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gn the past twenty years, specialists of drama have increasingly been working on
an interdisciplinary approach to theatre and its sources, crossing literary analysis
and the study of archival evidence in order to reach a better understanding of the
circumstances in which plays were written, performed, received, and transmitted. For
those studying the French-speaking regions, there is no REED project' that allows
extensive access to the vast amounts of archival evidence available at the local level.
Moreover, the large corpus of plays that have survived as well as the long French
philological tradition may have prevented scholars from taking the kind of historical
approach evident in Anglophone drama studies. In any case, we can see a clear gap
between the numerous and very well documented studies produced by local scholars
at the end of the nineteenth century and work by scholars such as Graham A. Runnalls
that resulted from the rediscovery of this archival material in the 1980s.? Recently,
several researchers have insisted on the necessity of studying extensively different types
of French archives collections in order to show how drama functioned as an essential
phenomenon in the late medieval society.® I would like to sum up here a few essential
methodological questions regarding the way we can approach these archival sources by
first pointing out the problems one should be aware of when dealing with historical
sources in order to investigate a specific topic within the field of medieval theatre
studies, and then by demonstrating how one can deal with a specific source or archive
collection in order to understand the place and role of drama in medieval society.

An essential point to keep in mind when using archival evidence as the main
source for an enquiry on late medieval drama is that, depending on the subject one
is studying, as well as the way records were created and kept in the region or city on
which the study focuses, different types of sources may be used. We need them not
only to document the performance itself, but also to understand the way in which
the authors, organizers, and actors engaged in such activity, the intended goals and
results of the performance, and the audience(s) and the city or institution in which
this activity took place. This means that, when focusing on one aspect of drama and
performance, for methodological as well as practical reasons scholars have to make
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choices that lead them to selecting a certain type of archive over another. Such choices
necessarily orient the kind of results they may find in these collections. Scholars are
also often guided by a number of presuppositions that are in turn inherited from along
scholarly tradition. For instance, Marie Bouhaik-Girones has clearly demonstrated
that if one wishes to study the medieval actor in his sociological aspects, one has
to take into account not only a number of varied sources, from municipal books of
account to notarial archives and judicial records, but also to reassess the notion of actor
itself, by questioning traditional dichotomies such as professional versus amateur.* In
this respect, reevaluating the corpus of sources as well as the way we read them offers
new answers and new perspectives related to various aspects of the medieval theatrical
world, provided that the scholar is conscious of possible biases or limits in his/her
study because of: 1. the characteristics of the topic that is focused on, and 2. the
nature of the sources that are selected.

However, alongside this macro-level approach (i.e., starting from the large theo-
retical frame of theatre studies in an historical context and then narrowing down the
investigation to specific sources), another approach to the sources on the micro-level
is also necessary; namely, to start by intentionally focusing on one archive collection,
in order to understand how it functions and what it can deliver in terms of data and
questions on medieval drama. Indeed, if one considers that drama is a major phe-
nomenon that pervades the entirety of late medieval society, it will not be surprising
to see it mentioned in a very large variety of archive collections devoted to larger as-
pects of urban life (be they judicial, civic, professional, or notarial archives). Although
it would of course be impossible to survey all possible sources produced at the end of
the Middle Ages and the early modern period to look for specific mentions of the-
atrical or performative activities, it is worth considering how the scope of possible
sources to investigate is much larger than what has been explored until now. I will
briefly present a variety of such possible enquiries by giving a few examples of spe-
cific sets of collections useful to the history of performance, before I propose several
methodological questions that emerged from my own approach to one collection in
the municipal archives of Lille.

Municipal books of accounts are the type of source that was most extensively
scrutinized by those scholars in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who
first began investigating the material conditions of medieval theatrical performance.
The repertoires of performances compiled by Louis Petit de Julleville in the 1880s,
which synthesized many details drawn from local studies, are still often used as a
starting point for further enquiries into a specific performance or city; these are largely
based on such municipal accounting records.” However, despite these first and very
often meticulous results, most of these series still need a thorough inspection and,
most importantly, a renewed interpretation, given how definitions of performance
and views about what constitutes evidence of theatricality have changed over the last
few decades. Indeed, a careful examination of such volumes allows us not only to
describe the material aspects of a (set of) performance(s), but also to demonstrate the
importance of performance within the budget of a city, and hence to understand how
its status as a public spectacle often bore a political meaning, as Matthieu Bonicel has
demonstrated in his study of the account books of the city of Avignon.®
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I have listed elsewhere a number of sources that can be used to document per-
formance in the cities of the Southern Low Countries, and I have proposed method-
ological questions concerning the way we can read and use such sources in order to
investigate the level of literacy of the actors as well as the audience(s) of a play in the
sixteenth century.” Such sources include account books, but also registers of deliber-
ations of the aldermen, and judicial archives such as the records of the Governance of
the Low Countries kept at the Royal Archives in Brussels, where copies of enquiries
made on a local level were sent to be studied by the imperial authorities.® In addi-
tion, we might examine registers of sentences pronounced in a city or collections of
letters of remission for court cases in which actors may have been directly or indirectly
involved.? Marie Bouhaik-Girones has also established an extensive list of interesting
series of the Parliament of Paris, kept at the National Archives in Paris.’® These are all
collections of sources that can deliver exceptional documents on drama.

Yet, as historians often remind us, we must also study the archives themselves
in order to understand why, how, and in which circumstances drama was included
among the various topics covered in their holdings. These collections are sometimes
simply too vast to be investigated in their entirety. However, tables or summaries are
often available to search them, provided one uses the right keywords (also keeping in
mind that the keywords used at the time of recollection often rely on the medieval
vocabulary to refer to drama rather than our own modern one). By focusing on the
collection and understanding how it was made up and organized, one can more accu-
rately situate and recognize the significance of references to drama, performances or
actors in relation to the other documents and topics gathered in the collection.

