags, exactly as the human soul is patched together’ (MJP 60). Strindberg lists at least thirteen different reasons to explain Julie’s action, from the ‘festive atmosphere of Midsummer Night’ to the fact that she has her period during the action of the play (MJP 58). This has an effect on the tumbling dialogue that frequently darts from thought to thought, giving a potent sense of a mind’s wandering journey through a subject (e.g. MJ 24-25, 51, 54). The multiplicity of motives creates rich ambiguities in the play that perhaps undermine Strindberg’s own narrowly misogynistic reading of events. The psychological density of the play raises questions it cannot fully answer: what did happen in Jean’s bedroom? Is Julie’s fate truly inevitable? So many different thoughts crowd together in the play to explain the action it becomes difficult to pin it down to a woman’s battle against her femininity. 
A more subtle question may be asked about whether Strindberg conceives Naturalism itself as a ‘masculine’ form of theatre. In his introduction, he explicitly addresses his thoughts on the Naturalism only to men, since he believes women ‘would rather be beautiful than truthful’ (MJP 67). In the play itself, Miss Julie’s ‘weakness’ is indicated through her emotional neediness, especially after having sex with Jean, while the latter prefers to talk like a Naturalist: ‘We have to look at things with a cold eye. Behave like logical people [...] I am the most passionate man but I can control myself’ (MJ 31). In his preface, Strindberg echoes this in his most austerely ‘scientistic’ declaration, looking forward to the day ‘when we shall have laid aside those inferior, unreliable instruments of thought called feelings, which will become superfluous and harmful once our organs of judgement have matured’ (MJP 57). However, this is undermined by the play’s tussle between Naturalism and theatricality: Jean’s talent for deception and seduction is repeatedly described in terms of theatre (MJ 15 17, 34) and the preface to the play sees non-Naturalistic conventions as false. But the play is itself not always rigorously Naturalistic: several images – Julie and Jean’s dreams of falling and climbing (MJ 19-20), the peasants’ dance (MJ 28), and the rather Ibsenite image of the greenfinch (or ‘siskin’) being beheaded (MJ 51) – all take on meanings in the play beyond the strictly material and logical. If there is a battle of the sexes in this play, it is being worked out at the level of theatrical form as well as content.
Thérèse Raquin and the contradictions of naturalism
‘Zola’s Thérèse Raquin,’ wrote August Strindberg, ‘will be accounted the first milestone of naturalist drama, thus ascribing the origin of the latter to 1873’ (1996: 76). That was the year Zola’s adaptation of his own novel opened at the Théâtre de la Renaissance, produced by Hippolyte Hostein, a figure some later regarded as a forerunner of Antoine (Schumacher 1990, 68).  Zola’s play was originally in five acts, but this was reduced to four in rehearsal. Late in rehearsal a scene depicting Camille’s drowning was added, though this was removed before the opening (Carter 1977: 37). The play closed after seventeen performances which, for the time, was moderately successful, and was performed by a number of the Naturalist theatres across Europe; at its London premiere, produced by the Independent Theatre, it caused such alarm that rival factions in the audience nearly came to blows (Woodfield 1984: 45). It is Zola’s only play to be regularly revived and the novel has also been made into three films, seven TV series, two operas, and a Broadway musical with a score by Harry Connick Jr.
The play, in some respects, programmatically represents Zola’s naturalistic ideas. In the first few minutes we are given various aspects of race, milieu and moment, from Camille’s sickly physiology to the Raquin family background, the geography of their youth to the urban environment of Paris. Unlike the book, which is able to roam freely between different locations, the entire play is set in one room. This has the benefit of creating an even more cramped setting to suggest the pressing in of the bourgeois milieu on the lives of the characters. Animal imagery supports the Naturalistic representation of these characters as sheerly natural beings (e.g. 50, 65). The first act establishes, like an equation, a series of conditions – (a) Camille is weak, (b) Laurent is strong, (c) Thérèse is strong also, (d) They are having an affair, (e) Laurent may soon not be able to take time off work to see Thérèse, (f) Camille has arranged for them to all go boating together – such as to make the outcome seem like an inevitable consequence.
Within the play, Zola places a few images to steer the audience to an appreciation of his Naturalist intentions. Laurent is an artist and his work is admired as being lifelike – even, like Naturalism, to the point where it does not flatter its subject (17). Meanwhile much fun is had with the character of Grivet who enjoys gruesome stories of what we would now call ‘true crime’: he horrifies Thérèse with his tales of the murderers who walk the streets unidentified, their victims undiscovered (33-34). His salacious voyeurism is presumably to be distinguished from the clinical objectivity of the Naturalist. In any case, it is clear that Grivet also understands nothing of art, seeming to see no difference between painting a portrait and painting a shop front (31).
Later in the play, however, Laurent fails to recognise the portrait he’s painted, believing it is actually Camille come back to accuse him (72), a moment that might stand as a metaphor for the way works of art can elude the grasp of their makers. Indeed, Thérèse Raquin does not consistently fulfil Zola’s dream of a Naturalist theatre: the play is heavily indebted to the conventions of the well-made play and of the melodramatic stage. Zola artfully misdirects the audience, inviting us to think Thérèse dislikes Laurent before pulling off a major reversal in the fifth scene of Act One. But while this is ingenious, it works more as a technical plot twist than a Naturalist exposition of a human case study. The same is true of some of the play’s elegant literary touches, such as the symmetry of Thérèse adding extra sugar to the syllabub in Act One, and adding too much salt to the soup in Act Four. These seem out of place in a ‘slice of life’. The play tips into melodrama from the end of Act Three when Mme Raquin overhears Laurent’s confession: ‘She suddenly has an attack of spasms, staggers as far as the bed, tries to balance, but seizing one of the white bed curtains, leans against the wall a moment, panting and fearful’ (74). Such moments seem uncritically copied from the conventions of the mid-century Paris Boulevard theatre and have little to do with what Zola in his preface to the published play called ‘the study of the human predicament within the framework of reality’ (qtd. Schumacher 1996: 72). When Thérèse asks, ‘What is the good of acting out this comedy of the past?’ (71-2), she might have been referring to the play itself.
One of the problems with the Naturalist project that Zola never quite solves is the role of the creative artist in the scientific project. A formulation he repeatedly returned to was that a Naturalist work of art ‘will always be only a corner of nature as seen through a certain temperament’ (Zola 1964: 111).
 Jullien’s coinage ‘a slice of life’, in its original context, is actually ‘a slice of life put on stage with art’ (1892: 11). Both of these phrases acknowledge the role of artistry in the making of the image but fail to give an account of how this might mark out a difference between writing a novel and writing up a scientific experiment.
 In a very early attempt to explain Naturalism in a letter to his friend, the poet and critic, Anthony Valabrègue, Zola described suggested that art was like a window onto the world, and the type of art was the type of glass, or ‘screen’, in that window. Unlike the ‘classical’ or ‘romantic’ screen, what characterises the ‘realist’
 screen is that it is 

a simple pane of glass, very thin and clear, which aims to be so perfectly transparent that images pass straight through it and are therefore reproduced in all their reality. Thus a precise, accurate, and simple reproduction that does not alter line or colour. The realist screen denies its own existence. Actually, that’s to say too much. Whatever it may claim, it does exist and because of that can’t claim to offer us creation in all the beauty of its truth. However clear, thin, and transparent it may be, it has its own tint and a certain thickness; it colours objects, it refracts everything as something else. Nonetheless, I gladly consider the images it offers the most real; it achieves a high degree of exact reproduction.
(Becker, 2002: 238)
Zola claims that the realist screen is entirely transparent; then he accepts that such a transparency is impossible; but then he seems to put that consideration to one side.

This becomes problematic when one puts pressure on the claims made in ‘Naturalism in the Theatre’. When criticising romanticism for substituting the austere poetry of classicism with its own bombastic style, Zola declares, ‘To destroy one rhetoric it was not necessary to invent another’ (356). But is this true? If one accepts that all ‘screens’ on the world distort to some extent, there can be no such thing as pure representation; Naturalism would seem to be just another rhetoric. This is, of course, correct on one level; no Naturalist performance could represent the world without selection, arrangement, emphasis and style, nor would anyone wish to do so. However, we should use caution before accepting that conclusion, of course; most of us can make distinctions between rough accuracy and outright lies. It doesn’t help to inflate truth to some grand metaphysical category, because that is to insist on a standard that no one can ever meet. To claim that Naturalism is fundamentally the same as all other kinds of theatre ignores its attempt to give an impression of reality, and leaves quite mysterious the urgent cultural battles that swept through European theatre from the 1870s to the end of the century.
More significant is to think about the nature of theatricality itself. We saw in Miss Julie that certain events and utterances on the stage accrue additional, non-literal meanings. Ibsen seems to have been aware of this and in his early prose plays, he tries to defuse metaphors by binding them into the world he’s representing. For example, An Enemy of the People concerns a scientist in a spa town who discovers that the drains are contaminated with disease and pose a risk to public health but when he tries to publish his findings, the town’s establishment turns against him. It may well occur to the audience that the contamination in the drains is not merely an event in the fictional world but also a metaphor for, say, small-town corruption. Perhaps in order to limit and control this effect, Ibsen has the editor of the local paper articulate the metaphor himself:
Dr Stockmann We’re pretty certain that filthy swamp up at Moelledall is the cause of the evil.

Hovstad Forgive me, Doctor, but I believe the real cause of all the evil is to be found quite a different swamp.

Dr Stockmann Which one?

Hovstad The swamp in which our whole communal life is slowly rotting.

(Ibsen 1980: 144)
This folds the association back into the world the play is representing and goes some way to prevent the meanings escaping into metaphor. 
Further, a tendency to generate metaphor may be a more-or-less permanent condition of theatricality; if the curtain goes up on a stage to reveal a woman on one side of the stage and a bed on the other, an audience immediately begins to speculate on links between the woman and the bed; some of these may be realistic (Is that her bed? Has she just got out of it?), but some of these will be metaphorical (is the bed an image of desire? Of isolation? Of exhaustion?).
 It is enormously difficult for an object or a person to just ‘be themselves’ on stage; metaphors spring to life around them. This is particularly inconvenient for Naturalism which aims to offer a transparent screen on the world; if these things are to become ambiguous and metaphorical, the task becomes multiply more difficult. The Naturalist playwright can seem engaged in a forlorn and impossible task of fixing particular meanings to plays that are always threatening to escape. Nowhere is this more clear that in Zola’s dilemma in Thérèse Raquin: at the end of Act Three, Mme Raquin has discovered the horrible truth and the shock has paralysed her completely. She spends almost the entire final act sat frozen and motionless in a chair. Nonetheless, Zola insists in a stage direction ‘during this scene, Mme Raquin’s face reflects the emotions that she is feeling: anger, horror, and joy, total revenge. Her burning eyes hound the murderers, sharing their outbursts and sobs’ (87). It would take some doing to show all that while remaining completely motionless and the direction is perhaps a symptom of Naturalism’s neurotic attempt to impose and close down meanings on its stage.
The image of the transparent screen, or indeed Stendhal’s mirror, suggests that the stage needs only represent the appearance of the world. This cannot really be true for Naturalists; if the laws of the world were apparent just by looking at it, why would it have taken us so long to pass, in Comte’s terms, from the theological, through the metaphysical, to the scientific? Why would Naturalism itself be necessary? In fact the world needs to be interpreted to be understood and Zola protests too much when he claims, as he so often does, that he is simply showing the world as it is. Accepting that raises questions about motive; Zola is always affronted when critics accuse him of a prurient interest in corruption and immorality (‘I found myself in the same position as those artists who copy the nude body without feeling the least stirring of desire, and are completely taken aback when a critic declares himself scandalized by the living flesh depicted in their work.’ [1992: 2]). Zola may be sincere but what of the Naturalist audience? A subscription ticket to the first season of the Théâtre Libre cost 100 Francs, which was roughly Antoine’s monthly salary at the Gas Company. If the audience could afford to pay these prices they would have been relatively wealthy; was there an element of condescension or salacious interest in their visits to see plays of lower-middle-class lust, corruption and violence? One of Antoine’s most loyal collaborators was the writer Oscar Méténier; before taking up writing, he was a clerk in a Parisian police station, which was no doubt a source for the ultra-naturalistic plays he wrote for Antoine like Le Casserole [The Stool-Pigeon] (1889), featuring a then-sensational cast list of pimps, prostitutes and even, most shocking of all, a homosexual. In 1897, after Antoine had left the Théâtre Libre, Méténier set up the famous Théâtre du Grand Guignol, which specialised in gruesome recreations of bloodthirsty news stories and, later, convincing enactments of horror stories (see Gerould and Méténier 1984).  Méténier – and much of Naturalism – trod a fine line between analysis and exploitation.
Finally, Naturalism was an experimental theatre. It broke theatrical form, it introduced new subject matter, it expressed new attitudes towards the world and expressed those attitudes in new ways. As such, it cannot but have drawn attention to itself as theatre, in the choices it made, the artistic and political decisions underlying the performances. In such circumstances, it will have been difficult, perhaps impossible, to look transparently through the theatrical screen to the world it is depicting.