I would like to give one specific example of such a source, namely the registers
of the ordinances enacted by the aldermen of the city of Lille in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries (called the registres des ordonnances du Magistrar) ™ Each city had
a specific name for such records, in which were written all general bans and/or autho-
rizations pronounced by the municipality in order to maintain public order.’ I came
across these registers during research on drama and the Reformation in the region of
Lille covering the period 1520-1570. However, these registers have been kept since
1382; it is actually quite striking that the first register opens almost directly with a ban
concerning drama, with the first interdiction to perform gieu de personnages de rimes
(“plays with characters in rhymes”)*® appearing on the third folio (17th of April 1382,
AML, BB1, f3v)."* Thanks to very precise analytic tables, it is possible to spot all al-
lusions to drama, theatrical or performative spectacles, and leisurely activities given
over more than two centuries. Significantly, the standard term jeux often refers to
games rather than theatrical plays, indicating that, for the authors of these delibera-
tions, drama belonged to a larger category of entertainment (be it public spectacles or
individual entertainment taking place in the public space, such as games of dice). It
is also worth noting that these Lille registers contain only bans, while similar registers
in other cities such as Tournai®® or Amiens (as studied by Runnalls) also offer a view
of authorizations given to individuals or groups asking to perform a play.

We learn two essential elements from the study of these texts. First, it is necessary
to study these documents with the entire timeframe covered by the collection in mind,
even if one’s research focuses on a shorter period within that period. By understanding
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how the system of local scrutiny and authorization of drama functioned at the end of
the fourteenth century, one gets a new perspective on the situation in the sixteenth
century. Indeed, the older documents confirm that there was a long tradition of lo-
cal control of the performances by the municipality, before the imperial authorities
implemented a specific legislation in 1520 to prevent the circulation of Reformation
ideas by written or oral means (drama being one of these oral media that are suspect
to these authorities, together with songs and, of course, clandestine preaching).’® In
this respect, studying the whole collection informs us that the imperial legislation is
not an innovation of the sixteenth century in terms of control and censorship of the-
atrical activities; what is new is the shift of the decision process from local to imperial
authorities, as well as the emphasis on religious and ideological aspects. Incidentally,
it is worth remembering that, already in the fifteenth century, that is to say before the
Reformation issue appears, it was common to let prominent ecclesiastics check the
content of religious plays in order to ensure that the theological arguments of the text
were sound. From this perspective, the imperial injunctions to do so in the middle
of the sixteenth century are in direct line with the previous local practice, and can be
seen as a continuation of this process rather than as a new way of dealing with the
performed or printed theatrical text.

Moreover, and this is my second point, it also appears that it is necessary to study
not only the details concerning drama found in these references, but also the refer-
ences as a whole, in order to understand to what extent drama was seen as a specific
problem rather than as one issue among others from a regulative point of view. This
instance is exemplary: a deliberation pronounced between January and July 1575
in Lille deals with several situations that need to be controlled or forbidden, among
them performances. It states that it is compulsory to provide water at the entrance
of the houses, and that it is forbidden to go to the bathhouses, to “perform plays at
the ‘Pourchelet’” [a square in Lille] or in other places,” to sing or go to the places pa-
tronized by singers, to hang clothes belonging to sick people on the fortification to
let them dry, and to bathe and fish in the rivers and ditches of the city (AML, BB
10, f191v-192, published again in June 1578 and June 1583). These seemingly very
different topics probably revolved around one common concern of the municipal au-
thorities of Lille: to prevent the further spread of an epidemic. This is revealed by the
reference to the availability of water at the door of the houses (to clean the streets) and
the proscription against displaying the clothes of “plague-stricken people” outside; in
the document, pestiférés may refer to the plague but also to any other contagious dis-
ease. In this context, it is likely that, although the steam rooms or bathhouses were
also traditionally places of prostitution in the Middle Ages, the reference to them in
this text expresses a hygienic rather than a moral judgment. Similarly, one can infer
that this prohibition against performing plays aimed to prevent gatherings that would
increase the risk of contagion among the audience and does not necessarily represent
an effort to stop the diffusion of the ideas of the Reformation, even if at first glance
the context suggests this connection. Olivier Spina comes to related conclusions in
his study of strikingly similar deliberations in London from the same period.”

To sum up, I would like to underline the fact that the current studies of French
medieval drama through the analysis of archival evidence point in two directions that
are not in contradiction, but rather complementary. On the one hand, the macro-
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approach encourages us to remain conscious of methodological problems and larger
historical contexts when dealing with sources that may reveal specific aspects of the
history of performance in a particular time and place. On the other hand, the micro-
approach is necessary in order to recognize and appreciate local situations of perfor-
mances and sources. Ideally, these two approaches could lead in the future to two
projects that would be extremely valuable for specialists of medieval drama: a syn-
thesis of the various types of sources that can be used to write the history of theatre
and dramatic performance in the Middle Ages in French speaking-regions; and stud-
ies of local clusters that would offer insight into local situations and specific archival
collections.®®

Although the first one may appear more ambitious and innovative according to
the current standards of research funding agencies, the second enterprise should not be
neglected, as it is necessary in order to achieve a real comprehension of medieval drama
on a local as well as on a global level. Although many archive collections in France
still await an exhaustive study, they promise to deliver an extremely rich amount of
data that will lead to a better understanding of drama as a major phenomenon in late
medieval society.
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