But all of these contradictions are part of what continues to fascinate theatre makers and audiences about Naturalism. It perhaps explains why, well over a century later, it is not uncommon to find writers, actors, directors, theatre companies, wishing to challenge Naturalism, to seek out alternative forms. It is also why those same people return to those early Naturalist plays to subvert them, explore and exploit their contradictions. One might think of the New York theatre company Mabou Mines whose reinvention of A Doll’s House as Mabou Mines’ DollHouse (2003) in which all the male parts were played by actors of restricted height; or Brace Up! (1990) The Wooster Group’s deconstruction of Chekhov’s Three Sisters which incorporates the effort involved in producing the play into the performance itself. German playwright Elfride Jelinek wrote What Happened after Nora Had Left Her Husband (1979) to imagine how the heroine of A Doll’s House might fare in the conditions of late capitalism. A Doll’s House was reworked as Nora (2003) by German theatre director Thomas Ostermeier, and modernised radically; in this version, Nora still leaves, but not before emptying a revolver into her husband’s body. 
The Symbolist movement
Barely three years after the Théâtre Libre had opened its doors, Naturalism was challenged by a rival avant-garde theatre movement. Symbolist theatre – declared Paul Fort, director of the bravely shambolic Théâtre d’Art – would not concern itself, like Naturalism, with the ‘trivial and accidental details of actuality’ (qtd. Whitton 1987: 28). In the manifesto that announced the Symbolist movement, Jean Moréas neatly belittled Naturalism as ‘a legitimate but ill-advised protest against the blandishments of a few then-fashionable novelists’ (1886: 2). Symbolism had a much grander aim: nothing less than to represent the mystical harmony of the universe.

Just as Naturalist Theatre was rehearsed in the novel, Symbolist Theatre was prefigured in poetry. Charles Baudelaire’s Le Fleurs du Mal [The Flowers of Evil] (1857), and Arthur Rimbaud’s Le Bateau Ivre [The Drunken Boat] (1871), and Un Saison d’Enfer [A Season in Hell] (1873) were particular inspirations, in their elusive attempts to capture mysterious patterns beyond what was known. Baudelaire’s poem ‘Correspondences’ is an important example:

Nature is a temple where living pillars

Sometimes release confused words;

There Man passes through a forest of symbols

That observe him with familiar glances

Like long echoes that entwine in the distance

In a deep, shadowed unity

Vast as the night, vast as sunlight

The perfumes, the colours, the sounds come together

There are perfumes as fresh as children’s flesh

Sweet as the oboe, green as a meadow

– And others corrupted, rich, triumphant,

Expanding outward like infinite things,

Amber, musk, benzoin, incense

That hymn the transports of the soul and the senses

(Baudelaire 1993: 18)

The poem presents an experience of the world thick with mysterious symbols between which there are curious harmonies, where a perfume can resemble a child’s body, the sound of an oboe, or a verdant meadow. In Baudelaire’s ‘Harmonie du Soir’ [Evening Harmony], he draws attention to the complex affinity between the scent of a flower in the evening, the mournful sound of a violin, the sigh of a tender heart, the setting sun (96). Attending to these things, so the poem suggests, lifts us beyond the triviality of this world into an experience of the infinite. Rimbaud’s poem ‘Voyelles’ [Vowels] proposes correspondences between vowels and colours (‘A black, E white, I red, U green, O blue’) and thence between vowels and landscapes (‘E, blank spread of mists and tents, / Proud glacier spears’ [Rimbaud, 2001: 135]).
In other words, the Symbolists were interested in everything the Naturalists tried sometimes to repress in their work: ambiguity, metaphor, mysticism. The ‘symbols’ of Symbolism were those images that seemed to have more significance than is explained by their mere existence. As the critic John Cruickshank put it, writing of the great poet and theorist of Symbolism, Stéphane Mallarmé, his poems ‘aspire towards mystical presences hinted at by such things as blue sky, open windows, the sound of bells, a woman’s hair, ships leaving port’ (1969: 142). In the specifically literary figures of symbol, metaphor, allegory, echo, parallel, repetition, and rhyme, usually non-literal connections are drawn between two quite different experiences or objects. This affinity is a third quality that gives us a glimpse, so the Symbolists felt, of a broader cosmic harmony far deeper and more fundamental than the banal and accidental happenstance of material life. 
Symbolism was precisely opposed to Naturalism. Where the Naturalists pronounced the end of the supernatural and the ubiquity of material reality, the Symbolists denounced material reality as an illusion and sought experiences of the supernatural. Put another way, Naturalism was materialist and Symbolism was idealist. Where the Naturalists saw clarity and transparency as virtues, the Symbolists preferred to be ambiguous, cryptic, difficult poems. Where the Naturalists sought a wide public for their work, the Symbolists were avowedly elitist, preferring to speak to a small coterie of close initiates. Where the Naturalists embraced the Modern world and believed themselves to be its direct expression, the Symbolists turned away from it and sought the ancient and the timeless. Where the preferred environment of the Naturalists was a scientific laboratory, the Symbolists would probably have been more at home in a cathedral.

But like the Naturalists, the Symbolists faced enormous difficulties in realizing their ideas on the stage; if anything their problem was more fundamental; even one of their most devoted admirers, Camille Mauclair, admitted that ‘if ever a literary movement has been incapable by its very essence of adapting itself to the stage, it was Symbolism’ (qtd. Whitton 1987: 32). The problem was the materiality of the stage itself; how was it possible to attain a glimpse of the Eternal on a solid stage made of wood, with painted backdrops, fleshly actors. Many symbolists considered great plays to be better read than performed; Maurice Maeterlinck, perhaps Symbolism’s most accomplished playwright, believe that ‘most of the great poems of humanity are not fit for the stage. Lear, Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth, Anthony and Cleopatra cannot be represented, and it is dangerous to see them on the stage. Something of Hamlet died for us the day we saw him die onstage...’ (qtd. Dorra 1995: 145). Mallarmé bemoaned ‘the solid set and the real actor’ of the conventional theatre (1885: 195).
 In 1902, the Russian Symbolist writer Bryusov wrote in reference to the avalanche at the end of Ibsen’s When We Dead Awaken performed by the Moscow Art Theatre, ‘When an avalanche of cotton batting comes crashing down on stage, the spectators ask each other: how did they do that? If Rubek and Irene simply went backstage, the spectator would more readily believe in their destruction’ (Schumacher 1996: 220). The Symbolists were entranced by the mystical power of words and saw the clumsy materialism of the stage as a barrier to the Infinite.

An early clue to a possible Symbolist staging practice came from the work of the composer Richard Wagner, in particular his vision of the gesamtkunstwerk [total work of art]. There was a view, associated with Walter Pater but very widespread, that all art aspired to the condition of music. Music’s communicative form being abstract and (usually) non-literal suggested itself as a direct example of art that was not mimetic of anything in the world and which might, therefore, represent some higher reality than mere appearance. Music’s example encouraged writers to think more abstractly about words not just as bearers of meaning but also bearers of rhythms, textures, their own kind of music. And if music and poetry could represent complementary arts that lead towards the higher Idea, perhaps other art forms could too. Ultimately, the most perfect expression of the Idea might be a ‘total work of art’ that combined all others in a single experience. And what art form seems to combine all others? ‘There is only one medium,’ wrote Richard Wagner, ‘in which all these united artforms can transform their intentions into glorious reality, and that is the drama’ (qtd. Schumacher 1996: 162).
Wagner’s own attempts to realize the total work of art at his theatre in Bayreuth were fairly feeble and amateurish. It was therefore lucky that he never toured to France, since the Symbolists’ enthusiasm for his ideals remained undampened by the disappointing reality. The harmony of different forms connected with the Baudelairean notion of correspondences and Rimbaud’s literary experiments. As we shall see, there were some bold attempts to experiment with these ideas, in Symbolist productions like The Song of Songs (1891). The widespread dissemination of Wagner’s ideas, through journals like La Revue Wagnérienne which began publication in 1885, softened the Symbolist objection to the theatre, as did news of the club performance in London of Shelley’s The Cenci in 1886; Shelley’s play was widely regarded as unperformable and its successful stage realization, to a private audience, gave further hope to those dreaming of a Symbolist stage.
Symbolist Staging
Paul Fort was only eighteen years old and still a student when he formed the Théâtre d’Art as an avowedly Symbolist theatre. It was a short-lived theatre; it existed for less than sixteen months and produced eight different productions. Their second performance in January 1891 was given over to a raw but potent staging of Shelley’s The Cenci, uncut and lasting until 2.00 am. It was unusual for Théâtre d’Art to give an evening over to one play; more often, bills would contain several items – for example, the fifth evening, in May 1891, began with a verse play by Théodore de Banville, then a one-act dramatic poem by Catulle Mendès, another by Paul Verlaine, a substantial and specially-written three-act play by Charles Morice, Maurice Maeterlinck’s Intruder, a reading of Edgar Allen Poe’s ‘The Raven’, and finally three poems by Lamartine, Hugo and Baudelaire. It was not uncommon for evenings to be interrupted by arguments and fights in the auditorium, ending late into the night.
However, at the Théâtre d’Art some of the most radically experimental theatre of the nineteenth century was attempted, setting a template for later experiments in expressionism, Dada and surrealism. In particular, there was a consistent attempt to find a way of bypassing the materiality of the theatre and restore the stage to language. In March 1891 – the same evening that saw Prostituted by Théodore de Chirac – the Théâtre d’Art staged Pierre Quillard’s The Girl with the Severed Hands. The play is a medieval verse fantasy about a girl mutilated by her abusive father who escapes to a mystical land where her hands are restored and a choir of angels bid her to accept the love of a Poet-King. At the Théâtre d’Art, a thin gauze separated the audience from the stage; upstage was a gold backcloth adorned with paintings of angels kneeling in prayer. In front of the gauze to the left stood a narrator, Susan Gay, wearing a long blue robe and standing at a lectern. She intoned the stage directions while the poetic dialogue was recited without expression by the actors behind the gauze. 

Several features of this staging are worth pointing out. The lack of movement and of any distracting ‘realistic’ detail, allows the audience to concentrate on the words. As Pierre Quillard wrote, in a newspaper article responding to criticisms of this evening, ‘the word creates the set and everything else as well’ (Quillard 2). The gold backcloth was a ‘pure ornamental fiction which completes the illusion with colour and lines analogous to the drama’ (Quillard 2); in other words, rather than creating a realistic setting for the action, the backcloth is a symbolic analogy for the play, corresponding to some aspect of its atmosphere or ideas. The gauze served two purposes; first, it distanced the actors, made them harder to see, simplified their physical outline, making them seem less individual. Second, it served as a kind of analogy for the relation of the Symbolist to everyday life: by looking through the gauze’s surface to discern its mystical depths, the audience was rehearsing their penetration of the surface of ordinary life to the deeper realities beyond. The narrator at the front of the gauze is like the Symbolist, a guide leading us through to the Ideal. The theatre, as Quillard puts it, is ‘a chance to dream’ (3)

The lack of intonation in the verse-speaking was one attempt to solve the problem of the actor’s presence. Camille Mauclair insisted that actors ‘have no value except as incarnations of the Idea they symbolise’ (qtd. Carlson 1993: 290). Aurelien Lugné-Poe, introducing his own Symbolist company, the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre, declared: ‘the greatest virtue of the actor will be to efface himself’ (Braun 1982: 46). There was considerable interest in finding alternatives to human performers; many theatre makers associated with Symbolism, including Alfred Jarry, Edward Gordon Craig, Paul Margueritte, Fyodor Sologub, were interested in using puppets, Margueritte admiring the way they seem to ‘possess a quaint and mysterious life’ (qtd. Henderson 1971: 134). Maeterlinck wrote some of his plays for puppets, and mused, ‘one should perhaps eliminate the living being from the stage’, considering a bewildering range of alternatives, from masks, sculptures, wax figures, shadows, reflections, even ‘a projection of symbolic forms, or a being who would appear to be alive without being alive? I do not know; but the absence of man seems essential to me’ (qtd. Dorra 1995: 145-146). In 1888, the Petit Théâtre de la Galerie Vivienne and Théâtre du Chat Noir opened puppet and shadow-puppet theatres, respectively.
If puppets were not feasible the next best thing was to turn human beings into puppets. This was initially achieved by minimising the distinctive and individual human qualities of the actor but stripping the voice of any kind of conversational intonation, and the body of its ordinary movements and gestures. This was not always very effective; one contemporary reviewer noted that the actors ‘assume a perpetually ecstatic and visionary air. As if hallucinating, they stare before them, gazing afar, very far, vaguely, very vaguely. Their voices are cavernous, their diction chopped. They endeavour to give the impression that they are deranged. This is in order to awaken us to a sense of the Beyond’ (qtd. Whitton 1987: 34). The writer, Herman Bang, visiting the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre to see their production of Ibsen’s Rosmersholm was unimpressed: 
The actors wander restlessly over the stage, resembling shadows drifting continuously on the wall. They like to move with their arms spread out, their elbows at their sides, and fingers stretched out like the apostles in old paintings who look as if they had been surprised during worship.

   The diction corresponds to this strange appearance. The contours of the lines are erased in an ascending and descending chant that is never-ending in its monotony. Like in a Russian hymn, its aim is to create a single ongoing mood, and it takes the life out of the individual words by weaving them into some kind of spoken song.

   [...] Rosmer’s estate was enveloped in a bizarre and ghostlike atmosphere in which characters appeared like shadows, strange sleepwalkers mumbling barely recognizable words, the victims of a secret nightmare’ 
(qtd. Deak 1993: 189)
The appearance of sleepwalking was wildly noted. Strindberg, in his Symbolist phase, described ideal acting as being somewhat like sleepwalking (1967: 23). Because of his somnambulist acting style Lugné-Poe was sometimes referred to as ‘the sleepwalking clergyman’ (Whitton 1987: 34).

A vaguely Wagnerian experiment in gesamtkunstwerk took place at the Théâtre d’Art in December 1891, the final presentation of a long evening: The Song of Songs. This piece, subtitled a ‘symphony of spiritual love in eight mystic devices and three paraphrases’, was drawn from the Biblical song of songs of Solomon. In each of the eight sections, the adaptor, Paul Napoleon Roinard, specifies a particular combination of speech, music, colour and scent:
Second Device

The Dream
speech: 
in i-e, illuminated with o (white)

Orchestration

music: 

in D

colour:

pale orange

scent: 

white violets

(Roinard 1976: 131)
Somewhat akin to Rimbaud’s experiment in ‘Voyelles’, the device asserts the correspondence of the key of D, the colour pale orange, the smell of white violets, and the vowels I, e and o, which were to be emphasised in reading the Biblical passages. This ambitious attempt at synaesthesia had mixed results; the series of gauzes on stage were much admired, but ‘some found the whole thing preposterous and could not suppress their laughter, especially when seeing the young symbolist poets as stagehands vaporizing the perfumes’ (Déak 1993: 155). 
Even if this particular experiment was only intermittently successful, it nonetheless passed a baton to the early Expressionist movement, in experimental pieces like Kandinsky’s synaesthetic play, The Yellow Sound (1909), which abandoned human protagonists altogether in favour of ideas and colours in free play. Meanwhile, later theatre makers like Adolphe Appia and Edward Gordon Craig found more compelling ways of carrying out the Symbolist ideas of Wagner and Fort. As Arthur Symons explains in his introduction to Craig’s staging innovations, like the Symbolist, ‘Craig aims at taking us beyond reality; he replaces the pattern of the thing itself by the pattern which that thing evokes in his mind, the symbol of the thing’ (139).
Maeterlinck and Symbolist playwriting
Performance texts like The Girl with the Severed Hands represent one pole in Symbolist dramaturgy, a grand, mystical, poetic style. In these kinds of text, it is as if they ask, what would a Naturalist do?, and then do the opposite. Where a Naturalist creates highly individualised characters, the Symbolist prefers archetypes or supernatural beings: the dramatis personae of Rachilde’s La Voix du Sang [The Voice of Blood] (1890) are The Husband, The Wide, The Son, The Maid, The Concierge (1998: 68); Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s Der Tor und Der Tod [Death and the Fool] (1898) features three dead characters and Death himself. Where the Naturalists favour precise contemporary locations, the Symbolists preferred mystical, other-worldly locations, not anchored in time or space. Maeterlinck’s The Blind (1891) is set in ‘an ancient forest in the North, with an aura of timelessness, beneath a sky deep in stars’ (1979: CHECK) and Andrei Bely’s The Jaws of Night (1907) takes place in ‘the corner of a plateau in the mountains, the last refuge of the Christians, cut off from the rest of the world by deep abysses. It is dark’ (Gerould 1985: 170). The Girl with the Severed Hands is even more casual: ‘the action takes place anywhere, preferably during the Middle Ages’ (Quillard 1976: 123). And in contrast to the everyday, realistic dialogue of the Naturalists, Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s Axel (1894) opens with an Abbess declaring: ‘Sara! The midnight hour of the Nativity is going to peal, filling our souls with joy! Soon the altar will be illuminated like an Ark of Convenant! Our prayers will take flight on the wings of our carols!’ (1986: 7-8).
Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s Axel is perhaps the apex of this kind of Symbolist play. W. B. Yeats, who wrote several Symbolist plays, saw the original production and described the experience as being ‘part of a religious rite, the ceremony perhaps of some secret Order wherein my generation had been initiated’ (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam 1986: xiii). The play is a long epic drama, whose four acts are set in a convent and a gothic castle, and follow the spiritual encounter between a nun who has given up her vocation and sets off to seek Count Axel who is believed to have great treasures. When they eventually meet in the sepulchre beneath his castle, she persuades the unhappy Count to join her in a suicide pact. The language is often exquisite (at least, it is in French; the play is notoriously hard to translate) and the characters are compelling, even in their philosophical inwardness. It is, however, extremely long, and requires an audience already sympathetic to the Symbolist project if they are to enjoy its very lengthy passages of pure exposition. At times, this strand of Symbolist writing can seem to be straining for effect, piling thick layers of religious ceremony, medieval settings, poetic imagery, spiritual quests and metaphorical conclusions on top of what is in essence a rather dramatically inert foundation.
A different and more influential path was taken by the Belgian writer, Maurice Maeterlinck, who moved to Paris in 1886 and was quickly taken up by the Symbolists. Strindberg initially dismissed his work – ‘a caprice, a curio which amuses me in a weary moment, is still-born ... Anyone who follows Maeterlinck’s unknown echo-form is lost as an independent writer’ (Meyer 1985: 521) – but after a stormy period in his life when he began to abandon Naturalism in favour of new, more fragmented and personal theatre forms, he revised his opinion: ‘The theatre I seek is Maeterlinck’s and not that of the past’ (413), later recalling that on this re-reading ‘he struck me like a new country and a new age’ (521).

Maeterlinck’s plays are plays of stillness and inactivity, though this is not to say they are not dramatic. In his famous essay ‘Tragedy in Everyday Life’, Maeterlinck suggests that ‘an old man sitting in his armchair, just waiting beneath his lamp [...] lives, in reality, a profound, more human and more universal life than the lover who strangles his mistress, the captain who carries off the battle, of “the husband who avenges his honour”’ (Tragedy, 3-4). Both poles of Symbolism saw the complex twisting narratives of Naturalism to be burdened with the bustle of everyday life and favoured stillness, thought, and image. Maeterlinck’s particular achievement was to recognize that this stillness and silence – and what might be going on in it – was worth dramatic attention and in his best plays he strips away the grand rhetoric, the knights and castles, keeps the language very simple, and the characters ordinary. The result is a series of one-act plays that create an atmosphere of mystery and horror, alongside a haunting sense of the everyday. In Intruder (1891), a family waiting for a nurse to attend the mother who has just given birth. The grand-daughters somehow sense a figure, unseen by anyone else, entering the garden, then the house, climbing the stairs and entering the room, then passing into the mother’s antechamber, at which point the Nurse appears, announcing the mother’s death. In The Blind (1891), six blind men and six blind women are lost in a forest, because, unbeknownst to them, their guide has died and his body sitting lifeless amongst them. 

In Interior (1895), we are looking at the rear of a house. Through the windows, a family is sitting quietly together of an evening, unaware that one of the daughters has drowned. There is a telling homology between the stage picture in this play and the staging innovations of the Théâtre d’Art. The two men function like the narrator in Pierre Quillard’s play, standing before the house, which has affinities with the gauze screen of that production. But the relations of the image are reversed; what we look at through the gauze is precisely a Naturalist setting, a domestic interior. Outside the house, we know the horrible truth about the death, news of which is imminently going to strike them and destroy their calm. Visually it is reframing a Naturalist play within a set of Symbolist concerns, reminding us that there is more to life than our particular existence. In the theatre there is a further visual rhyme: the windows of the house form a kind of proscenium arch; because it is dark outside and light indoors, the family cannot see the strangers in their garden. This reproduces the relationship we have, as a theatre audience, with the two strangers; we sit in the dark, watching them while they are unaware of our presence. This is turn prompts the question, is someone watching us, aware of some cosmic injustice about to befall us?

This motif – standing before a house, speculating on what lies within – is something we find particularly repeated in Strindberg’s ‘Chamber plays’, a series of short plays he wrote in the early 1900s that share many features of Symbolism. The most famous of these is The Ghost Sonata (1908) which begins with an old man and a student talking in front of a block of flats, the inhabitants of which the old man describes. A similar structure is found in Thunder in the Air and After the Fire. In each play, secrets are revealed, mysterious coincidences uncovered. Profound ambiguities open up questions about the plays: is The Stranger in After the Fire in fact dead? Why do the family in The Ghosts Sonata tolerate a cook who sucks the goodness out of the food before she serves it? Why exactly does the girl die at the end of the play?
Ibsen and Chekhov: between Symbolism and Naturalism
As we’ve seen, the Symbolists and Naturalists were opposed in many things. However they also had much in common and their aggressively opposed viewpoints should not hide their shared roots in the soil of late nineteenth-century thought. Both Naturalism and Symbolism began as writers’ theatres but their respective theatrical visions demanded the creation of the director to organise the visual field. They each demanded the effacement of the actor and endeavoured to contain some aspect of theatricality, whether that be its fictionalising, metaphorical productivity or its dully material, physical existence. Symbolism’s gauze is, in some ways, a version of the Naturalist ‘fourth wall’, both of them allowing access to some secret truth of the world; both conceived human beings as determined by forces outside of their control and of which they are usually unaware, whether they be natural laws or cosmic correspondences. (Mallarmé declared that the poet’s ‘role is to understand and apply the universal laws of Analogy’ [qtd. Cruickshank 1969: 138] which sounds Naturalistic, until the final word.) Naturalism being deterministic and Symbolism being fatalistic, they shared a belief that the future was fixed, even if we cannot know how. Jean Moréas’s manifesto of Symbolism (1886) begins with an account of how artistic movements rise and fall with which Hippolyte Taine wouldn’t have disagreed.
Both Naturalism and Symbolism had been debated as literary forms twenty years before they made it to the stage; in that context, the three years between the founding of the Théâtre Libre and the Théâtre d’Art seems very small; they were, in many ways, contemporaries, in dialogue with each other, sharing theatre spaces, audiences, and writers. The Théâtre Libre produced very Symbolist shows, such as Paul Margueritte’s Pierrot Assassin of His Wife in 1888 and, the following year, an adaptation by Charles Baudelaire of Edgar Allen Poe’s ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’, which is about as cultishly Symbolist a piece of programming as you could wish. Some plays combined the rival forms, such as The Image by Maurice Beauborg which opened at the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre in 1894. In February that year, Villiers de l’Isle-Adam had two plays on in Paris: Axel at the (Symbolist) Théâtre de la Rive Gauche and The Revolt at (Naturalist) Théâtre Libre. One of the key theatre artists of this era, Aurelien Lugné-Poe, began his career at the Théâtre Libre, performing amongst the beef carcasses of Fernand Incres The Butchers (1888), joined the Théâtre d’Art and performed in their premiere of Maeterlinck’s, Intruder (1891), re-joined a student group with Symbolist leanings, the Cercle des Escholiers, to produce Ibsen’s The Lady from the Sea (1892), followed that with a one-off production of Materlinck’s Pelléas et Mélisande (1893) before forming Théâtre de l’Oeuvre later that year, and producing a great many symbolist productions, especially of Ibsen. Its most famous show was neither Naturalist nor Symbolist: Alfred Jarry’s Ubu Roi (1896) was a scabrous, scatological, satirical, mock-Shakespearean epic which produced near-riots in the theatre from its very first word: ‘merdre!’ (untranslateable, but something like ‘shite!’). The play marks the end of Lugné-Poe’s association with Symbolism, and by the end of the century he had returned to a kind of campaigning Naturalism.
Many of the major playwrights of the era were championed both by the Symbolists and the Naturalists. Some, like Strindberg and Hauptmann, moved very decisively from one to the other. Others, like Ibsen and Chekhov, maintain an ambiguous relationship with both. Henrik Ibsen is now so frequently considered to be a stern Naturalist that it can be surprising to read in a Symbolist journal of the time someone declaring ‘don’t let [the Naturalists] get their hands on Ibsen’ (qtd. Henderson 1971: 113). Ibsen had two successful productions at the Théâtre Libre but a commercial production of Hedda Gabler in 1891 was a failure. It fell to the Symbolists, and especially Lugné-Poe at the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre, to premiere most of his plays in Paris, including Rosmersholm, An Enemy of the People (1893), The Master Builder (1894), Little Eyolf, Brand (1895), The Pillars of Society, Peer Gynt (1896), Love’s Comedy, and John Gabriel Borkman (1897).
Why were the Symbolists so enamoured of Ibsen? Despite Ibsen’s reputation as a Naturalist, his work shows signs of the sociological imagination only in four plays: The Pillars of Society, A Doll’s House, Ghosts and An Enemy of the People. In each of these plays, a vision of society is plainly set out and truth is held out as an absolute virtue that must be defended regardless of the consequences (and for Dr Stockmann they are considerable, as the play ends with him isolated from society, the windows of his family home smashed in by an angry mob). In his next play, The Wild Duck, Ibsen sets up a debate between Gregers Werle who believes, like Stockmann, in the absolute imperative of uncovering the truth, and Dr Relling, who believes that people should be allowed the little self-deceptions that permit them to live with dignity. Gregers’s campaign leads ultimately to the tragic death of a young girl and after a debate between the two men, the play ends on an ostentatious note of unresolved disagreement. From hereon, Ibsen’s work takes increasingly metaphorical forms; although his characters and settings and contemporary, the psychological worlds they inhabit are increasing abstracted and elevated (literally so, The Master Builder, John Gabriel Borkman and When We Dead Awaken feature various kinds of journeys upwards).
By the time we reach his last play, When We Dead Awaken, Ibsen’s stagecraft has begun closely to resemble some aspects of Symbolist theatre. The play is structured around two encounters in the first act that lead to two journeys up a mountain. Despite the grand sweep of the play’s movement, it is a play of stillness and memory. Maia begins the play by expressing the idea that beneath the bustle of activity she seems to detect silence and death (2), which could have come from the mouth of one of Maeterlinck’s characters. The images of dead women walking through the gardens at night (16-17) possess a similar quality of the Symbolist ‘uncanny’. The movement of the play lifts the action away from the sociality of the town to the sublime isolation of the mountain, an environment – like the medieval forests of the Symbolists – good for growing metaphors. 
Rubek is an artist and in what we hear of his history, we see a battle between Naturalism and Symbolism. The busts he sculpts of people secretly show them, he suggests, as animals underneath (11), which suggests a certain Naturalistic view of the world. Animal images likewise scatter themselves through the play. But his greatest work, The Resurrection Day, had quite different ideas. He wanted to ‘embody the pure woman as I saw her awakening on the Resurrection Day [...] filled with a sacred joy at finding herself unchanged’ (41). (Some Symbolists, too, demanded that the stage treat of ‘Woman, who is the eternal Object’ [Henderson 1971: 113].) Rubek is confronted with Irene, the model who sat for him, and protests – like Zola – as an artist, he had to shut off any erotic feelings towards his subject (40). However, like Laurent in Thérèse Raquin, the artwork seemed to change beyond his control. He began to add other images and moved the Woman away from the centre, Meiningen-like, to create an overall image; in doing so he lost the sense of transcendence and the image fell back down to earth. The working title of When We Dead Awaken was The Resurrection Day and it is not hard to see the play as working through Ibsen’s own disengagement from realism. 

Gone are the attempts to literalise metaphors that we saw in An Enemy of the People. When Irene says she is dead, we might think she is speaking metaphorically; however, we might also think that when she claims to have killed her husband, but later we see her with a knife. Many events in the play are undecidable, because the play remains ambiguous to the last. At the end of the play, as Rubek and Irene climb to the top of the mountain an avalanche sweeps them away as a sister of mercy wishes them peace. It is an ending that Ibsen used thirty-three years before, in Brand, a play not written to be performed, except in the theatre of the mind. When We Dead Awaken returns to this territory to explore a realm beyond the physical world. The play was published in mid-December 1899 and first performed in Stuttgart on 26 January 1900: its publication marks the end of the nineteenth century and its performance the beginning of the twentieth. It is one of the great transition plays between the nineteenth- and twentieth-century theatre.

A year later, Chekhov’s Three Sisters premiered at the Moscow Art Theatre. By all accounts, the final curtain came down in silence, the audience too moved even to applaud. Chekhov is an exquisite realist: his characters have the complexity Strindberg was aiming for in Miss Julie and his plotting escapes the conventions of the well-made play in a way that even Ibsen never managed. Chekhov once claimed that ‘a writer must be as objective as a chemist; he must renounce subjectivity in life and know that dunghills play in important part in the landscape and evil passions are as much part of life as good ones’ (qtd. Rayfield 1997: 149), and this – highly Zolaesque – sentiment is reflected in his plays’ unheroic characters. Key to understanding Chekhov is that we may be moved by the characters’ plight, but we are not obliged to like any of them. The Prozorov sisters are self-obsessed, spoiled, consumed with their superiority; fire rages in the town and they refuse to let the firemen get access through their garden. Their brother Andrey is a failure with mounting debts in a loveless marriage. Colonel Vershinin is a philosophizing bore who embarks on an affair with Masha, leaving his suicidal wife at home. Chebutykin is a drunken surgeon who self-pityingly treats a botched operation as his own tragedy rather than patient. And yet the play is rich and moving because these are only aspects of these characters. 
At the disastrous premiere of Chekhov’s The Seagull (1896), the audience were hostile to what they saw as an aggressively experimental play; one person shouted ‘c’est du Maeterlinck’ (Rayfield 1997: 395). Chekhov was a meticulous observer of human behaviour but, like Maeterlinck, found drama in silence and stillness and points a way towards the later-twentieth-century dramaturgy of Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter. Where Chekhov seems to be moving in a Symbolist direction in Three Sisters is in his deployment of stillness and subtext. The play has a vigorous plot that keeps one’s interest and moves the action and characters forward, but this is somewhat disguised in various ways; first, several important actions take place off-stage (like the departure of the soldiers) or only half visibly (like Irina’s birthday party); second, when decisive actions do take place the audience’s attention is elsewhere (when Solyony and Tuzenbakh fight their duel, it is off-stage and Masha is now crying about being parted from Vershinin); third, each act begins with the promise of great activity and ends in stasis (Act Three, for example, begins with a bustle of activity, the sisters joining the relief effort to support those made homeless by the fire; by the end of the play, they have forgotten about the fire and are all asleep in their beds ). As a result, the play, without being lethargic or boredom, stages lethargy and boredom. It is a play in which silence speaks.
Modern theatre begins on the Théâtre Libre’s tiny stage in Montmartre in March 1887. From there comes an almost inexhaustible procession of experimental companies, most of them both challenging Naturalism and adopting many of its styles.  Symbolism pushed the stage to unprecedented levels of formal innovations, challenging the theatre’s relation with its audience and the world. As John Henderson suggests, both Naturalism and Symbolism were present at the birth of the avant-garde: Naturalism worked to strip the theatre of its decorative self-indulgence; Symbolism restored poetry to the stage and made the theatre into what Maurice Materlinck called ‘the temple of dreams’ (qtd. Dorra 1995: 144).
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� All translations from original sources, unless otherwise indicated, are by me. [Um, is there a better way of saying this?]


� In fact, most of the Naturalist writers seemed rather to dislike each other. Strindberg, while sometimes admitting to admiration of his Scandinavian colleague, more often thought of Ibsen as ‘my enemy’ (Strindberg 1992: 522), while Ibsen agreed, famously hanging a portrait of Strindberg (‘my mortal enemy’) above his desk claiming that he liked to see those ‘demonic eyes’ staring down at him while he worked (Meyer 1974: 770). Ibsen also thought Tolstoy mad (823), while Tolstoy, in What is Art? (1897), mocked Ibsen and Zola, and pronounced Chekhov’s The Seagull ‘utterly worthless’ (624). Chekhov in his turn partly wrote The Seagull in mockery of Ibsen’s The Wild Duck and smirked his way through a performance of When We Dead Awaken (Rayfield 1997: 519). This should be borne in mind as a corrective to the impression that theatrical Naturalism was any kind of disciplined international dramatic movement.


� In the first half of the nineteenth century, Paris’s theatres were tightly controlled and limited by state decree but, to meet the requirements of the growing middle class for leisure and entertainment, in 1864 the theatres were liberated; now, subject to certain restrictions, anyone could set up a theatre. (A similar deregulation of theatre building took place in Berlin in 1869, leading to the appearance of ninety new theatres in the following eighteen months.) The three theatres that hosted the Théâtre Libre company were all built after 1864.


� Nietzsche returned the compliment, describing himself astonished in reading Strindberg’s collection of short stories, Married Life, ‘to find a work in which my own conception of love – with war as its means and the deathly hatred of the sexes as its fundamental law – is so magnificently expressed’ (qtd. Meyer 1985: 205). Nietzsche was, however, approaching the psychotic collapse that would strike him down on 3 January 1889, and the short sequence of letters to Strindberg show signs of growing mental strain, notably in his signatures which begin as ‘The Antichrist’, turn into ‘Nietzsche Caesar’ and end up as ‘The Crucified One’ (206-7).


� Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson was a left-wing Norwegian playwright who supported the feminist movement. Strindberg’s disdain for Ibsen makes its way into the preface to Miss Julie; in its reference to ‘pretentious talk of the joy of life’ (57), he is making a dig at Ibsen’s Ghosts in which the phrase is a repeated motif (‘Mother,’ asks Oswald, ‘have you noticed how everything I’ve ever painted has turned on this joy of life? Always and without exception, this joy of life’ [Ibsen 1994: 145]).


� The phrase was coined in his essay ‘Proudhon et Courbet’ Le Salut Public (26 July 1865), but he returns to it repeatedly.


� There have been some interesting investigations into the role of creativity in laboratory write-ups – see for example Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar, Laboratory Life: the construction of scientific facts, London: Sage, 1979 – but for the purposes of this book, I will assume that there is still a distinction to be drawn between scientific and artistic exploration.


� This is two years before he adopted the word ‘Naturalism’ to describe the new movement.


� There is an argument to say that all theatrical representation is metaphorical, see my 'When We Talk of Horses: Or, what do we see when we see a play?' Performance Research 14.1 (2009): 17-28.


� Such views were much more common in the nineteenth century than they are now. Many of the plays we now regard as the masterpieces of Romantic drama – Woyzeck, Boris Godunov, Lorenzaccio – were not performed until the very end of the century, authors like Musset believing them better read. The sociologist, and influence on Naturalism, Auguste Comte believed that the theatre was ‘irrational and immoral’ and should be suppressed, since ‘the masterworks of dramatic literature’ can be enjoyed fully by being read (qtd. Barish 1981: 323). Even Strindberg believed that certain plays, like The Tempest, Faust and Don Carlos ‘should not be performed [... and] cannot bear to be seen’ (1967: 21).
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